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spending a day with the King and finding out Eliana was pregnant, I
returned home peacefully. The next few days went by just as calmly. I
even gave the girls a day off, although I personally couldn’t
remember the day that well. Terra continued to work on the wall. She
had also shown me a new item she had created.


    It was rather ingenious. It was a golem
creator. She had apparently gotten the idea when I talked to her
about automation in my own world. She had worked with the resident
enchanter toward building such an item. In short, it could construct
golems and program them to carry out simple tasks. We had built a
handful of prototypes, and they were now being used to clear the
forest outside of Chalm and even till some land to eventually be used
as farmland.


    Mana was a part of everything in this
world, and years of having a dungeon suck the land dry had made it
all but infertile. However, I knew about certain bean plants being
good for revitalizing land, and I knew that with the fairy spring,
the land would rapidly recover. Already, the green around the city
that had once been brown and dead was green and lively.


    My own dungeon, apparently, also sucks
out mana from the land, but it mostly sucks from the mana spring.
Furthermore, because the spring wasn’t just a source of mana for
the dungeon, but a supply of waters of life for us to sell, the
waters of life would diminish and eventually be destroyed. This
didn’t happen because I was thankfully able to renew the waters of
life by using fairy dust and my own mana. Astria then could
concentrate the spring water. Doing that once a week was enough, but
when I did it daily, the spring grew stronger and more magical, and
the benefits derived from it also increased.


    As for her golem creator, we needed to
contact people from Jespain if we wanted to advance it farther. With
time, Terra said that she could build all kinds of different golems.
Golems that maintained stuff. Golems that built stuff. Golems that
could defend the city. However, I saw it as something else. In my
mind, the golem creator was basically a magical 3D printer. The thing
that made it the most impressive wouldn’t be in producing golems,
but in producing magical items.


    That’s right, I imagine a world where
we could print storage rings, enchantment-enhanced jewelry, and even
armor. We could begin to mass produce such useful items. However, a
trip to Jespain would be almost mandatory, and right now, I was still
trying to help stabilize Aberis. Prince Aberis was going to become
the new king soon, and with a turncoat to the north, Bandits to the
east, and a hostile wilderness everywhere else, Chalm wasn’t so
stable that I was ready to make that journey.


    I didn’t necessarily need to make the
journey myself. If I was able to mark someone on my map and follow
them, I could technically make a portal directly to them, and then
once I was in Jespain, there wouldn’t be an issue. Unfortunately,
it was proving impossible. It took about a month to reach the Capitol
City from old Chalm. Reaching Jespain would take anywhere from six
months to a year.


    Dioshin had its borders closed off to
the east. That meant you had to either go up through Imperial Cloud
Meadow and Shie Gescar, or go down to Esmore and try to take a boat.
Dioshin sank boats sailing in their waters, so you wouldn’t just
have to make a year-long voyage, but have to avoid being shot down.
As for Shie Gescar, there was a large river between Imperial Cloud
Meadow and Shie Gescar. From what I heard, no one who crossed it ever
returned. This included the Master Blacksmith who once worked with
Rubee. As a result, Shie Gescar was an extremely mysterious place. As
for Figuro, I didn’t know how he had managed to penetrate their
ranks. I knew that he was a special case though.


    
	
	
	













    Terra’s parents had supposedly come
from Shie Gescar, but they were both famous magicians who lived a
simple life. Furthermore, Faeyna had mistaken Shao as a woman from
Shie Gescar, although I later learned she had actually come from a
Northern city on the border of the demon lands. She was Japanese, so
that seemed to suggest that Shie Gescar contained people who appeared
Asian. That only served to make it more mysterious. Suffice it to
say, it would be some time before I could finally visit that place.
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    eek! What are you doing in here?”


    “Haven’t you already gotten the orders?” I asked.


    The Guild Master chuckled. “Ah! It’s about that then. I thought you’d take some more time to rest. You seem to always be going somewhere. It’s tiring just watching you.”


    “The girls don’t seem to want to take any days off. I guess that one day was enough. Even Carmine sounded energized on my last contact with her. When I had suggested a day off, I had forgotten about Carmine and Salicia, but I heard the girls had brought them to Chalm for the day. It seemed to have done them well. Either way, Carmine’s next fight is going to be coming up soon, so I was thinking about training her up a bit.


    “Wouldn’t that mean Dungeons?”


    “Dirage is a bit too big, and we don’t know where any of the other dungeons in the wilderness are. That’s why I’m sending Lydia, Terra, and Celeste out to do recon. They’re going to try to locate the dungeons in the wilderness, but that might take a couple of weeks.”


    “Weeks? Is it wise to send out your strongest?” The Guild Master asked worriedly. “After all, we did just have a giant golem attack the city.”


    “Wait, what?”


    “Ah! Nothing! I mean, what if a giant golem attacked the city? I’m just worried your party will be too weak to handle any of these missions. Even if we can resurrect you, it’s something I’d like to avoid.”


    I didn’t take offense. The Guild Master had sent countless people out on missions, so he was really just trying to make sure I had thought of everything. I had carefully considered things. It was getting to a point where I couldn’t afford to move around as a group any longer. The girls needed to depend on each other to overcome challenges by themselves once in a while.


    As for why I picked the three, Lydia was the best scout, hands down, so it made sense for her to go. As for Celeste, her ability to fly allowed her to get a vantage point and see things at a distance. Finally, Terra could build protective barriers, buying them time, and also create shelters so they could rest safely if needed. Besides, if they got in trouble, they had access to portal and could flee if needed.


    There was also another reason I decided to do things this way. The girls had sat me down and given me a scolding the other day. They said that I wasn’t giving enough time toward Raissa, Carmine, and Salicia. I had worried they knew Raissa was pregnant, but they didn’t seem to indicate as such. I suspected that Astria and Elaya knew, but thankfully, they had kept this knowledge to themselves.


    Thus, I was going to bring Raissa, Carmine, Salicia, Shao, and Miki with me on this adventure. I worried a little about Raissa, but I wasn’t taking her into a dungeon. Rather, the quest was to hunt Bandits on the countryside. Carmine was a protective wall, Shao a skilled assassin, and Miki was good at detecting life force. No one knew more about bandits than Salicia. Supposedly, Carmine and Salicia were more powerful than the other girls too. Since I could take over the scouting duty, there was no reason Raissa even needed to risk her life at all.


    “Unfortunately, you’re registered as a team for E. It has to be those five girls. However, you can use your individual registration, you can accept requests as well. Unfortunately, that puts you at F.”


    “Geh… that’s what the Prince is trying to fix.” I sighed. “Are there any F-level bandit requests?”


    “No.”


    “I didn’t think so, are you sure we can’t make an exception?”


    “The Adventuring Guild isn’t run by the nobility. I have to follow the rules here. I would love to make an exception, but I can’t… the lowest bandit level quest is a D, so even if you did sign up for a new ‘E’ party, it’d be a problem.”


    “Then, what do you have in mind?” I figured there was no way he’d tell me this unless he had a plan.


    “That’s simple. You’re going to have to accept the mission with a guide. Fortunately, I found the perfect person for you.”


    “Ah? Who?”
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     didn’t
have to wait to find out who the Guild Master selected, as she nearly
jumped up. She was a tall, muscular woman, and one I hadn’t seen in
some time.


    “Big Sis?”


    She puffed out her cheeks. “You still
won’t call me by my name. It’s Ruby! Ru-by!”


    There was a time when she had seemed so
large and powerful to me. She honestly had intimidated me a lot and
so, even though she was always nice, I kept a distance from her.
However, that was the old Deek. I wasn’t only more muscular than I
used to be, but I actually grew a little too. I heard it was an
effect from leveling rapidly. Your body started to change to match
your skills and abilities.


    After dealing with the Osterians, Ruby
didn’t seem so imposing anymore. Rather, after being around so many
strong women, Ruby appeared a bit cute. She was a still a big woman,
although she wasn’t so large as to be Osterian, she was a bit over
six feet tall. She had a big chest that made Celeste’s look small,
and was even bigger than the Queens. She also tended to wear very
little armor, exposing a lot more skin. I wasn’t sure how that tied
into her being a skilled adventurer though.


    “Ah, so you’ll be joining me?”


    She grinned a big smile. “I’ve been
waiting for a time I could take you out. To think you’ve been an
Adventurer for around four months, and you still are a grade F.
That’s really slow.”


    “Ruby!” The Guild Master rolled his
eyes. “You know the situation with them wasn’t exactly ideal.”


    “He knows I’m just teasing him!”
She hit my shoulder hard, but where I remember it hurting once, it
only felt like friendliness now. “Anyway, the mission is bandits? I
have to tell you, bandits are tough. Monsters are only so smart, but
bandits are as smart as you and I. Also, although these quests are
leveled, bandits are unpredictable. It’s very easy for a C quest to
jump to A because we had their numbers wrong or a particularly strong
person joined their group. Death is common against bandits. That’s
why so few adventurers have been doing anything about them.


    “That, and they’re as tough to
handle as cockroaches. They can be resurrected by dark priests, and
they’ll hold grudges. If you capture them, you need to deliver them
to a city with the strength to hold them, or the bandits will raid
the city and they end up free again.”


    “Yeah, I learned that the hard way,”
I said bitterly.


    I was hoping to get a quick buck and
ended up handing in a bandit leader that had attacked us close to the
city of Penbrooke. However, that city was attacked and the man I had
just defeated had been freed only a short time later. He later died,
but there was nothing keeping him from being resurrected. At the
moment, I had no clue if he was still out there, plotting against me.


    “I’m just being frank with you
here. It’s a very tough job. I’m not a Dungeon Diver, and I know
you have the threat of perma-death hovering over you, but battling
bandits is a completely different beast. As much as we like to act
like we’re immortal, we only have so many lives before death
psychosis begins. That’s when your spirit has been worn down by so
many deaths you start to suffer unseen trauma. So, battling bandits
that have just as many lives and can be just as skilled and powerful
as we are can feel like trying to hold back a flood with just your
hands. I’ve known Dungeon Divers, who are used to the clear rules
and expectations dungeons provide, crack under the pressure of bandit
hunting. It’s not for everyone.”


    “Ruby! Haven’t you scared him
enough?” The Guild master admonished.


    I merely let out a chuckle. “Actually,
I think we’ll be fine.”


    Ruby gave me a worried look. She
clearly wasn’t convinced. It looked like I was just going to have
to show her what we could do.
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     love
you all, good luck.”


    I had just finished explaining my plans
to Lydia and her party and was now setting them on their way. I said
my farewell to Lydia, Celeste, and Terra, including a long night with
pervert equipped. It had gone up another level, and so had Harem
Master. I didn’t know what I did to get Harem Master to increase,
but it seemed to have been leveling normally. I equipped it just for
kicks. I was now at level 3, and it had given me three skills.


    The first skill was another Status
Bonus that seemed to only effect girls in my harem and also in my
party. The second level gave me Harem Boost. I didn’t know what it
did, but I presumed it was a status boost as well. It didn’t appear
to be an active skill, whatever it was. The third ability was called
Harmony, and I could guess what that meant. It helped the girls get
along a bit easier. It had to be working, because Astria and Elaya
seemed to be getting along better with the others recently. They even
agreed to help protect the city while we were gone.


    Well, if it was anything major, I could
use Return and be home in a second, so I made sure that the major
knew not to depend on them too much. I had a bit more trust for
Astria than I did Elaya. She was still a wild card. I hadn’t made
her my slave. She was just a tamed monster. However, a tamed monster
was just that, someone who was tamed. Dogs were tamed, but that
didn’t mean they didn’t bite their Masters. Monsters couldn’t
be controlled fully, where slaves could, at least in this world.
Slavery was a removal of freedom, where taming was a form of
reliance.


    As for Miki, Raissa, Carmine, and
Salicia, we would be gone from Chalm for a while. We’d be out in
east Aberis, hunting bandits and forging alliances. Then, when
Carmine needed to do her gladiatorial fights, we’d get involved in
those as well. With portal, it was rather easy to move around, so
just like how I slowly descended in the dungeons while sleeping at
the mansion every night, things wouldn’t be much different here.
We’d progress along the country side and then return to Alerith
every night.


    Why was I staying in Alerith? I wanted
to give Chalm some time to grow without me. I didn’t want the city
to be too reliant. I had a feeling that I would be outgrowing Chalm
in time. After sending that Miner’s town to the grave, I realized
the importance of having more support. I needed other cities. That’s
why my girls were trying to survey the wilderness. If we could
reclaim it and build another city, that would be best. With Terra’s
increasing skills, a second city, maybe a few forts, would all be
possible.


    I even had such fanciful dreams as
taming a dungeon. It wasn’t a monster, but it might be possible to
control it like one of the Great dungeons. Then I could have a city
like Dirage that attracts people. Furthermore, I could always pilfer
mana for my own dungeon, if needed. I had many plans, but they needed
to be fulfilled little by little.


    The old me who first came to this place
wouldn’t even be able to recognize the current me. I didn’t know
at what point I had started having this kind of ambition. I had
always been someone who just went with the flow. However, after being
in the company of so many people who depended on me, I had started to
want to become a man they could depend on. I wanted to grow, and I
wanted those around me to grow as well. As a result, it was necessary
to part for a time.


    I gave them each a final hug and a
kiss, and the girls walked off into the wilderness. I marked them on
my map. They might have left, but they’d never be farther than a
step from me. I would build a future for all of us.
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    'm a powerful asset, you know. You shouldn’t just leave me
behind.”


    Elaya appeared in my room as I was
packing for my journey.


    “Elaya?” I couldn’t help but
sigh. “What do you want?”


    Rather than look upset, Elaya chuckled
softly. “You always play so hard to get. Far more interesting than
my husband. You remind me a bit of the Harem Hero.”


    “You knew him?” The only time I
recalled him, he was mentioned briefly by Karr.


    She nodded. “Oh yes, he fought in our
army. He was a rising hero around the time I… well… stepped out
of history.”


    So, it was about thirty years ago he
was a rising hero. Karr somehow took influence in the Harem Hero
before twenty years ago when he was killed under mysterious
circumstances. I had thought at one point it was all the church, but
it turned out the church in the capitol was rather harmless. Then
again, that was only a part of a fractured church that had once been
much larger. Presumably, that church had shattered a hundred years
ago before the Demon Lord Aberis attacked the former country of
Osteria and fractured it into the Ost Republic and Aberis.


    “What was he like?”


    “Fufu… wondering if I took any
interest in him?” Elaya asked slyly.


    “Even if you did, he’s dead and
you’re mine. Furthermore, you’re not even the same woman
anymore.”


    “I don’t hate such a Master.” She
chuckled. “As for what I thought of him, he was a bit of a party
boy. He preferred flirting and leading women on.”


    “Oh? So, he was that kind of guy? One
that can’t commit?”


    She rose an eyebrow. “You know the
type? Well, you’re not wrong. The Slave Hero never really loved the
women he controlled. The Love Hero was a shallow person who loved all
women. The Harem Hero didn’t have the balls to make women his. They
were all lacking. Even my ex-husband, the Hero King of Aberis, was a
man dragged down by his own prejudices. You are different though. It
is why I gave you my allegiance. When I saw you take Astria into your
heart, I knew you were destined for greatness.”


    “Plus, if you didn’t, I might have
had no choice but to kill you.”


    Once again, she laughed giddily.
“Perhaps you could have… I know that I don’t have a place in
your heart yet. That’s something unique about you. You make the
women with you want to be better. So, despite my hidden natures, I
will become a woman you can be proud of. I will earn your trust one
day.”


    “I just wish I knew who you are.” I
admitted. “With Astria, that was her original form. With the
Giantess and the Siren, they are merely monsters I tamed. You, on the
other hand, are neither the queen, nor a monster.”


    “Aren’t I Queen Elaya? You
resurrected me, after all! I’m not spirit anymore.”


    “That’s true…” I responded
uncertainly. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter. Even Karr could
be resurrected…”


    Actually, it was difficult to say
whether the Karr I met in Karr’s dungeon was the true Karr. He was
an existence that had been corrupted and twisted by Miasma for twenty
years. He was a ghost that was ultimately resurrected into a human.
Except, his spirit had been captured by the dungeon shortly after his
death. It wasn’t clear if any of Elaya’s spirit existed within
this Elaya, or if she was closer to a memory of Elaya. Then again,
did it matter? Elaya was Elaya now, and Astria was Astria. Both were
women twisted by a dungeon for many years. The only ones I knew who
had been spared that fate were Celeste and Terra.


    Although, that was a curious thought
too. How had Celeste and Terra been spared the damage of the dungeon?
Both had been trapped in the dungeon for equal amounts of time and
had seemingly come out of it with their mind’s intact. It wasn’t
like Celeste and Terra were waging battles or fighting to the death
in boss rooms or anything.


    “I will let you continue on.” Elaya
chuckled. “I just stopped by so I wouldn’t leave your mind. In
time, I’ll have your heart…”


    She turned around and walked away. At
that moment, an intense desire came over me, and I pulled out just a
bit of fairy dust and used God’s Eye, examining Elaya’s status in
front of my eye. My face turned white. Some things were better off
not being known.


    As she disappeared out of sight, I
shook my head. “What the hell is a Great Lich Queen, anyway?”
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     finished
packing my supplies and then headed out. I met with Shao, Raissa,
Miki, and Ruby, and then the group of us portaled to Alerith. Ruby,
in particular, seemed extremely amazed as she stepped through the
white portal. The other girls had grown used to it after traveling
through it so many times, but I didn’t exactly use it out in the
public.  She had to be aware I had the ability, but it was probably
the best thing I was known for after being the Lord of Chalm. Even
after passing through, she looked at the thing in wonder until I
allowed it to shut.


    Salicia and Carmine were thankfully
waiting for us, but as expected, Carmine had packed considerably too
much. Why did she even own that much stuff? I made her go and repack.
While we were waiting, I went over everything with the group one more
time. When it came to Deek’s Party, the girls would follow without
questions. However, Ruby wasn’t one of my girls, and Raissa was a
girl who was used to going in with a plan. It was too dangerous to
take on a dungeon without every person knowing their place. Well, you
could say that my old Party were so comfortable with each other, that
our places were self-evident. Now, with a new group, especially with
several women used to working alone, it’d be rockier.


    That included Shao. She typically
worked and fought alone. Lydia had taken her under her wing, and she
was willing to follow Lydia’s lead, but that didn’t mean there
weren’t some issues there. This was a bit of a test for everyone.
Well, except for Miki. I had already told her what her job was ahead
of time. She could affect people’s spirit and mind. That meant that
she was a mood setter. She was there to make sure the other four
girls worked together properly. She’d keep them calm, focused, and
steady. Naturally, I wouldn’t tell them that. If it didn’t work,
I could try equipping Harem Master. Although, I didn’t know what
the conditions were for being in my Harem. Were Carmine and Salicia
considered Harem members? How about even Raissa?


    In my mind, there were only seven women
whom I was truly close to emotionally. Shao, Miki, Celeste, Lydia,
Terra, Astria, and Eliana. Another part of the reason I was making
this journey was to get closer to Raissa, Carmine, and Salicia. Elaya
probably had picked up on this, which is why she had made her visit
earlier as the odd girl out. I had wanted to grow closer to Raissa
anyway, especially if I was going to tell her she was pregnant. The
girls had begged me to spend more time with Carmine, and Salicia came
with Carmine, so that’s how it turned out.


    “Salicia, is this going to be okay
with you?” I asked.


    “What? Oh? About betraying and
killing men and women who used to work under me? Sounds fun!”


    “You…”


    Salicia put her hands on her hips and
let out a laugh. “You can’t be saying you think there should be
honor amongst thieves or something? We worked together for mutual
gain. I used the bandits because they could help me obtain rapid
wealth and power. They used me because I provided safety thanks to my
great strength.”


    “That definitely is something I’m
curious about.”


    “What’s that?”


    “Carmine had the support of the
church. She became a Paladin with their support. However, how did you
become a Bandit King? From a girl who lost everything, even her
sister, you managed to become a third tier that ruled southwest
Aberis for a time.”


    “Isn’t it because I’m really
amazing?”


    “Forget it, I’m sorry I asked.”


    She let out another laugh and then
spoke mysteriously. “Perhaps, if our path heads that direction, you
may find out about my past, but until then, you’ll just have to
admire me from afar.”


    “I finished packing.” A muffled
voice came from the stairway.


    I looked over to see a mass of bags and
boxes strapped all around what might have been a body. “I said take
what you can carry!”


    “I-I’m carrying it all!” Carmine
cried.


    “You should be able to fight… and
see for that matter!”


    “Master! You let all the others carry
so much stuff in their storage rings, but you haven’t afforded me
even one!”


    “She’s got a point, you know.”
Miki smirked.


    “Whose side are you on?”


    “They all get storage rings? D-Deek…
did I mention how manly you are!”


    “Don’t you start flirting now,
Ruby!”


    
	
	
	




























    This was going to be a long journey.
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    veryone
finally settled. It took a trip to the Capital, where I purchased a
few more storage rings. However, I only found 2 left. These items did
not grow on trees and getting them for the kingdom was exceptionally
difficult. Jespain was the main country that created such magical
artifacts, and there was only one enchanter in Aberis who handles
basically everything. If it wasn’t found in a dungeon, it was
probably enchanted by this guy, although he also had three
apprentices who did most of the smaller things, like those that I had
purchased in Chalm.


    The Blue Mages of the traveling guild
were already difficult people to work with, so the times the
enchanter could meet with a space mage and create rings were few and
far between. Even then, working all day only got them 3-4. They were
too expensive, and so they didn’t sell well, which was the only
reason I was able to get my hands on them. It was lucky to see ten a
year made. Considering I had reequipped my five girls with storage
rings twice now after they were destroyed, I had already used up over
a year’s supply of rings in Aberis, and now there was a shortage.
Of course, I had also gained a few from dungeons, which were always
better than the ones made by the enchanter. Not that I’d say that
to his face.


    I’d like Celeste to learn Enchanter.
With her Wind magic, she could probably make some pretty interesting
items. However, other things had always been more pressing. So, since
the girls were up to three jobs now with the help of dungeon points,
I equipped her with Enchanter instead of her favored Magic Singer. I
was eager to see what progress she made when she finally returned
from her trip.


    So, long story short, those two rings
had cost me five hundred gold thanks to the shortage. If I didn’t
expect to get a lot of profit from the bandits, I definitely wouldn’t
have boughten the two I did. One went to Carmine and one to Salicia.
Even though Ruby gave me sad eyes, she’s not even my slave and I
have no responsibility to equip her. At least, I didn’t have to
fight with Carmine over bringing any more stuff, and she seemed quite
content with it. Salicia complained it didn’t have more diamonds
and jewels on it. Both sisters seemed to have an inflated sense of
self-worth, but where Carmine simply wanted things, Salicia wanted to
be seen. She wore flashy clothing, and even now she had an assortment
of diamonds and jewels on herself. It was enough to tempt any thief,
so it honestly did its job.


    “Master, where will we be going
first?” Miki asked as we entered the traveling guild. “You won’t
be taking us there by portal?”


    “I already wasted a round-trip with
portals by going to the Capitol. Unfortunately, we’ve only walked
the one road to the capitol. However, there are no cities along that
way now that Penbrook is wiped off the map. With the dungeon gone, no
one felt the need to return to the city.”


    I knew this because some people from
Penbrook had ended up coming to Chalm in hopes of new opportunity.
Somehow, despite not really being able to do anything to help them, I
had become a bit of a hero. I had helped all the families resurrect
everyone who had died in the bandit attack, so that was part of it.
They had also heard how I fought and defeated the clockwork dragon.
Thankfully, most of them had only fled by the time Carmine had freed
it, but many had heard and seen it flying overhead, so it left quite
an impression on the fleeing villagers.


    “Then, where will we be going?” She
asked.


    “The last stronghold against the
Bandits. They have been cut off from Aberis’s Capitol for nearly
two months now. Well, not entirely. They’ve managed to hold out
because a blue mage is there and they’ve been able to exchange some
supplies through him. It’s more of a fort than a city now, with
every resident who could afford to flee having since teleported away.
It’s right in the heart of Bandit territory. It should be a good
place to start.”


    
	
	
	














    This was just the beginning. For the
first time since I had been to this world, I had plans of my own.
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    he
traveling guild in Chalm had only just been set up. A building had
been procured and they were still remodeling it. There was a grouchy
Blue Mage waiting for us. I was starting to wonder if it was a
mandate of the Blue Mages that they all be irritable and
short-tempered. This was a middle-aged, pudgy man. When he saw me
walk in, rather than bow as would be befitting a Count, he let out a
long snort.


    “About time you came! I drew this
formation an hour ago. Since you want to be teleported to Regency, I
can’t guarantee that the formation will be together on their end.”
He turned away. “Will you stop that racket!”


    Someone nearby was hammering on some
floorboards, but it had irritated the Blue Mage who had turned and
yelled at him. The worker stopped hammering. He shot the Blue Mage a
look, but otherwise remained silent. All third-tier jobs had a great
deal of respect, but the Blue Mage in particular was responsible for
an important public service. They could sway the outcome of a battle
or make or break commerce. The fact that the city of Regency was
still standing and had yet to be looted also had to do with a Blue
Mage.


    When he turned back to the group, his
eyes narrowed. “Well? I’m waiting? Are you going to get in the
circle? Wait… the coin!”


    I ended up paying seven gold for the
journey. I was making a trip based on the orders of the next King,
protecting the country, and also, I was the lord of this city, and
yet this guy still had the audacity to demand payment. I let out a
long sigh and then handed him the coins, although I was wondering if
I could collect taxes on the Traveling Guild.


    Then, I gestured for everyone to move
into the circle he had drawn. I noticed that he drew it kind of small
for the group we had. Usually, the standard circle drawn was enough
for about twenty people unless they knew how many they were sending.
It was clear that this guy was being extra stingy with supplies,
because it barely fit the seven of us. I ended up smooshed against
Raissa, her head pressed against my chest.


    She blushed shyly, and a moment later.
“Will you stop hitting me with your tail! Do you want me to cut it
off!” Salicia growled.


    “S-s-orry!” Raissa squeaked,
looking anywhere but at me in embarrassment.


    If my arms were free, I would have
patted her on the head, but right now they were shoved at my sides
with five women all around me.


    “Master… doing that kind of thing
here…” Carmine let out a hot breath near my neck. “If you touch
me like that, I’ll go crazy.”


    I rose an eyebrow. “I’m not
touching you whatsoever.”


    My hands were at my sides, facing my
own legs. Carmine’s hot expression suddenly turned to her side.
Salicia’s grin started growing.


    “Y-y-y-you!”


    “Don’t move!” I hissed, not sure
what would happen if Carmine suddenly pushed us all out of the
circle.


    At best, I would have to pay him a
second time to cast the spell. That was exactly the kind of people
Blue Mage’s were. Thankfully, the magic started taking effect a
moment later, and the group ended up teleporting away.


    When I regained my sight, there was a
withered old man standing there with a cane in his hand. “Finally.
What took you so long!”


    “Ah…” I was just about to let out
another sigh at another Blue Mage who was surly, but then his eyes
suddenly whipped to his side.


    “Blue Mage! Conjure up some food for
us!”


    “I-i-it doesn’t work that way!” A
beautiful woman said tearfully, her large breasts shaking as she
cried out innocently.


    
	
	
	
























    Has the Blue Mage curse finally been
broken?
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he Blue Mage wore a blue robe, but it had a cutout on her chest and
revealed quite a bit of her large cleavage. She would definitely be
an outstanding member of the church in the capitol. She had long
blonde hair that ran down her back in silky waves. Her eyes were a
piercing purple color, and her face was round with just a hint of
baby fat on her cheeks.


  


  “I don’t know what I was thinking,
taking on a Blue Mage as an apprentice.” The old man growled, but
then his eyes fell on her chest, and it left little question of what
he was thinking.


  When he turned back to us, his eyes
went right passed me, and he checked the chest out on the girls
behind me too. Carmine caught his eyes, but all the other girls
seemed wanting. Salicia even puffed out her chest as his eyes
wondered by. The lack of excitement in them caused her smile to turn
to daggers. I shoved myself out from the middle of the girls, as I
had almost been lost, and I brought out my hand.


  “I am Count Deekson from Chalm. The
future King sent me to help with the bandit situation. You are?”


  “I’m bored.” He responded, not
taking my hand as he turned and started walking away.


  “Come, Siti, you did your job. Now,
you can come satisfy me.”


  “Ah, wh-why do you always word it
that way? I’m just rubbing your feet!”


  “Hehe… for now…”


  She blushed, bowing to us in greeting.
“I’m sorry, my lord. He is the Grand Master Rigel, and I am his
apprentice Siti. You can find the mayor of this city. The Lord was
killed on an expedition to attack the bandits last month. Ah! Not
that I’m saying you’ll meet the same fate! I’m sure my lord is
prepared to handle unceasing waves of evil men… I mean…”


  “Siti!”


  “Y-yes!” She bowed, giving me a
full view down her blouse, before she stood back up and ran after the
old man, who had already left the guild and seemed surprisingly quick
for someone his age.


  I was busy thinking about what he had
said. Grand Master… would that mean he was a Master Magician? He’d
be the first person with a 4th tier I had seen other than the
fairies, Elaya, and the King. Even Alysia and Octius were only a 3rd
tier, although they were both really strong. I had read about it
once, but it was called the third-tier bottleneck. Unlocking a 4th
tier job required something truly special.


  It was said that 1st tier was triggered
by repetition, 2nd tier was triggered by leveling, third tier was
triggered by accomplishment, and 4th tier was triggered by mastery.
Of course, that was just a saying, and didn’t describe reality
perfectly. You could get to a third tier of magician just by leveling
and there appeared to be no 2nd tier when it came to Dungeon Diver
and Hero. Then again, it was probably more accurate to say that there
was no first tier, since both were awarded, not gained, and were a
bit beyond the basics. The same could be said for Knight.


  There might even be a 5th tier of jobs,
but the books weren’t aware of it if there was one. Then again,
Aberis was a small country, and only recently created, so this kind
of information was limited. Plus, the concept of tiers was only
something assigned to jobs for convenience, and didn’t fit reality
completely.  



  As I was thinking, I realized five
girls were glancing at me.


  “What?” I asked.


  “No.” Shao said, crossing her arms.


  “Not another!” Miki nodded.


  “Another?” I had no clue what they
were talking about.


  “M-master must control himself!”
Raissa declared.


  “I see…” I nodded. “In that
case, let’s go find this mayor.”


  I didn’t know what they were talking
about, but I decided to fake it. They all acted weird sometimes. I
had just been thinking about jobs, and there was nothing else on my
mind. I rubbed my throat as we left the traveling guild. For some
reason, I was suddenly thirsty for some milk.
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e didn’t
have to walk far before we heard a man yelling out orders. I led the
group over to him. He was a bald, skinny man with a worn look. He was
wearing piecemeal armor, but it didn’t look nearly as nice as the
dungeon gathered assortments I was used to wearing. I actually hadn’t
found any particularly good armor lately, and various fights had
destroyed several of my best pieces. The one thing role-playing games
never taught me was how easy it was for armor to break down and be
destroyed. Well, maybe part of that was my own personal life choices,
but I didn’t want to get into that at the moment.



  As we approached him, a sudden
explosion nearby caused the earth to shake and the soldiers nearby to
start moving with a bit of speed. The man who appeared to be in
charge bellowed out some orders.


  “Get some water on that!” He
yelled. “Get some archers on the walls! Keep those magicians back!”


  “This is less like a bandit attack
and more like a siege.” Ruby muttered.


  “You, are you soldiers sent by the
Capitol?” The man noticed our group approaching and immediately
barked that question in our direction.


  I tried to look confident, resting my
hand on my sword. “I am Lord Deekson, I’ve come…”


  “Whatever! Get to the wall! I don’t
have enough men right now.” He eyed the women behind me and made a
face. “I guess a bunch of slave women will have to do. I ask the
city for reinforcements, and they sent me some haughty noble.”


  The somber expression on my face
slipped to a frown. As I went to say something, Ruby grabbed my arm
and pulled me along. The man was already barking orders at other
people, not paying us any mind. That was probably for the best, as
Shao was giving him a dangerous look, and even Miki looked like she
wanted to bite him.


  “He’s a busy man. It’s best not
to get into fights here. You may be a Lord in Chalm, but in Regency
you’re just a C-class adventurer who took on a quest. Technically,
you’re not even that, as I’m your mentor.” Ruby advised. “In
short, follow after me. Although you are helping out Aberis,
officially, you’re working under Adventurer Guild bylaws right
now.”


  I nodded, although the frown didn’t
leave my face. I motioned for the other girls to join me, and we
followed Ruby up to the wall. As I glanced out over the field, it was
definitely an eerie sight. There wasn’t a row of people waiting
outside, or a group of tents blocking our spot. In fact, there didn’t
appear to be a single bandit in view. They were all hiding in the
forest beyond. If I squinted hard, I could just make out movements
hidden within the shadows.


  What made the battlefield so
frightening wasn’t the bandits waiting to flood into the city, but
their absence. In their place was a massive field. Not a single body
remained on it. They had either been picked up or reincarnated. Their
old bodies turned to dust as their new bodies were assembled with
resurrection. Yet, it was still clearly a battlefield. It bore
countless scars. There were arrows, abandoned equipment, carts,
craters, and smoking holes.


  The land was pockmarked from
uncountable battles. There was another boom, but this one came from
another wall. People ran to that wall to try to protect it, but it
was clear that the bandit’s attacks could come from any side at any
moment. They were just buying their time and slowly bringing the city
to the breaking point. Without intervention, the city would fall to
bandit hands in days, maybe weeks if they were lucky. Then, all of
southwest Aberis would be lost, and even Chalm’s connection to the
country would be severed.


  This was more serious of a problem than
I had been led to believe. Thankfully, we were there.
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fficially,
the requirement for a C-ranked bandit quest is to destroy one band of
bandits. Officially, that is ten bandits. A troop of bandits would be
50. A murder of bandits would be 100. Anything more would be an army.
Given your current rank as an F, completely a single C quest would be
enough to bring you to E. Five more would bring you to D, and fifty
to C. So, in short, to reach C, you’d need to bring down 610
bandits by yourself to be able to just reach my rank.”


  


  “In general, I’d say this was the
worst way to gain levels as an adventurer, and I’d advise anyone
else to do something else. However, I’m also aware that you were
ordered by the future King to help clear out bandits, but a single
formation cannot reverse the tide of a battle this bad. It’s going
to take the army and powerful generals to be able to recover this
land. I guess what I’m saying is that this mess is outside of our
pay-grade. If it wasn’t for your need to level and your promise to
the King, I’d have already returned and paid the cancellation fee
myself.


  “I recommend that we play it safe. We
engage when other people engage. We work with the town to repel them.
You gain a few levels, and then we can see about finding you other
missions to complete.”


  I knew that Ruby was just expressing
her genuine feelings at this moment, but she also hadn’t seen my
group fight. I supposed she was basing us on her experience with
other groups. However, my girls were not like other groups. It wasn’t
the fact their levels were higher that differentiated them from an
average Adventuring team. Rather, it was all the boosts they gained
from being close to me. As slaves of a Slave Master, they were
stronger. As girls of a Harem Master, they were stronger. As the
party of a hero, they were better. Any given boost might be small,
but they were adding up, and this discrepancy would only grow as I
grew as well.


  It had been a long time since I had
last done some serious leveling, and I had to admit I was eager to
gain levels and get stronger. Every time I faced a powerful foe like
Alysia, I was reminded of just how inadequate I was. It felt like a
never-ending race with no finish line. The first thing I did was call
out map and then use sense life. My sense life could be spread out
farther as long as I pushed mana into it. If I wanted to, it could
work for the distance of a kilometer or two.


  I was actually surprised at how well it
worked here. The miasma of a dungeon, even with my high miasma
tolerance, still restricted the distance of sense life. The
often-windy passageways further lowered it. I had never used it
before on the surface. Although life was basically everywhere, it was
able to determine all the enemy’s movements around the city in an
instant. With me on a wall, I also had a good vantage point, and was
able to take a good look around the perimeter of the city.


  In short, it only took me seconds to
gain more intel that this city likely had in the weeks before this. I
almost wanted to act a bit smug about it, but I realized it wasn’t
a good time for acting that way. Either way, it was time to make our
first strike. I just needed to figure out how.
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s an adventurer, do I have to listen to this mayor guy?” I
asked Ruby cautiously.


  


  She frowned hesitantly, but still
decided to answer. “Not necessarily, but it would be safer for
everyone if we just followed orders.”


  “I see… and you said my adventuring
card will log any bandit kills I receive?”


  She watched me suspiciously. “Yes,
and as a Slave Master, any kill one of your slaves gets will count as
yours.”


  “Thanks, I appreciate the help.”


  “Deek, what are you planning on
doing?” Her voice was just a bit unsteady.


  “We’re here to deal with the bandit
problem. If I just wanted a few ranks in Adventuring, as you said,
there are easier ways to achieve it.”


  “You… I know that you have defeated
a few dungeons, but even so…”


  I raised a hand and opened a portal.
“You’re welcome to come with us.”


  Ruby crossed her arms and made a pout.
“You say that like I would make any other choice! I’m here to
keep you safe, so I naturally must come along. Although, you’re
putting me in a difficult situation. You’re the lord of my city, so
I can’t just bully you. You’re asking me to put a lot of trust in
you right now.”


  Raissa’s hand touched Ruby’s
shoulder, causing her to look over in surprise. The small wolfgirl
gave a nod.


  “He’s worth putting your trust in.
I had similar thoughts about him when I first followed him into a
dungeon. Yet, despite everything, he always seems to come out on
top.”


  Ruby glanced at the other girls. Miki
smiled and nodded in affirmation. Shao only shrugged, while Carmine
and Salicia seemed to not care much at all about the confirmation.
Salicia was looking across the battlefield curiously, while Carmine
was casually filing her nails.


  This wasn’t the formation I was used
to either. In truth, I was putting some trust in them as well. I was
teleporting to an area without bandits, though. I also had a plan.
With a breath, I took a step through the portal into the land beyond.
We were in a clearing in the forest. There was no life in this
clearing. We were now roughly behind the bandits, who were mostly
focused on the roads and the city itself.


  There were bandits a short distance
away. I led the girls toward them while keeping low. “Shao…
Salicia, take them out. Swift death.”


  “You don’t want them alive?” Miki
asked.


  I shook my head. “This isn’t like
last time. We need to defeat the bandits permanently.”


  “Ah… when engaging a thief or
bandit, the best way to… and they’re gone.” Ruby let out a sigh
as Shao and Salicia left like smoke.


  Both Shao and Salicia used the darkness
attribute. This wasn’t to be confused with miasma, corrupted mana,
although there certainly was a compatibility between the two.
However, their abilities manifested in a much different way. While
Shao was a Shadow Knight, her movements always clung to the darkness.
She was like a creature of the night, always hidden until she struck.
She killed her opponent with the slice of a blade he never saw.


  “She’s like an assassin!” Raissa
said wonderingly.


  Despite that, it was Raissa who had the
assassin job. I wondered how she had earned such a job. It’d be
nice if Shao got the job too. I had a feeling it’d only improve her
skills.


  While Salicia’s Bandit King seemed to
use the darkness attribute too, her magic was pure destruction. She
shot a black beam which pierced the bandit’s heart, causing him to
collapse to the ground dead. Of course, the church was opposed to
darkness attributed jobs because of their similarity to miasma.
Although the current church in the Capitol seemed to not mind, the
church of old before the break seemed to go to great lengths to
suppress them. Even now, priests wouldn’t change the job of a
darkness attribute person.


  Either way, the two men watching over
the road in their hiding spot were wiped out in an instant. Ruby was
impressed, as they were in a spot where even she hadn’t noticed
them. Had I not been able to identify them on my map, I might not
have seen them either. However, she hadn’t seen anything yet. We
were just getting started.


  



  



  

    

  




  [image: 13]



  

    [image: w]

  

alicia,
any thoughts on this?”



  “Eh? What do you mean by that?”


  I poked the dead bandit with the tip of
my foot, rolling him on his back. There was definitely a time where I
would have been squeamish about this. Perhaps, my knowledge that
these men could be reincarnated had numbed me to this kind of thing.
Perhaps, it had been a result of my own deaths, and the countless
people I had to kill. Not an insignificant number of knights had died
thanks to my decisions. I had personally wielded the sword in several
of those cases.


  “I mean, you were the queen of the
bandits in this area. You weren’t as powerful as they are now, but
do you have a clue who their leader is? What methods he’ll employ?
Any information that could help us defeat the bandits could help.”


  “I never paid attention to that kind
of stuff.” She waved her hand and laughed.


  “Carmine, please hit her.”


  “With pleasure, Master.”


  “W-wait!” She held up her hand as
Carmine prepared to shield-bash her sister into the ground. “It’s
all coming back to me! What I meant to say was that the bandits had
broken up into three territories. I was the Bandit King of the west.
There was also the southwest and the south. Before we launched our
assault on Penbrook to liberate dear sister, the bandit king from the
south sent me a missive. He wanted to meet to form an alliance. The
southwestern were waiting to see what I did…”


  “And you got captured and your
bandits were scattered. Most of them went to join the other two
gangs.” 



  She nodded. “My capture probably
would have scared the southwestern Bandit King, and so undoubtedly
all three joined as one. That would be the only way the bandit
activity would rise up in such an impressive manner.”


  “What can you tell me about the other
Kings?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Carmine.”


  “Ah! I mean, I don’t remember much!
One was a cautious coward. The other I didn’t share any territory
with, so I only knew his reputation. I heard he was dangerous and
unhinged! Unlike the rest of us, he fancied himself a true King. He
wanted to conquer all of Aberis and found a country. Some said he
used to be a former hero!”


  “A hero? Seriously?”


  “Y-yeah! They give him the name
Bandit Hero now. He supposedly steals because he believes Demon Lord
Aberis is still alive, and he wants to be ready for his return or
something crazy like that!”


  “…”


  I didn’t know about any of that. The
lore from Widow’s Dungeon had seen the Demon Lord Aberis die. Then
again, lore could be inconsistent and incomplete. I could never
forget that it was just a story, and stories weren’t necessarily
true. Admittedly, a story would have to be true to illicit enough
emotions to grow into a curse, but the narrators were unreliable, and
falsehoods, exaggerations, and lies could spread just as badly as the
evil.


  I had no clue where Xin was, but she
was probably the only real threat to Aberis. I presumed she was still
in the Ost Republic, but almost thirty years had gone by since that
time and there was no evidence that she was going to try to finish
what she started. Was it all just crazy ramblings? If not, just who
was the Bandit Hero, and where was this so-called Demon King?


  



  



  

    

  




  [image: 14]



  

    [image: w]

  

hat’s
that?”



  As I was innocently pondering things,
the bodies in front of us began to glow with a strange light. After a
few moments, there was a flash, and then started to collapse into
dust. In the span of a minute, the bandits went from being there to
being gone. The group of us stared at the pile, completely confused
as to what had just happened.


  “Anyone have an explanation?” I
asked, my eyes narrowed.


  “Their spirits were called.” Miki
said. “That was the resurrection spell.”


  “So quickly?” Ruby asked. “It’d
usually take weeks for someone to get resurrected when they died out
on the field.”


  “Not if they have a pendant from
health insurance.”


  She snorted. “Yeah, if they’re rich
enough… ah… not that I mean…”


  I shrugged. I knew what she meant. Most
normal people didn’t have the income I had managed to acquire. I
was a noble, a hero, and a dungeon diver. I was able to get health
insurance, although I found out later that nobles had their own form
of life insurance and I was just wasting my money. The result was
that I had ended up worrying my party, since the castle was able to
bring me back faster than the company.


  However, these guys were not nobles.
They were just a pair of scouts. They were weak, low-level thieves
that would have no value to the Bandit King. Unless they happened to
be his biological brothers by pure coincidence, no one would pay to
give them a special pendant and watch over their life. Even with the
pendant, it would likely take hours to realize someone died, find the
priest, and then resurrect the person. That’s assuming they
wouldn’t take any effort to try to find the body and thus decrease
the cost of resurrection substantially.


  Even ignoring all of that, they were
also both resurrected simultaneously. Normally, one priest would be
working, and so they’d cast resurrection one person at a time. That
meant one body should disappear, and perhaps five minutes later
another body would leave. Even if two priests were working, what was
the chance they both completed their ceremony within seconds of each
other? Simply put, what we had just seen was something that shouldn’t
have existed.


  “Grand Master…”


  “Master?” Miki asked, overhearing
me.


  “It’s just something that woman had
said. She said that the bandits were an unceasing wave. There can’t
be that many bandits out here. The numbers required would have to be
10,000, but I suspect there are only around 1000 bandits. They’re
just being resurrected extremely quickly, to the point where they can
rejoin battles before they were even finished.”


  “B-but… if you die and your body is
remade, then there is weakness, it takes days to recover.”


  “True…”


  In reality, I didn’t have any proof
of this except two bodies disappearing too quickly. However, bandits
were just people who wanted wealth. They weren’t soldiers. They
wouldn’t do large-scale wars, not usually. They definitely wouldn’t
sacrifice their lives if they didn’t feel it was guaranteed. A
soldier might have faith in their general, love of their country, and
the support of their comrades. I couldn’t believe bandits could be
held together the same way. It was definitely suspicious. I needed to
talk to that Grand Master again. I felt like he might know something.
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alicia…”
I found myself asking.



  “Yes?”


  “How did you convince a group of
criminals to attack Penbrook together?”


  “Ah, so, Master… you want to learn
my secrets?” Salicia asked coyly.


  “Does how you convinced them to throw
their lives away so you could play with your sister involve how you
became a Bandit King?”


  She looked away. “You just ask like
that…”


  “Quit being difficult. I can always
order you as my slave.” I responded.


  “Now, you want to have master-slave
play?”


  “I am your Master!”


  “So dominant!”


  “Master, if I may…” Carmine spoke
up just as I started to grow tempted to use some kind of slave
punishment on her.


  “What is it?” I demanded.


  “I have tried futilely to learn about
Sister’s past as well. Before Penbrook, the last time I had seen
her was when she attacked our Paladin troop while I was still a
trainee. We were doing some training exercises and clearing out a few
monster dens when a group of bandits attacked. Sister was their
leader. She captured me and killed the rest. I was her prisoner for
nearly a month. It was during that time that we formed our… current
feelings toward each other. Eventually, more Paladins were sent out
and wiped her group out. She killed herself and resurrected to avoid
capture, while I was brought home.”


  “At the time, her job class was only
Marauder. It was three years later that I heard her name as a local
Bandit King, and she subsequently attacked Penbrook only two years
later.”


  “Ah… sister… describing our first
meeting so coldly.” Salicia held her cheeks. “It was such a
magical time.”


  I ignored her, glancing at Carmine
instead. “What are you trying to say?”


  “I’m saying that Salicia isn’t
able to talk about her past. It might be because she doesn’t
remember, or because she’s trying not to remember. Or, it might be
because something is keeping her from recalling.”


  The group of us ended up looking at
Salicia. Rather than deny it, she just let out a laugh, scratching
her head awkwardly. The fact that a woman like her had become a
Bandit King had been bothering me since some time ago. She may be
strong, but she didn’t really have the kind of charisma one would
expect to be able to lead armies. It seemed like the more questions I
asked, the more mysterious this all was.


  It felt like a dungeon, with a bunch of
clues that didn’t seem to connect at all. Xin, Salicia, Bandit
Kings, an alliance, Penbrook, and now Regency. Perhaps, if I kept
digging, there was a lore to be found here. However, it’d be a lore
without a dungeon. Was that even possible? Well, lore was just a
story, and stories appeared everywhere. They didn’t always fester
into curses.  At that moment, a thought occurred to me.


  “Is it possible this entire world is
a curse?”


  Ruby let out a laugh that was probably
louder than it should be considering we were in bandit territory.
“Sorry, you just sound like those dungeon philosophers. I read a
book once that suggested that this entire world is just a dungeon
created by a greater world. They call it the infinite dungeon
theory.”


  While she laughed it off, I suddenly
wasn’t so sure. I had come to this world in a strange way. That
video game was lore. What if I had just fallen into a dungeon? What
if this was just a place accessed by a dungeon on Earth?
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e don’t
know how long they’ll take to get someone to check us, so we need
to get moving.” I instructed. “Another group of ten is heading
down the road we’re overlooking. They’ll be here in a minute.
This time, try to kill them without damaging their outfits.”



  “It’s not wise to engage in parties
of bandits larger than your own.” Ruby said helpless and sighed.
“Why do I bother? I feel like you’re going to do this either
way.”


  “I’m sorry, Ruby, but if it makes
you feel any better, by the time we engage with them, they won’t be
any larger than our own party.”


  “…”


  We waited until they came into view.
They were the typical ruffians, except for one guy who was in a robe.
My guess was that he was either a dark priest or a magician. The
magician would probably prove to be a lot more dangerous to us.
Ruby’s brow furrowed. In her previous assessment on five hundred,
she was only including bandits. Dark priests, Black Mages, Shadow
Mages, Assassins, Bandit Kings… they all had their own points
assigned to conquering them. She had been hoping that we wouldn’t
be countering more than large groups of bandits.


  It was also clear they were moving with
some kind of formation. The last group I had fought had been rather
unorganized. These guys moved more like soldiers. I still wasn’t
worried. Compared to the Knights sent from Alerith, they didn’t
have that kind of atmosphere. I was certain we were more than enough
to deal with them while not raising any alarms.


  “Ah… before we go, loot your target
quickly so their stuff doesn’t just disappear.”


  Usually, it’d be miasma that would
eat up objects and convert them into more miasma to fuel the dungeon
curse. However, I noticed that when these guys disappeared, their
armor and clothing had gone with them. Whatever process found and
resurrected them within moments of death seemed to even bring their
items with them. It was no wonder the bandits were so bold. Usually,
even if they didn’t fear death, they feared losing the money they
worked so hard to gain. Armor wasn’t cheap for common folk and
losing everything to a soldier or knight had to sting for any bandit.


  “Carmine, you’re up!”


  “Yes!”


  Carmine just jumped out and right into
the middle of the path. She slammed her shield down, making no
attempt to act hidden. I had expected that from her. She was the
diversion. Shao, Salicia, and Raissa had already left. They’d
attack from behind. I was a little worried for Raissa, but she was a
professional. When we were battling harder units, I’d keep her
back, but letting her gain levels now would only be in her best
interest.


  “Miki, get ready to daze them.”


  “Yes!”


  The bandits who were walking down the
path came to a stop. They weren’t too foolish. They were uneasily
looking in the forests. It clearly looked like a trap.


  “A Paladin? Here? All alone?” The
cloaked man said in a raspy voice. “What does the church want with
little old us?”


  “All your money!”


  “Eh?”


  “Give me your gold! Or death!”


  “Y-you’re robbing us?”


  “The church?”


  “Wait! Where is my coin pouch!”


  “Mine is gone too!”


  “I’ve been robbed!”


  “Ahh… two of our men just
collapsed! They’re dead!”


  “Salicia! Why do you have ten coin
purses?”


  “Eh? Master said to loot first!”


  “He said loot quickly!”


  “I did! I looted them before they are
even dead! Now you can kill them!”


  “I can’t tell who are the bandits
and who are the good guys.” Ruby said tearfully.


  I wasn’t sure either.
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hao!
Dark cloud! Miki! Befuddle! Carmine! Shield Bash!”



  I could have given these orders through
Slave communication, but since Carmine and Salicia were not used to
working together, I called out everything for their benefit as well
as Ruby’s.


  Ruby grabbed her sword and jumped onto
the path, running past Carmine. However, just as she reached the
black cloud that was now blocking the vision of Ruby, it disappeared.
She stopped as she saw that all the bandits, the robed man included,
were on the ground. Three girls were standing in the middle of them.
Shao and Salicia were standing out confidently, while Raissa was
standing back a bit, holding her weapon tightly as she looked to me
for approval. Ruby leaned down and checked one of the bodies.


  “Unconscious?”


  “I didn’t feel like undressing them
in a rush.” Shao shrugged.


  “Miki…” I nodded to her.


  “Working on it.” She squinted,
sending a certain spiritual attack at the men.


  “Cut all their throats.” I ordered
as I walked out among the group. “Ah… leave the robed man alive
and tie him up.”


  “Deek!” Ruby’s expression turned
sour. “They’re not a threat. We can just send them through one of
your portals to a prison. It isn’t just cruel, it’s pointless. If
you kill them, you’ll just be sending them for resurrection. You’ll
have accomplished nothing.”


  “Is that so?” As I walked by each
man, I touched their shoulder, and then nodded.


  For every man I touched, Salicia or
Shao would walk by them and stab down into their throats. They rarely
needed a second strike to finish the job. Ruby didn’t look at them,
but she watched me with judgmental eyes. I hadn’t wanted to bring
her in the first place. If the guild master hadn’t forced her on
me, well, then we wouldn’t be in this situation. In fact, I had
been very particular about who I brought for specific reasons.


  Neither Shao, Carmine, nor Salicia
balked at this kind of death. Other than Ruby, only Raissa looked
uneasy about it, but not to the level where she was going to protest.
That was actually one other reason I had sent Lydia, Celeste, and
Terra away. I didn’t want them to see what I had to do. Shao had
seen all of me, and wouldn’t hesitate to do any manner of ugliness
in my name. As for Miki, she already understood what I was trying to
do. Miki, who was closest to death, was the least threatened by it.
It wasn’t that I thought they would reject me, rather, it was that
I didn’t want to force them to act against their nature if
possible.


  Seven of the men were stripped naked,
while all the equipment was confiscated and placed in a storage ring.
As for the man who was unconscious, I dragged him off the road and
put some distance between us and the spot where we had killed the
first two. Then I propped him against a tree and had the girls tie
him to it. When I looked away, Ruby was still watching me.


  “That’s eleven dead,” she said in
a somewhat bitter voice. “You successfully destroyed a band worth
of bandits. Congratulations, you’re Rank E.”
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s the
man lay unconscious, I found a flat spot on a log and laid out a
sheet of parchment I pulled from my ring as well as a quill. I began
drawing the immediate area around us. I drew the city, the forest,
and the path. It was at moments like this I wished I had wasted even
a little bit of time leveling cartographer. If I did, my map would
assuredly be much better. As it was, it was barely passable.



  “That’s incredible!” Ruby gasped
as she watched me draw and finally realized what it was.


  Well, it was pretty nice, but that had
less to do with cartographer and more to do with the fact I had the
real map in front of me using my map skill. I was just copying what I
saw to paper, which was much easier than one a normal cartographer
did. I wasn’t going to attempt to explain this cheat. It was a part
of me, and the tattoos all over my body were proof that I had earned
it. When I was finally done with a rough copy of the area between the
mountains and the city, I rolled it up and turned my attention to the
unconscious man.


  I didn’t like wasting magic on an
enemy, but in this case, I didn’t want to wait. I lifted my hand
and healed him. That was followed immediately by refresh. He ended up
waking up with a gasp a few minutes later. As his eyes grew focused,
he tried to move, and finding he wasn’t able to, his eyes ended up
narrowing on me. He had rightly determined I was in charge here.


  “What do you want?” He demanded.


  “What do you think?” I responded,
unrolling the map. “I want troop positions. I want to know where
your people are hidden.”


  “I’m not telling you! And they’re
not my people!”


  “Funny, I wasn’t asking,” I said.
“Miki?”


  “Yes, Master… Pain!”


  “Ahhhhhhh…Ahhhhh….” He screamed
as Miki used a skill on him.


  From what I understood, the feeling was
like having a hundred needles jammed into your brain. It didn’t
look comfortable.


  “So, troop positions…”


  “I… I won’t say anything! Just
kill me.”


  “Why, so you can get resurrected and
report about us?”


  “Y-you bastard!”


  “Miki…”


  “Ahhhhhhhh…Ahhhhhh!”


  “Deek! That’s enough!” Ruby cried
out. “Besides, nearby bandits might hear us and come to
investigate!”


  “Haven’t you noticed it’s a bit
quiet?”


  She blinked and then listened and
looked around. She only realized now that there was a dark haze
around them, and it appeared to be blocking sound.


  “I can’t control sound like
Celeste, but if it’s just muffling some screams, I can manage that
much!” Shao chuckled.


  Ruby looked like she was going to be
sick while Miki stopped causing pain to the man. I kneeled down next
to him.


  “So, I hope you understand. We can
keep doing this for ages. Troop… positions!”


  “Y-you… you’re crazy!”


  “Miki!”


  “No! No… I’ll tell you!
Anything!”


  I looked up and nodded to Salicia. She
cut a rope, freeing one hand of his. He pointed to a dozen spots. I
highlighted each one on the map.


  “That will do,” I said after he
seemed to run out of places to point.


  “Th-then you’ll let me go?”


  I nodded. “Shao. Give him release.”


  “Yes, Master!” She pulled her
knife, and just as he thought it was going for the rope, it slid into
his ribs.


  He let out a single cry. “Y-you…”


  Then he died.
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eek...”
Ruby started to give me a mouthful. “I don’t know what has gotten
into you. This is not proper behavior for a lord! Rather, your cruel
acts are foolish! He likely lied about the location of the troops!
Plus, you just sent him right back to them. Now, they know who we
are! Our presence will be known within the hour!”



  “Enough, Ruby!” Shao glared.


  “No!” Ruby snapped, grabbing me and
glaring. “You’ve acted too cruelly, and… ah! Why are you
crying?”


  “That was scary!” I cried out,
wiping my face.


  Miki wrapped her arms around me and
patted my head. “There, there… Master was very brave.”


  “Scary! You’re the one who was
scary!” Ruby cried out.


  “Yeah, that was the point!” Shao
snorted.


  “Wait… what?” Ruby blinked.


  “You didn’t know? But you put on a
perfect foil. Constantly asking him to stop really helped sell it.”
Carmine said.


  “We were acting?” Salicia blinked.


  “…”


  I finished recovering from that moment.
Even though we were putting on a show, it wasn’t like I was used to
acting that way. It got to a point where I even scared myself a bit.
It’d still take time before I could truly act that decisive.


  “To answer your question, the map is
pointless.” I crumbled it up.


  “Ah! But…” Ruby reached out, her
eyes wide and her mouth open.


  I had drawn the map from my own Map
magic, so it would never be as detailed. Furthermore, my sense life
had a good distance, so I already knew the answer to those questions.
In fact, I only detected people in half of the places he indicated.
The reason I had him tell me was for misdirection. The reasons behind
it were many.


  First off, if I just magically kept
wiping out troops, they would begin to guess I was using sense life,
and perhaps even use something that blocked it, rendering my ability
moot. Now, if I attacked, they’d assume that I was visiting the
places he indicated. Then, they would react to that to try to ambush
me. Since I could catch any ambushes with sense life, we wouldn’t
be threatened at all. The second reason was to give the leaders the
impression I was dumb and foolish. The third was that I wanted them
to know my identity. The fourth was to start familiarizing them with
me.


  Miki had used fear attacks on their
minds while they were unconscious. Meanwhile, I had changed all of
their jobs to something more vulnerable and low level. They’d need
a priest to reset their job to bandit at the very least. Furthermore,
they had been filled with a sense of dread and fear by seeing us.
This was really just the beginning, though. I didn’t want to
explain my entire plan to Ruby though. She was really just along for
the ride. Besides, it was useful getting a view from someone who
didn’t know everything. It helped me better guess how I was being
perceived and let me know when I was on the right track.


  “That girl in Regency had already
said it. The waves of bandits are endless. Even with ways to kill
them permanently, or send them as captives, it won’t be enough to
stop them. I’m not here to kill a bandit or two. I’m here to end
the bandit threat that has plagued southwest Aberis for years. If I
act too aggressively, they’ll flee to other parts of the country to
find better prospects until I leave. If I act too passive, I won’t
even make a dent. Thus, I’m walking a fine line here.”


  “Deek…”


  “Do you think the bad guys see that
powerful good guy as the hero?”


  “Huh?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t.
Sometimes, you have to be the villain, to be the hero.”


  “…” Ruby looked away, not knowing
how to respond.


  “Let’s go. It’s time to make an
impression.”
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I knew where everyone was, it was easy to avoid their scouts, and
then knock out the groups. Although there were numerous gatherings,
some larger than others, I only attacked the ones that had been
indicated by the mage. Fortunately, the others were just isolated
bandit camps, set up for them to protect their own stuff from the
other bandits around them. Groups like this couldn’t truly trust
each other, so the few who had earned trust, or at least ruled the
others by fear, gathered in small groups, which I supposed they
called bands.



  Each band consisted of a group of
bandits. The more that got together, the more they had to share, and
the more discord they ended up experiencing. Thus, it was most common
for bandits to only be in groups of ten or twenty. That’s why I
really wanted to know how Salicia had gotten a group of nearly five
hundred bandits to risk their lives attacking Penbrook. Fear alone
wasn’t a satisfying answer to me. There was something she either
wasn’t or couldn’t tell me.


  Each band was taken out in much the
same manner as the first. The girls knocked them out, Miki infected
them with just a seed of fear, and then I changed their jobs and sent
them on their way to resurrection. It only took three hours and two
more groups before we encountered an ambush at the next spot. Three
hours from when we killed the first and they had already figured out
what was happening. Admittedly, I had already killed close to fifty
bandits. If our numbers were even remotely close to accurate, then
that was a significant portion of their troops.


  One of their numbers was someone I had
marked. It was the same magician from earlier. He not only was back,
but it looked like he was looking for revenge. No wonder they said it
felt like a never-ending horde. This was definitely a tough
situation.


  “Come on… let’s go.” I
whispered to the rest and turned away.


  “You’re not going to thwart their
ambush?” Ruby asked in surprise.


  “If we show ourselves to be too good
at taking them out, then they’ll definitely know we have a means of
sensing their ambushes.”


  “Well, even if you’re good at
avoiding them, they’ll figure it out.”


  “Hopefully, it will take a bit longer
this way. Looks like I won’t be making D rank tonight.”


  “That was your goal?” Ruby coughed.
“You… I admit it’s difficult to keep up with your brand of
recklessness.”


  “Someone else sees it! I’m not the
only one!” Raissa cried, giving Ruby a star-filled look.


  Just at that moment, there was a sudden
boom. A giant pillar of fire shot out from the forest. Those that
were waiting in ambush broke rank and began running toward the
commotion. They weren’t a tight group like soldiers or dungeon
divers. Even though they had a mission of ambushing me, the magician
guy couldn’t keep his team together. They were naturally very
curious. I snorted in disgust at their lack of discipline.


  “Huh? Where is everyone?” I turned
back to see only Ruby standing by me.


  She shrugged helplessly, pointing at
the girls, who were also racing toward the explosion to see what
happened. Miki stopped about twenty feet out and turned back.


  “Come on, Master! I think there is a
battle going on!”


  “…”
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iki and Shao at least waited for me. Carmine and Salicia were already out
of sight. I realized Raissa had also remained by my side. I hadn’t
even noticed her standing quietly beside Ruby with her tail wagging.
She really was a good ninja. She wasn’t even in black, or trying to
hide, and I kept forgetting she was there.



  Anyway, I followed the girls. It wasn’t
like I didn’t plan to go investigate, anyway. However, it looked
like a great deal of the red were descending on the area, and it’d
be dangerous. I was more interested in finding a vantage point and
observing than jumping right in and seeing what was happening.
Fortunately, there was a nearby hill that no one seemed to be
approaching. I headed there with the girls, making sure to chastise
and redirect Salicia and Carmine using Slave Communication.


  When we were finally safe on the hill,
we could see a group of nearly three hundred bandits. They were
attacking a group of people. It appeared to be a caravan. They were
facing the city, so it was clear they were arriving, not leaving.


  “What caravan of people would be
stupid enough to try to break into a city in bandit country?” Shao
asked.


  It really was strange. Furthermore,
they had managed to get so far into bandit country before being
caught only a few miles outside of Regency.


  “Are we going to save them?” Ruby
asked, watching me cautiously.


  “Three hundred bandits and counting!
How strong do you think we are?” I shot Ruby a look.


  She blushed and lowered her head. “I’m
sorry. You’re right. Your team has just been making it look so easy
that I forgot your limitations.”


  It’s not like I wasn’t trying to
think about a solution, but anything I tried would put us at risk. I
definitely didn’t want anyone in my team to get killed, especially
on the first day. As far as these people, we could probably resurrect
them later, worst-case scenario. It was a harsh thought, but that was
the kind of world that we lived in. Sometimes, death really was the
easy way out.


  Still, I was definitely curious, so I
pulled out a telescope and took a closer look at the caravan. There
was a group of guards, but half of them were dead already. The fire
had been shot by a mage. His barrier was the only reason the bandits
hadn’t already overtaken them, and part of the reason I didn’t
just barrel in to try to rescue them, as I’d be just as blocked as
the thieves. Still, the mages among the bandits were tossing attacks
at it, and the barrier was slowly crumbling. I’d say they only have
about two minutes left.


  I could toss up a portal in the middle,
but it would reveal that I could make portals! I was trying to keep
as many secrets from the bandits as possible. It would add to the
mystery. However, seeing Ruby’s worried look, I realized I couldn’t
just let these people die. With a sigh, I lifted my hand to open a
portal. However, before I did anything, a portal opened up in the
middle of the caravan. An old man stepped out of it. Actually, I
recognize him. It was the one called a Grand Master. The apprentice
must have been able to make portals! She was the first person I had
ever seen able to create portals without dungeon points.


  He raised his staff and then slammed it
into the ground. He was just like a certain wizard! I suddenly really
hoped that he said the line!


  “You will not progress!”


  I gave out a sigh. He was almost cool.
That line just didn’t have the same ring to it. He didn’t stop
there though. He picked his staff up and began to swirl it around
over his head. It began to emit fire. As someone who was at least a
basic magician, I had never seen magic used in such a showy matter.
You just cast it, but this guy seemed to be putting on an act of it.
To those who couldn’t use magic, it looked very impressive, but to
me it felt very superfluous.


  The fire began to grow, and just as the
barrier shattered, a giant streak of fire wrapped around the caravan.
No, it wasn’t a streak, it was a dragon! It was a Chinese-style
dragon composed of pure fire. It walked along the ground, leaving a
trail of ash in its wake. It kept growing longer and longer, curling
around the caravan. As it began to dig into the crowds of bandits,
those that got too close were burned to a crisp. They began screaming
and soon running. Those that had pushed in from the outside ended up
fighting against those who were now trying to flee the flames. In a
moment, the tides had turned, and bandits fled in terror.


  In a single moment, the grand mage had
accomplished a plan that would have taken me weeks to accomplish.
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the fires calmed down, the familiar woman stepped through and the
portal closed behind her. The bandits who lived had fled, but at
least sixty had fallen to the Grand Master’s single attack. I
couldn’t help but grumble. After all, I could have done something
similar by casting meteor. Well, I would have killed everyone, myself
included. Some debris might have even damaged the city.



  The Grand Master’s attack wasn’t
just powerful, but it showed an extreme level of control. The caravan
didn’t have a single singe on it. Yet, a ring of ash and charred
corpses surrounded them. I also had a feeling that this wasn’t a
specific skill given by his mage job, but something he was able to
create through pure mana and fire control.


  The job system allowed rapid growth,
but it was also a crutch. Skills executed using the system were
specific and predictable. For example, Lydia had swordsman as a job,
and she certainly had many levels of swordsmanship. However,
recently, she mentioned a desire to find a teacher. Although she’ll
be unlocking Expert Swordsmanship soon. No matter how high the skill
was, it was predictable. A true swordsman would be able to adapt in
ways that Lydia simply couldn’t.


  At some point, all of us would hit a
limit where progressing couldn’t be done by spamming experience
levels or combining skills. We’d need to truly understand the
essence of our skills, and gain control of them so that we could
execute skills that didn’t even exist on the skill sheet. It was
clear to me that this Master was one such man.


  Once I was sure the bandits had cleared
the area and weren’t watching with spies, the group of us began to
head down the hill and approach the caravan. The leaders appeared to
be a young boy and girl. They were profusely thanking the Grand
Master. As for the magician, he was on his knees, looking up at the
man with reverence. It was actually the Blue Mage girl who noticed us
approaching first.


  “Ah? Oh! It’s the noble from
before! Hi, noble!” She waved her hand excitedly like she wasn’t
surrounded by death, her chest jiggling as she did so.


  “Siti, right? Just call me Deek.”


  The others began to turn our direction.
The mage on his knees gave a sour look when he saw us. The Grand
Master glanced at us once with a bored expression and then promptly
ignored us. Only the younger male and female seemed to act surprised
to see a party approaching.


  “Huh? Where did they come from?”


  “They were waiting on that hill to
see the outcome of the battle!” The mage said angrily. “Did you
enjoy watching us struggle for our lives?”


  “Don’t speak to Master that way!”
Shao stroked a knife on her belt.


  “You…” Salicia narrowed her eyes.


  “We would have helped.” I
responded. “We were about to when the Grand Master appeared.”


  “I bet you were…” He responded
hatefully.


  “Now, now, don’t act that way! I’m
sorry for his disrespect, my lord.” The young boy chastised him and
gave a bow to me. “I’m sure you did your best. Why are you here?”


  Upon saying that, I did feel a bit
guilty that I had considered just leaving them to die. The young girl
looked at me suspiciously, only relaxing after the boy spoke. She was
holding his arm closely. It was difficult to tell if she was his
sister or girlfriend. They were both in their lower to mid-teens,
although I wasn’t good at determining ages, so I rarely thought
about things that way. Considering some women with me were hundreds
of years old, despite looking no older than twenty, I reckoned that
was a good policy.


  “We’re just doing our best to try
to help with the bandit problem.” I explained. “A better
question, what is your caravan doing here?”


  “We came because we’re desperate!
We need help!”
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hat is going on?” I asked as the boy who spoke looked between me
and the bored-looking Grand Master.



  “We came from our village! We had no
choice. We were sent to the closest city to beg for aid. The bandits
have been ravishing the countryside!”


  “Obviously…” the Grand Master
snorted.


  “No, I mean, there are villages being
attacked left and right. Those that aren’t surrounding Regency have
been burning farms and towns every night. Surely, you’ve noticed
the burning lights and the smoke!”


  I hadn’t been here more than a day,
so I hadn’t noticed such a thing.


  “I thought Regency was the last
standing city in the southwest.” I frowned.


  He looked on helplessly. “City,
maybe, but there are still dozens of small villages that have managed
to hold out. They like to use the villages as places to relax. They
torture the residents, eat everything, steal what they want, molest
the women. They kill anyone who doesn’t please them and shoot down
anyone who flees. Our village has been suppressed for the last two
weeks. Our people are running out of supplies. My father, the mayor,
watched their movements for two weeks until he found a way to slip us
through!”


  “That’s awful!” Siti cried
tearfully.


  “We’re not helping.” The Grand
Master snorted.


  “M-m-master!” Siti turned to him
with a shocked look.


  “We saw you from the wall of Regency
and my Siti here is a softy. That’s the only reason I saved you. My
focus is on Regency. I will continue to protect that city.”


  “Why?” I asked. “What is in
Regency?”


  “Hmph! That’s for me to know, and
you to bugger off!”


  The Mage who was initially shooting him
looks of reverence looked lost and confused now that the man was
showing his true colors. He may be powerful, but he wasn’t a hero.
He was in Regency for a reason. I had already guessed as much the
first time I saw him. Why else would a man of his prestige remain in
a town under siege? He was definitely looking for something. In fact,
it felt eerily similar to what happened in Penbrook. Carmine was
trying to find the guardian, while an army for bandits tried to break
into the city to capture her. Of course, I had asked, and no one was
aware of any dungeon in Regency. If it existed, it was well hidden.


  With the Grand Master’s words
lingering in the air, the young boy and girl turned to look at me,
pleading looks on their faces.


  “I take it you plan to continue to
protect Regency until you find whatever you’re looking for?” I
asked the Grand Mage.


  “I will be in the city for the
foreseeable future.” He responded, shooting me a disinterested
look.


  “Then, I have no problem helping
out.” I told the two. “That’s part of why I came here. I’d
like to save as many people as possible.”


  The Mage still looked suspicious, but
the young couple started to thank me profusely. I felt awkward,
considering I hadn’t even done anything to really help them yet.
Plus, this wasn’t a sudden decision on my part. Had I known the
villages were there, I would have started with them anyway. The
Adventuring Guild and Aberis had apparently already left them for
lost. However, the bandits had been seemingly concentrating on the
strongholds and using the villages to relieve stress.


  “Let’s return to Regency and get to
safety. Then, we can talk about how we can help save your villages,”
I said.


  “I’m sorry, my lord!” Siti
curtsied. “I cannot cast another portal for a bit.”


  “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of
it.” I opened a portal.


  When I started the chant, Siti looked
extremely startled. Afterward, she gave me a more considering look.
The Grand Master didn’t seem to care one way or another. The mage’s
suspicious looks had been blown away though, and the other two talked
excitedly. I may not be able to make rings of dragon fire, but I
could still surprise people every once in a while.
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we were all back in the city, the Grand Master immediately excused
himself and took the blue mage with him. She seemed to want to chat
with us, but he was insistent that they leave. It was a shame,
because I wanted to discuss some things with him as well. He was
definitely up to something, and I was starting to think it had some
connection to the bandits. However, I was being dragged in the other
direction by the mage and the two teens. The mage was much more
friendly now that he thought I might actually help them.



  We ended up at a table in the inn and
tavern. They didn’t have any alcohol, as their stocks were low.
Fortunately, I had put some drinks away in my inventory, and brought
them out. It was a low-level alcohol, closer to a sparkling grape
juice. It was the closest thing I could find to the carbonated
beverages I was used to back home.


  As Miki poured everyone a drink, I
brought out another parchment and paper, and began drawing. This
image looked a lot better than the last one I had made. I was now a
cartographer level 5 and had unlocked Basic Drawing and a skill
called Metrics. I also had a skill called Orientation which seemed to
help me know when I was facing North, and a skill called light touch
which allowed me to adjust the pen pressure to create darker and
thinner lines a bit easier. I had left Cartographer equipped as we
wiped out those 50-some bandits. Adding to that my experience
bonuses, and anything level 1 would have shot up quite quickly.


  “Ah! Incredible!” The boy cried out
in awe.


  Was it really that impressive to be
able to draw maps? Well, I was just copying an already drawn map in
my head. If I was doing it by memory, it would certainly be
impressive. I quickly finished the drawing and then pointed at it.


  “Tell me where the villages are that
are still left standing.” I declared.


  The boy blinked and then blushed. “I’m
sorry, I only know where three villages are, and I can only say two
of them were still standing when we left.”


  “Give it here, boy!” The mage
pulled the map to him. “I’ve been around the area a bit more than
you.”


  “He’s a traveling magician. He
comes to villages and puts on shows.”


  “An entertainer?” My eyes widened.


  It wasn’t that the concept of an
entertainer surprised me. Rather, it was that this guy had such a
grating personality, but was apparently someone who brought joy to
people in small villages.


  “Hmph!” The man snorted. “I know
a few tricks. I can captivate an audience, at least.”


  Now that I thought about it, he did
have a bit of a prima donna vibe to him. I wasn’t going to judge
though.


  After marking things for a few minutes,
mumbling to himself, and then marking some more things, he was able
to flesh out the map. A lot of these villages were outside of my
sense life range. If they had not been, I probably would have assumed
they were bandits. Well, some of them might be. There was no telling
which ones housed bandits and which ones were being preserved.


  With the Grand Master watching the
city, I’d be safe going to these places. My plans hadn’t changed,
but I was going to be able to do things a bit easier now.


  “We’ll visit your village first,”
I said.


  “N-now?” The boy said in surprise.


  “I’d prefer to move before they can
react.” I explained. “Plus, there is a bit of daylight left.”


  I was interested in creating one more
defensible area. Regency was under siege and was far too difficult to
move out from. Since it wasn’t a good place to launch my campaign,
and seemed safe enough with the Grand Master protecting it, I was
going to prepare my own base of operations.
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people, such as scouts and rangers, had the ability to target people,
and thus be able to track them down extremely easily. When you had
the map ability, you could combine this tracking to picture them.
When you had the portal ability, you then had the ability to target
them, and be able to portal to where they are. In theory, one could
send someone out, then portal to their location, and thus fill out a
map without wasting a ton of time.



  Every Slave and Harem member seemed to
be marked on my map, and I informed Lydia’s group to inform me when
they located a dungeon. I had planned to portal to it, so that we
could easily return in the future. However, when I checked out the
map, I realized that anywhere that my slaves traveled ended up filled
out on the map, and I’d be able to travel to it, anyway. I knew
that I shared any experience they gained, but that was limited by
distance. At this distance, I didn’t gain anything from Lydia’s
group, but it turned out that their scouting was more useful than I
originally thought.


  That isn’t to say that I didn’t
have a means of marking someone. I only had one such skill of my own,
and that was called True Mark. It was a skill I got as a True Hero at
level 24. I could only use it once an hour, but whoever I marked
would take increased damage to my attacks until they were either
defeated or I removed True Mark. It was truly a Hero level skill, the
capacity to dog down an enemy until they are stopped. However, I
could also use it to Mark someone on my map and follow them. This is
what I had used on the Magician bandit before I had killed him.


  He had died, yet my True Mark remained
connected to him. At his death, it should have disconnected, but it
didn’t. At the time, I hadn’t really noticed it, but now it made
their unique form of resurrection all the more troubling.


  Unfortunately, I had nothing marked so
that I could easily travel to the town of the boy, the girl, and the
magician. The magician wanted to stay in the city, and he absolutely
refused to go back now that he was safe, no matter what I promised
him. The boy offered to take me back to his village, and the girl
wanted to go with him. In the end, I convinced her to stay in the
safety of the city so we wouldn’t have to babysit her, and I
decided to take the boy. I didn’t really care to take any of them,
but I figured bringing back at least one of them would spare us the
introductions.


  My map filled out as far as I could
see. So, I could get on a tower, overlooking miles of land, and I
could instantly unlock half a city. The map might not be the most
detailed, but it was considered accurate enough I could open up a
portal using my map. So, the only way I could get to the village
which I couldn’t see through the thick forest was to climb up a
tree, get as far a distant view as I could, and then portal to the
next place. I was also limited by sense life. It wouldn’t be good
if I portaled into the middle of a bandit camp. Therefore, I only
teleported as far as my sense life could detect, which was about half
the distance of the overall map, even on the surface. Thus, I had to
waste a lot of portals.


  I ended up having to readjust my
dungeon points for the night so that I could use a lot of portals. It
took four in all before we finally were able to open one up at the
edge of town.
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 walked
into the town followed by my six companions and the boy as well.



  “It’s remarkable how useful that
ability is. You think it’d be rather costly.” Murmured Ruby, who
was still quite impressed by such an ability.


  It actually was rather costly, but I
had stored up a lot of dungeon points after risking my life many
times. My body was a tapestry toward the struggles I had to get to be
able to waste portals so easily. Every point was a precious gift.
Furthermore, the night was almost over, and I didn’t plan to do
much before calling it in. Tomorrow, I’d have all of those points
back, so that was part of the reason I was willing to be a bit
wasteful with them.


  As we approached the small village, I
saw a young boy jump down from a low tree branch and immediately race
for the village. He was only five or six, but he was currently all
they had as a watch.


  “That’s my younger brother.” The
boy responded weakly. “Any able-bodied man was either killed or
drafted into the bandits. They take any village bullies or
trouble-makers and they make them like themselves. It’s part of how
they grew their number. Do or die. Father had hidden me, so that I
wasn’t conscripted or executed.”


  I supposed that did make a lot of
sense. If someone was afraid and already not very scrupulous, they
could very easily be turned into a turncoat. Once they robbed and
killed a few and acquired the Bandit job, it was impossible to turn
back. They’d have no choice but to continue to be a bad guy for the
remainder of their life.


  The lack of redemption was always
troubling. If it wasn’t for me, someone like Shao would never have
been able to live a normal life. It was a system I didn’t like, but
I wasn’t smart enough to come up with a better one. Besides, this
was a system set up by whatever god made this world. I’d be
arrogant to think I could easily change things.


  By the time we made it to the first
building, there was a group of people waiting for us. The one in
front appeared to be an old man. He was bent over and using a cane.
He had to be at least seventy or eighty. Wait, didn’t the boy say
that his father was the leader of this town?


  “That’s your father?” I cried
out.


  The kid blushed. “That is my father…”


  The old man seemed to hear the
conversation and let out a chuckle. “What can I say? I like them
young!”


  As he said so, he wrapped his arms
around a beautiful woman at least fifty years younger than him. My
eyebrow twitched, but I gave a friendly smile, anyway. Considering I
owned various slaves that I slept with, who was I to judge people
about their relationships.


  “It’s all good!” I laughed and
shook his hand. “I mean, it’s not like you’re married to your
cousin or something!”


  “Ah!” The boy next to me let out a
cry, grabbing my arm and shaking his head.


  The old man didn’t seem to notice and
threw back his head in a laugh.


  “Hahahaha!” The old man laughed.
“Why would I date my cousin when my sister is so much more
beautiful?”


  “There it is…” The boy sighed.
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uh?”
I blinked.



  “Oh, you… always flirting.” The
woman in the old man’s eyes blushed. “How is my little brother
and son?”


  “Just call me son, mom!”


  “Now, now… I’m not just your
mother, but also your sister! That makes us even closer! How is your
sister and cousin?”


  “Don’t forget future wife!” The
man chuckled.


  “She’s just my sister, dad! I’m
not going to sleep with her!”


  “Haha! That’s what I said too! Why,
when your grandfather-uncle told me I’d be with my sister the rest
of my life, I was resistant too, but there is no fighting that sex
appeal. Sisters are just the best!”


  “You! We have visitors! Will you stop
with your disgusting talk of sisters!” A man shouted from the
crowd.


  I gave a breath of relief. At least
there was some reason within this village. I was starting to fear I
had entered some strange otherworld. I knew that Aberis was a small
country, and this was out in the boonies even for Aberis, but Chalm
was too and other than a few superstitions we had to quell they were
an alright people.


  “You… dissing sister-wives again!”


  “That’s because daughter-wives are
the best, and you know it!”


  “Huh?”


  “Tell em, sweetie!”


  “Daddy-husband always treats me
right!” a meager girl said half the age of her husband.


  “W-wait! But who’s the mother?” I
cried out.


  “That bitch left me for a younger
model!” The man responded darkly.


  “Hmph! How could I not fall for our
son! He’s just so adorable!” A woman cried out from the other
side, her boobs resting on the head of a boy who looked to be about
ten.


  “You both are an affront to the
gods!” A third man stepped in, pointing at the rest of them and
causing the crowd to turn quiet. “Besides, everyone knows cousins
are far more attractive than sisters!”


  “You’re just saying that because
you didn’t have a sister!”


  “If you didn’t grow up beside them,
how do you know you truly love them? Why, cousins are practically
strangers!”


  “You bastards, don’t make me stick
my six toes up your ass!”


  The other two men started fighting with
the third, arguing between children, siblings, and cousins. It was
just about ready to come to blows, and they had seemingly completely
forgotten that I was present. In all, I realized that this was not
just a small party, but the entire village. It was only three
families, each consisting of about a dozen people. It was becoming
abundantly clear why the bandits had steered somewhat clear of this
town and hadn’t suppressed it as much as the rest.


  “I’m sorry, I should have warned
you.” The kid who had brought me lowered his head. “I was afraid
if I said what my town was like, that you wouldn’t come to protect
it.”


  “I see…” I responded, scratching
my chin.


  “Should we even bother to help them?”
Ruby of all people asked.


  Apparently, even her sense of duty
couldn’t get past the shamelessness of these people.


  “Every village isn’t like this!”
He cried out. “This is why we’re at the edge and farthest away.
These families were kicked from the other towns! Please… even if
you abandon them, can you help the others?”


  I reached down and put my hand on the
kid’s shoulder. “Do you truly have no interest in your sister?”


  “I do not!”


  “Then, I will help.”


  As long as there was hope for the
future, I would fight on, or something like that.
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the villagers calmed down over their argument, which apparently was a
common thing, we asked to be shown to a place to stay the night. They
wanted to put us up in their homes, but I insisted that a barn was
enough. We actually had no intention of staying there, so I didn’t
really care. As soon as we locked the doors, I was going to portal
away and sleep in a comfy bed. Sleeping out was fine and all, but a
rested person definitely was better able to handle the next day’s
challenges. My nights of sleeping uncomfortably on a dungeon floor
were far behind me. Therefore, our plan was to go to Alerith for the
night, staying where Carmine and Salicia had been living.



  “Just in case something comes up, we
really should have one of us remain behind. If they got attacked
while we were in another city and they came to beg for help, only to
get no answer, it would definitely cause Master guilt.” Miki
explained.


  “I will stay.” Ruby declared. “I
admit that I was uncomfortable with the idea of leaving, anyway. You
should remain on the site of a mission until it is complete. That’s
what I’ve been taught.”


  “Unfortunately, you’re not one of
my slaves.” I told her. “I can communicate with my slaves a
fairly long-distance using Slave communication.”


  As you grew higher in level, all of
your skills also grew stronger. The higher-level mage, the more
control I had with Fire Control. Slave Communication had grown in the
same way. Like Sense Life, the distance was much farther than I
started out. Barring a Dungeon being in the way, I could send a
message to Lydia’s group despite the fact they were nearly two
weeks travel away from where we were. I now knew I could create a
portal to them as well, so they really weren’t far from me at all.


  However, Ruby wasn’t my slave, and so
I couldn’t use Slave Communication on her.


  “Don’t you have hero? I thought
there was Party Communication?”


  I had yet to find a book on heroes, so
most of what I knew was from my own experiences and guesses. I
supposed it made sense that hero, a self-sacrificing and leadership
job, would have the capacity to communicate. In many ways, it made
more sense for parties to communicate than for slaves to communicate.
It only took me a moment of glancing through my jobs when I realized
what the problem was. I had switched to True Hero as soon as I got
it. True Hero was more focused on self-sacrifice and fighting back
evil.


  It kind of made sense. True Hero came
from defeating a Demon Lord, an act of fighting the ultimate enemy.
Meanwhile, Hero was more like a title of leadership thrust upon a
strong fighter so that he might protect the city around him and help
them overcome challenges. So, Heroes had more of a party focus than
True Hero. Furthermore, Party Communication should be a fairly
mandatory item for any Hero. Once again, I had skipped essential
skills due to my tendency to unlock higher tier ones early. I had
done the same thing with Slave Master, having likely missed countless
important skills that Slavers possessed to focus on the far more
impressive skills.


  “I’ll stay.” Raissa said.


  “You won’t!”


  I won’t let a woman pregnant with my
baby sleep in a barn.


  “Salicia will,” I spoke after a
moment of silence.


  “What? Me! M-m-master, what did I do
to displease you?”


  “Isn’t a former bandit the most
suited to be on the watch for bandits?” I offered.


  “Geh… even if you say so.”


  “Think of it this way, you’re doing
this in place of Carmine.”


  “S-sister! Well… if you put it that
way, then I will save sister from this burden.”


  “Sister, thank you…” Carmine gave
her a thumbs up as I opened a portal.


  “A-appreciation…” Salicia teared
up.


  She was actually really easy to control
once you understood her triggers. Carmine jumped through the portal,
coldly abandoning her sister to a barn in incestland. That was
actually the real reason I had picked Salicia. She felt right at home
in this place. The rest of us left through the portal quickly, while
Salicia was easily duped into doing a job no one else wanted.
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Carmine complained endlessly about how cramped the building was, it
actually had five bedrooms and two bathrooms. The three former
bandits took three rooms, while Carmine and Salicia each took the
last two. I forced the three men to sleep in the same room, then gave
Ruby and Raissa each one and took the other for myself. Miki and Shao
naturally joined me in my room. I had considered inviting Raissa to
my room, but I wasn’t so bold.



  Miki and Shao had pushed their way into
my bedroom, but I had never asked them to actually stay with me. Now,
it had grown to a point where I just expected both girls to want to
sleep next to me. That didn’t mean I was in a state where I’d
casually invite other women to my bed. All five of the women who
shared my bed were also extremely particular about who they let into
my bedroom. Even Eliana had to obey their rules. What those rules
were, I had never actually been told. I only got to see the results.


  Despite what some people in Chalm
thought, it wasn’t wild sex orgies every night. I didn’t
immediately equipped pervert and just attack my girls every night. I
worked all day and having sex all night would be way too exhausting
for me and for the girls. Officially, we had a rotation. Every night,
five days a week, I’d sleep with one of the girls. The others would
remain nearby, but they’d give us a bit of privacy. Sometimes, Shao
would obscure their vision with darkness, or Terra would erect a
wall. Celeste might use wind to muffle the sounds. It was that kind
of thing.


  That didn’t mean there weren’t days
where I attacked all five girls, but since that depended on me, those
days were rare. The rotation had been set up by them, and the girls
came to me in advance. I had a policy where I’d never reject any of
them if they wanted it.  Most of the time, I wouldn’t equip
pervert, and the entire experience would only last fifteen minutes.
It wasn’t filled with rough treatment and lewd sounds. It was just
me and the women I love being close and expressing our affection for
each other. Only if I wasn’t in the mood, would I equip pervert,
and if pervert got out of hand, sometimes the other girls would have
to come and help. That was typically how the occasional group
activities happened.


  Supposedly, the two remaining days were
free days. I was allowed to sleep with the other girls who didn’t
join us at night. Once again, since this was dependent on me, it
meant that I rarely filled these days with other women. I wasn’t
the kind of guy to shamelessly hit on women. Carmine and Salicia were
usually in another city, and I wouldn’t try to use them for sex,
anyway. The thought of asking Raissa made me blush, and when it came
to Astria and Elaya, they were a bit too high level for a simple
cuddle.


  The girls were encouraging me to be
more demanding, but it was ultimately a slow process. It wasn’t
because I wanted to hurt anyone’s feelings. As I said, I wouldn’t
reject any of my women who wanted my love. However, I was more than
sexually satisfied. Those ero protagonists who banged girls 24/7 were
a lie. Having sex with a different woman every night for five nights
in a row, having a night off could be considered a blessing. So,
pervert wasn’t exploding in levels, and other than my party
members, I wasn’t sleeping with anyone else regularly. I was happy
with things the way they were, but if Raissa or Eliana became a bit
bolder and wanted me for one of my free nights, I wouldn’t turn
them away.


  None of that happened on this night, as
the girls had agreed that there would be no sex while they were
separated. Miki and Shao wouldn’t be able to monopolize my time
while the other three were away. So, all we did was cuddle and sleep
together. It felt kind of nice to only have two women. I had one on
each arm. Still, even though the bed was smaller than my one in
Chalm, it felt a little small without women clinging to me. Maybe I
should invite Raissa, Carmine, and Salicia to my bed after all.
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he next morning, we woke up, got ready, and then portaled back to the
village of incest. I’m sure it had a name, but that was the only
name I could think of at the moment. I had checked on Salicia, and
other than that someone had knocked to ask if we needed anything, the
night had been rather quiet. We opened the barn door and walked out
refreshed, without anyone knowing we hadn’t slept there the whole
night. Only Salicia looked a bit messy and haggard, but I could live
with that.



  “What’s the plan, Master?” Shao
asked.


  “We’ll hit the nearest villages
first. If they are in trouble, we’ll liberate them. I’m going to
send everyone here. Since this place… already has a reputation with
Bandits, it probably won’t be watched closely. It’d be the safest
place for people to gather.”


  Some people might not want to enter
this town, but there were plenty of uninhabited buildings, and if the
Bandits were giving this place a wide berth like I suspected, then it
was a better place than I originally had thought to gather people. I
had a dream of creating a city here, which would become part of my
territory, and allow me to take over the Southwest of Aberis. Then,
once I defeated a certain Count, I’d be the Lord of all of west
Aberis. Nearly 1/3rd of the country would be under my leadership.


  It wasn’t like I was hungry for power
or anything. I just wanted to strengthen my position and with time,
live a safe life. For that, I needed land, people, and resources. I
imagined building five large cities in the west. Chalm was already
being built. Alerith I would conquer one day. Regency would fall
under my leadership once the bandits were taken care of. That left
another city between Regency and Chalm. This felt like as good of a
place as any. Then, I had dreams of building a border city in the
wilderness, possibly supported by a dungeon I had subjugated.


  That arrangement would put Chalm more
or less in the middle of my territory, with other cities on the
outside where they could protect my territory. Was I being a bit too
ambitious? Maybe. Only time would tell if I was able to obtain my
dreams.


  “Start construction on a wall. Just
pile up stones. It doesn’t need to be perfect yet.” I explained
to the elder. “Also, it might be a good idea to build up some more
places to stay. People will be coming to your town soon.”


  “Yes, of course, my lord. I’m glad
to see someone finally taking charge. The other lords either fled or
were killed. Once they died at the hands of the bandits, they refused
to return, hiding in the Capitol like cowards.”


  “Are there no lords left?”


  Other than the Grand Master, who had an
honorary position in Aberis not unlike a lord, I hadn’t heard of
any lords in Regency. Supposedly, the majority of the lords had
already tried and failed. They were tortured and resurrected in the
Capitol. After facing days or weeks of torture and humiliation at the
hands of bandits, they were likely angry, but also too afraid to
return. My actions were supposed to help them receive some peace and
possibly swear loyalty to me.


  However, I didn’t want such men. I
wanted those that didn’t run away and cower. If any still remained
in the Southwest, these were the men I wanted to impress and gain
their loyalty. These would become the ones who gave me strength.
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esterday
had more been a trial period to get our feet wet. Now was the time we
truly began the operation to retake southwest Chalm. I haven’t
given up my plans to instill fear into the bandits, but this would
need to be a slow, gradual process. If I scared them too much, they
were likely to flee, and then we’d never be able to stop them. They
would cause havoc all over Aberis and possibly in Esmere and the Ost
Republic too. To truly win, our victory needed to be absolute.



  For now, I wanted to push against their
territory. Most of them were concentrated around Regency. If I
started taking out the smaller bands on the edges that were currently
occupying small villages and ransacked cities, then they would be
forced to resurrect closer together. I wanted to shrink their realm
and get them to start becoming just a bit reckless.


  I spoke with the elder of the village,
and he fortunately had more knowledge than his son. There were about
ten villages within a day’s walk of us, and we were about a
five-day journey from Regency. Of course, if I used portals, I had
cut that to a few hours, and now that I was here, the journey to
Regency took half a second, but that wasn’t the point. Once I
reached each of these places, the return journey would be much
easier, and if I used portals as a shortcut, I likely could visit
half of them in a single day.


  Where the Grand Master’s ability to
cause awe came in impressive looking magic, all I had was extreme
speed. If I tackled several cities at once, they’d think our army
was far larger and more capable than they imagined. It would likely
take some time where all the dead men would realize they were
defeated by the same group. At that point, they’d become cautious
of our ability to get around and further stay together. If I wanted
to get rid of all of them, I definitely needed them not to spread
out, but to grow closer together.


  “See, Carmine? This brother and
sister couple are married and deeply in love.” Salicia declared as
she had a conversation with a young man and his wife.


  “Yes ma’am… I love my sister more
than anything!” The man declared. “At first, she was resistant,
but I kept at it and eventually she accepted my love.”


  “I see!” Salicia’s eyes
brightened. “So, as long as I keep at it, I’ll win my sister’s
love!”


  “W-wait!” The man’s eyes widened.
“You love your sister as well?”


  “I do! I will definitely keep at it!”


  “But you’re a woman!”


  “So?”


  “That’s… homosexuality!”


  “She’s a perverted freak!” The
woman said.


  “Go die!”


  I grabbed Salicia’s hand before she
stabbed the incestuous couple to death. The pair winced when she
lunged at them, and then ran away, all while shooting her disgusted
looks. Carmine giggled upon seeing her sister’s attempt to rub it
in going haywire.


  “Those… bigots!” Salicia cried.
“Are we really going to save this town?”


  “Didn’t you tell me just yesterday
we absolutely must save this town, because it gives hope to your
relationship with your sister?”


  “That was before I realized the dark
corruption underneath! This village is clearly beyond saving!”


  Rather than continue to fight with her,
I created a portal and then stepped through, starting my journey to
the first village on our list.
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eeping
an eye on the map, I progressed slowly toward the closest village
they had indicated. If I ran out of portals, I’d probably use the
points from Shao and Miki to keep going. I hadn’t expected my
primary mode of travel to build portals, and it was certainly a waste
of such a skill, but it was efficient for what we were doing right
now. The map kept me orientated so that I never ended up lost.



  To be clear, my map skill long had the
map of Aberis filled out by looking at maps created by professional
cartographers in Aberis. In the absence of having visited an area,
the map updates with the most readily available data. At the moment,
that was any maps that I had studied since I had been here. Any area
I visited was filled with an increasing amount of information. I
couldn’t travel just anywhere on a map. It needed to have a certain
level of detail first.


  From what I understand about the map
skill, most people would need to survey the land in order to update
their map. Where simply seeing an area instantly gave me an update to
the map that clearly showed every detail, the original map skill
required a bit of work to fill out. At the very least, someone had to
consider all the variables and actively keep updating. Since skills
purchased with dungeon points always represented their highest tier,
my map was like a level 100 skill, which is why it worked so smoothly
for me.


  With the studied maps, it wasn’t
necessary for me to be in an area to see said area, but the details
were only at the level of the map, and if the map was drawn
incorrectly, then the map in my head would also be off. Only by
seeing it by eye do I have the maximum level of detail, which is also
a requirement for portal.


  I was interested in how much an area
could change before portal ceased to work. After all, buildings came
and went. Trees grew and were cut down. Even the landscape would
change with time. I had to assume that eventually any place that I
teleported to would eventually change to a point where I’d need to
return to it and update my map information if I wanted to have an
accurate enough picture to portal there. After all, I had to picture
a place in my head, or select a target, to create a portal, and if I
pictured a place that no longer existed, then it didn’t work.


  Unfortunately, portals were rare enough
that there was no documentation on them that I had been able to find.
Everything I learned was from trial and error. Was this how
scientists felt trying to figure out the world before I could
conveniently read about gravity and how tornados formed in science
books? This world was kind of like that. Only I seemed to have the
cheat of a system that told me what I was earning and unlocking, but
even this only went so far.


  It took only two portals before we were
close to the city. I didn’t leap right into the city for obvious
reasons. We didn’t know whether bandits were in the city or what we
were entering. However, in the distance I had seen a lot of smoke,
and now that we were closer, I could see a billowing cloud along with
the smell of blood and fire.


  “Were we too late?”
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uby
reached down and grasped a hunk of ash. “Still warm, this didn’t
happen too long ago.”



  “Perhaps last night? These fires took
a while to burn all the way.”


  The town was nothing but ash. Every
building had burned down, some of them didn’t have a single wall
standing. Those that did were black and cracked. The fires were
probably set by accident. Anyone who thought the bandits were trying
to hide their dirty deeds weren’t looking in the streets. Bodies
lay in the streets, sometimes in rows like they had been
systematically lined up and executed. There were women, children, and
men who had all been dragged out of their homes and killed, whether
they were holding a weapon or not.


  “This is a slaughter.” Salicia
said, her expression shockingly stoney.


  “You disapprove?” Ruby snorted. “A
Bandit King?”


  “We steal money. We only kill to
intimidate or protect ourselves. We’re thieves. This is a
massacre!”


  My eyes widened as I realized that
Salicia seemed somewhat angry. Her eyes were red and her fists were
trembling at her side. I reached out and touched her shoulder. She
looked over at me and then calmed down.


  “Salicia…” Carmine watched with a
somewhat complicated expression.


  “It’s not how I would have done it…
that’s all.” She turned and walked away, heading away from the
city where she didn’t have to see any more corpses.


  Carmine turned to me. “This is like…
our village. It was a similar event.”


  That was right. The pair of them had
their home destroyed by bandits when they were just children as well.
In that way, it was odder that Salicia went on to become a Bandit
King. Yet, I suppose she did have her own way of doing things then.
Most people were allowed to leave once giving up their wealth. People
who fled were allowed to go. Compared to this kind of slaughter, it
was preferred.


  “Gather all the bodies.” I ordered.


  We had expected that the city would be
like this. When I had gotten the list from the elder, I didn’t just
ask for every city and village that might still be around, but every
city that had existed before the bandits. When bandits wiped out a
city, they were knowingly condemning that city to death. Without any
relatives to try to bring you back, or anyone even aware you were
dead, that was the original fate of all these people.


  However, the bandits had found some
means of resurrecting themselves, and I did too. Although I had Dark
Ceremony, which was the Dark Priest version of Resurrection, Miki had
already unlocked Resurrection from her high-level Spiritualist.
Originally, the spell had required fairy dust to use as a combination
skill, but her spiritualist eventually reached a level where
resurrection was possible without a mana additive. Now, the additive
was simply an extra she used if the resurrection needed to be
stronger.


  To explain it simply, when someone
died, their spirit left their body and slowly started to degrade,
fragmenting into pieces. If those pieces get too near to a curse, it
may eat them up. The rate of decay involved many factors, which a
general rule stated someone could be resurrected within one month of
death. After a month, the chances of success dropped significantly.
If you added frequent deaths, a damaged soul, or a cursed dungeon in
the mix, and this rate dropped even more.


  Resurrection could be seen like a
vacuum, sucking up all the pieces and putting them back together. If
someone’s soul was lost in a dungeon, it’d be like cleaning under
the furniture. The vacuum couldn’t reach it and recover the pieces.
The more mana and power behind a resurrection, the stronger and
better the soul can be pieced back together. To the villagers here
who had only died a day or so ago and still had their bodies, the
resurrection would naturally require very little mana to work
efficiently, depending on the damage of the bodies.


  In short, I would undo this massacre,
and from the ashes would rise an army.
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iki didn’t have to resurrect everyone based on just her own power.
Since I could copy any skill my girls had, I could copy Miki’s
power. Much like experience, there was a limitation of distance. I
couldn’t use Lydia, or Celeste’s abilities right now. If I could,
I might have considered building a wall around the city. Actually,
even if I had Terra’s, my control of Earth wasn’t to the point
that I could ever accomplish such a feat. That was the difference
between possessing a skill and having knowledge of a job. I wasn’t
an Earth Manipulator, and even if I can emulate an Earth Manipulation
skill, I’d never have the free and fluid control of it that Terra
did.



  The same could be said about every
girl. They all had their strengths, and those strengths were a part
of them. Their individual skills could be used for an occasional
boost, but Celeste’s ability with wind was not just the sum of all
of her wind skills. She was so much more than that. It was same for
the rest. We were all just the best at what we were good at. My skill
was always support. However, I was a white mage, so I already had a
good affinity for resurrection.


  I actually thought I’d unlock
resurrection already, but apparently not. If White Mage didn’t
eventually unlock resurrection, I’d definitely be shocked. I guess
it was a pretty high-level skill for most people. Only priests got it
at a relatively low level. I guess that’s the gift you get for
worshipping god. Seems like he’s playing favorites, but I guess I
couldn’t complain.


  After all the bodies had been gathered
up, Ruby was watching anxiously while Shao and Carmine appeared
unaffected. Raissa had ended up getting sick and was now on the
outside of town near Salicia, who seemed to be strangely
contemplative after seeing the carnage earlier. I wanted to ask her
about it, but I also didn’t want to waste daylight while we had
people to bring back. While we supposed had weeks to do this, I felt
a certain rush to bring people back. They probably wouldn’t notice
the time difference, but I felt like delaying resurrecting people was
a bit disrespectful.


  I put my hand on the first corpse. I
picked an adult male. I worried about resurrecting children before
their mothers, as they may be genuinely scared. It was the same for
women, who might feel threatened given the last few things they had
seen before death. I had already prepared a bunch of waterskins
filled with waters of life for them to drink so that they could
recover quickly. Of course, as we resurrected people, we would need
to be replenishing our own mana as well.


  I began the resurrection spell.
Everyone was just a bit tense. It was unlikely even bandits this
organized were using soul-reaping weapons that would prevent
resurrection, but you could never be too careful. Until we brought
someone back, there was no telling what might have happened.


  The resurrection spell existed in two
parts. Part one restored the body. This was the stage where if the
body existed anywhere else in the world, it would turn to dust.
According to what I’ve read, this effect seems to be universal. No
matter where the body was, even in a dungeon, this held true. It was
like an immutable law that only one body could exist at a time. You
couldn’t create backups and just leap to the next body when the
last one died. As soon as one body was created, the one most suitable
for housing the soul would survive, and the other would degrade.


  Sometimes, this spell worked more like
restoration, bringing the body back to its original state. Other
times, it’d be like a summon, bringing the body from its resting
spot to where you were resurrecting it. Finally, it could be like
building a new body from scratch. The second part was summoning,
reassembling, and then inserting the soul in the body. 



  This all sounded very complicated, but
all you did was the chant, send out the mana, and then everything
else was automatic. It took anywhere from one minute to ten minutes
based on the difficulty of the host. This person only took about one
minute.


  His eyes snapped open, and he let out a
gasp of air. One down, three hundred to go.
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h-what
happened?” The man asked, his eyes slowly opening.



  “Do you remember dying?” I asked,
not trying to be crass, but also not wanting to waste my time beating
around the bush.


  “Dying? R-right… the bandits…
wait… my wife!” He tried to stand up, but with my hand on his
chest, it was more than enough force to keep him on the ground.


  “We will be resurrecting everyone.
Just be patient. Actually, I resurrected you first for a reason.”


  “R-reason?”


  “If there is anyone not here, we need
to know. We will continue to resurrect people, but we don’t want to
miss anyone whose body we couldn’t find or something like that.”


  “I see…” He sat up a bit slower
this time, needing some of my help.


  As he glanced around the town, his eyes
lowered. “They… they burned everything.”


  “I’m sorry…”


  “No, the fact that you’ve already
chosen to help us resurrect our dead, we owe you our lives literally.
We’ve seen bandits before, but never like this. They usually still
fear death. They have an ounce of humanity still in them. These guys…
they just killed everyone, even the children.”


  “Murdering a child is a taboo.”
Carmine explained. “Even if you’re resurrected, trauma is harder
to fix.”


  “That’s assuming there isn’t any
developmental issues.” I added.


  Who knew if a body reassembled from
magic could just jump back into adolescent development as smoothly as
the original? Copying a grown body is one thing, but copying a body
that hasn’t finished growing, and then expecting it to continue was
another. Well, child murder was rare enough in this world that this
was a question no one had previously had to answer.


  “I have kind of been skimping on the
subject, but what about rape?”


  “It happens.” She shrugged. “Most
women would kill themselves to keep it from happening, but if they
are restrained, it can happen.”


  The man on the ground lowered his head.
“My wife… I gave her a knife before I went out. I told her that
if anyone but me enters the door, to plunge it into her throat
immediately.”


  “Isn’t there a poison for that?”
Ruby asked and then looked over at me. “It’s a common threat for
all female warriors, so there are fast acting, supposedly painless
poisons that women can buy to avoid such things.”


  “It was too expensive.” The guy let
out a half-cry, half-sob. “Bandits around here don’t usually
attack villages. I told her I didn’t think it was necessary since
we never left town.”


  It was clear by the tone of his voice
he no longer saw things the same way. It really was strange, the ways
that being able to resurrect yourself changed your way of thinking.
The best thing for a commoner to have wasn’t safety and security,
but a quick way out and a reliable person to resurrect you.


  Furthermore, the bandits around here
had become bolder and more aggressive. They could resurrect seemingly
instantly too. It definitely left me worried about what was to come.
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hile
I got as much out of him as I felt comfortable, Miki went on and
started resurrecting more and more people. As more people sprung back
to life, the once dead landscape began to fill with the sounds of
life. Most of those sounds were mourning, though. Women and men would
let out wailful moans and cries as they looked over their destroyed
city. Even if they were all brought back to life, they could still
vaguely recall their last moments of life surrounded by fear and
pain. If that wasn’t enough to cause them to break down, the sight
of an entire life they had built turned to ashes would.



  It seemed like they mostly had the same
opinion as the first guy. The bandits usually didn’t attack their
village. They had a small patrol that protected it, but for a direct
attack that wiped it out, this was the first. They were as far out as
the other village, but they were still on the border of what could be
called the current Bandit Country, so they had likely been ignored
until resources were needed. Then, they were wiped out in a single
night.


  That meant I needed to move faster, as
many of the towns inward might have been ransacked earlier. There
might be people who had already died a month or longer ago, and if I
didn’t get to them soon, they would truly become lost souls. We
continued on, both working in tandem.


  It got to the point where who we could
resurrect was no longer an option, as crying women would shove the
corpse of their children on us to resurrect as soon as possible. I
had originally planned to have us both resurrect as many as we could
so that we would go as fast as possible, but I realized that there
was no way we could keep going without breaks.


  Those breaks meant time in which a
husband held the body of his deceased wife and a mother looked over
the crispy body of her burnt child. We found the best way was to take
turns, so one of us was resting while the other resurrected. That
way, someone was always going and we didn’t just sit there while
facing the longing and desperate stare of the villagers. What started
out as a simple means to an end ended up as a mentally exhausting
activity that left me feeling just as emotionally drained as
magically exhausted.


  Even downing water of life and taking
turns, we still plowed through our mana quickly. Resurrection was no
joke of a spell. It ate up a lot of mana, and even people with
multiple jobs and hero levels of mana couldn’t keep up for long. My
dreams of doing two or three towns a day was clearly a pipedream. The
night was already coming by the time we resurrected the last few.


  I felt rather lucky at who I had with
me during this. Lydia, Celeste, and Terra weren’t the right girls
for this kind of scene. Their hearts would assuredly break. Shao,
Carmine, Salicia, and even Raissa were made of harder stuff. The only
reason Miki held on was because she was too busy resurrecting people,
but she had tears in her eyes too. I hoped she wouldn’t have to see
this kind of ugliness either, but a strong mind was important for a
spiritualist and psionic.


  We had found bodies for the vast
majority of people, only having to recreate the bodies of four of the
citizens. That was when we faced the next challenge. Everyone who was
now alive in the village was not everyone. There were still more
people missing. One man grabbed my shirt, begging me to resurrect his
wife who wasn’t there. However, after using the item he gave me,
nearly passing out in the process, the resurrection failed.


  “I’m sorry… I’m just tired.”
I apologized, not meaning to yawn and come off as inconsiderate.
“Miki…”


  Miki’s eyes jerked open. “M-master…”


  She was nearly asleep on her feet. I
shook my head. I’d make it work. Just as I stepped forward to do
it, Shao put her hand on my shoulder.


  “Master, it’s not that. You cast
the spell correctly. The problem is… that woman is alive!”
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he only reason I hadn’t thought of that was because I was so tired.
This time, I pulled out a mana potion and took it. If I drank any
more water, I’d definitely throw up. After so many times chugging
the waters of life in excess to keep my mana levels up, I was
beginning to hate that sweet taste. Maybe I should brew it into a tea
or something to give myself some variety.



  Of course, Shao was correct. The woman
was probably still alive. I glanced at the man who blushed, looking
down.


  “I’m sorry… I had just hoped.
That means… that means…” His hands shook as he spoke, but
having only been resurrected an hour or two ago, he just didn’t
have the strength to put up any kind of fuss, and thus collapsed
helplessly.


  It meant that his wife had been
captured by the bandits. She hadn’t been able to kill herself or
escape, and now she was likely in some bandit camp. You didn’t have
to use much of an imagination to guess what was going on in there. I
had known since the beginning that it’d be impossible to save
everyone, but something about the thought of leaving those women to
their fate made me feel anger.


  After some careful questioning, we had
found out that our guess was right and the village had only been
raided the previous night. That meant that they had only been
kidnapped for the last twenty-four hours, and there was still hope in
saving them before anything bad happened to them. Perhaps that was
only wishful thinking, but it gave me a sudden surge of strength. I
didn’t want to just abandon those people.


  A list was quickly compiled and there
were about twelve women who were seen being taken from the village.
Once we were certain they weren’t among the dead, our only
conclusion could be that the bandits still had them.


  “They’re here.” A man who
appeared to be the elder of the village pointed at a map I had
hastily drawn, which was almost on a par with ones you could find in
a shop.


  “You’re certain of this?”


  He looked away awkwardly. “I’m a
hunter. It’s my job. One woman… I… ahem… marked her… so I
always know where she is.”


  His face turned red, while a few of the
nearby women who overheard started giving him flat looks. It was no
wonder he wanted to remain silent about it. Hunters had the ability
to target a prey, but to set a woman as your target, it definitely
came off bad. Stalking in this world took on a whole new meaning.
Then again, I consistently found a certain fairy in my underwear, so
I knew all too well how odd stalking could be. I had a feeling if I
didn’t have such an open policy with the women in my life, I’d be
experiencing more than a few stalkers of my own.


  However, this stalker could pinpoint
where the woman he liked was on the map. They weren’t particularly
far from here. Although Miki and I were tired, I absolutely couldn’t
stop here. We had to rescue them tonight!
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the guy having given up a location, I now had it marked on my map.
Regrettably, I couldn’t just mark any location on the map and go
there. I needed that familiarity to make it work, either by having a
marked person to target or a familiarity with the person. Therefore,
I used Miki’s Dungeon points, freed up a few portals, and went the
old-fashioned way.



  We first gave proper directions to the
townsfolk before we moved on. They’d have to move during the night,
but my Sense Life worked at least that far, and there didn’t appear
to be any groups that might be bandits between this town and the
other village.


  “Oh, you’re sending us to that
village!” The elder went white.


  “I-it’s the only place the bandits
are avoiding,” I said defensively.


  “And for good reason! Those people…
they aren’t right in the head!”


  “I get it, but no one is asking you
to commit incest.”


  “They are… multiple times!”


  “They kept trying to hook me up with
my sister! She ended up moving three villages away and won’t even
look me in the eye on holidays.”


  “I get it. They’re weird, however,
it’s the safest place for you right now. It’s between them or
dying, which do you choose?”


  “…”


  “Well?”


  “We’re thinking about it!”


  In the end, I was able to convince them
to head to the village. Actually, the village had no official name.
It was simply called Outcast village. At some point, I’d need to
come up with a better name for it. If this was going to be the city I
lived in from now on, this was kind of important. Anyway, as the
villagers headed one way, we ended up heading the other. At this
point, it was getting dark. This turned out to be in our favor.


  With the sun setting, it only took one
jump before we could see the fire in the distance. If I had gone
during the day, I definitely wouldn’t have been able to see those
fires. Maybe I had been thinking about this wrong. I was used to
being in dungeons where night and day didn’t matter. However, up
here, our skills working in low lighting would assuredly be
advantageous. From my sense life to Shao’s shadow walking, our
abilities were definitely better suited for this time of day.


  Not to mention the fact the bandits
would be asleep and blinded by their fires. Moving at night would
truly be the best action for us. I already saw myself changing how we
would do things tomorrow. Of course, we’d still have to start
during the day, because the other villages probably wouldn’t take
kindly to someone entering at night. We might end up getting mistaken
for bandits ourselves and killed.


  Looking out over the fire, I gave the
girls their last direction. I wasn’t good at guessing, but Ruby had
some experience and said that the group looked to be two bands, that
meant twenty people. It was the largest group we had challenged yet.
These were the bandits who had attacked the previous village and
wiped out everyone there. They were clearly not good people. My goal
was to wipe them out in a single quick hit. We wouldn’t play around
with changing jobs or instilling fear. Rescuing the people in
distress was more important.


  With a wave of my hand, our attack
began.
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n video
games, I liked to summon tons of minions, either as some kind of
ranged class or necromancer, and then sit back as I kept my group
going. They would move forward like a small mobile army, doing my
bidding. I supposed, in that way, I was suited to be a lord from even
before. One could call it my play style.



  Reality was different from games,
though. These weren’t skeletons or wolves I was sending into
battle, but women I knew, loved, and cared about. One of them even
had a baby inside her. Therefore, I gave her the safest job. However,
they were all important to me, and even in a world with resurrection
I’d be unhappy if any of them were hurt.


  I couldn’t just stand back and watch
as they risked their lives, so I always went in with them when things
were at their toughest. As the lord and Master, was it the brightest
decision? I really couldn’t say. I knew I could help in a fight,
and even if I lost some perspective on the battle, I could always be
close enough to react instantly when needed. Most of all, I would
never lose what was most important to me.


  Thus, as the girls went around the camp
to take out patrols and surround it, I also took my place right up
there with them. As per my rule, everyone was in a group of two.
Since there were seven of us, I was the only one alone, but this was
because I had the Slave Communication, so I could contact all of them
whenever I needed to.


  When I had rearranged the dungeon
points, I had given Miki and myself night vision. Shao didn’t need
it, although I could have given it to her if she wanted. Her Dark
Knight seemed to give her a skill comparable to it. Raissa also
appeared to have gained a skill as a Dungeon Diver that improved her
vision. It wasn’t as good as the dungeon level skill, but it was
good enough for her. Salicia and Carmine could only look on jealously
as we could instantly see in the dark like it was day.  



  Actually, I was pretty sure that
Salicia could see fine too. She just wanted dungeon points, but she
wouldn’t get them until I took them into a dungeon and beat it with
them. These weren’t simple things to earn. They required a great
deal of effort and even putting your life on the line.


  Carmine was the only woman in the group
who looked genuinely blind. Even Ruby seemed to have something, even
if it was just her other senses being honed and experience, that
helped her get around the dark. Carmine was too used to bright light
and fighting directly. This kind of sneaking wasn’t her particular
forte. She’d much rather just bash through the group head on,
fighting each man down. Given her strength, I reckoned she might even
have the ability to take ten of them on her own.


  “Help!” A woman let out a scream in
the middle of camp.


  I cursed under my breath, as that
scream would definitely wake up every man there. That’s when I
noticed something was wrong. Looking around, I could see the fire,
sleeping bags all around, and the group of trapped women in the
center. I could also see my girls on the outside. They had each
targeted a sleeping bag and would attack swiftly in one move. The
idea was to at least kill seven of them before they knew we were
there.


  However, with that scream, not a single
person in a sleeping bag had jerked up. I hadn’t even been looking
at my sleeping bag, because my eyes were on the map. It was difficult
to tell when you were far away, but the group of bandits and women
were intertangled. That is to say, this entire camp was fake, and all
of the bandits were mixed in with the women we were trying to save!


  “Run! It’s a trap!” I screamed,
losing decorum!


  “Time to die, my lord!” A man
jumped out from the group of women.


  They were no bandits behind us. I would
have detected them. There were no bandits underground. They weren’t
even trying to run and attack us. Although he had made this
declaration, there was nothing around that would have obviously
defeated us. That was when I saw a bright light overhead and looked
up. When I looked up, I could see a descending fireball of light.


  “It’s meteor!” I let out a cry,
my mind going blank.


  I didn’t know how, but they had
completely caught us in a trap I never would have predicted. They
didn’t just use hostages, but they were sacrificing their own lives
as well, just to kill a party of rescuers.


  “Master!”


  I was too stunned to move, but I was
the only one who hadn’t gone into motion.


  Ruby had grabbed Raissa and suddenly
tossed her in my direction. It was only at that moment I realized
that Miki a few meters away had her hands out. Without time to think,
I caught Raissa, but the force of the throw caused me to stumble
back… and through a portal Miki had summoned.


  Just as the light on the other side
went white, the portal snapped shut. Just a bit of hot hair shot
through. Then, I was standing in the middle of a forest, holding
Raissa, and everyone else was gone.
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esurrection!”



  I didn’t have to return to the scene
to know that there would be no body to recover. The moment we arrived
near the area, someone had summoned a very powerful spell and dropped
it right on our heads. I thought I was being so clever with my
movements, yet the bandits somehow got one over on me. Now, all of my
companions were dead. Well, all except for one. Raissa had tears
running down her cheeks. She seemed to have just a bit of survivor’s
guilt. I could sympathize. I should have died instead of them.


  Instead, Miki had managed to save my
life, and Ruby had managed to save Raissa’s. The only conclusion I
could make was that she knew Raissa was pregnant. As to how that was
the case, I wasn’t sure. That didn’t mean that Ruby was the first
I brought back. That honor was given to Miki. Not only had she been
the one to save my life, but if push came to shove, she was the only
other one who could do resurrection spells, although it was doubtful,
she’d have the strength to do it the same day I brought her back.


  Even knowing what I knew, my mind was
disordered and my body was still shaky until I saw her body fully
formed. Resurrection really was a miracle. It was a god-given gift,
and one that I was happy existed in this world. I couldn’t count
the number of times I would have faced a bad end if it wasn’t for
that ability.


  Miki’s eyes began to flutter open. It
didn’t look like she had just died horribly under some horrific
spell. Instead, it looked like she was just waking up from a good
night’s sleep.


  “Deek… ah Master!” She tried to
sit up as soon as she remembered the previous events, but I kept her
down with a hand on her chest.


  “Miki…” No sooner did I feel her
warmth in my hand did tears swell in my eyes.


  “A-ah!” She looked down at my hand
on her chest. “M-master! I’ll definitely make them bigger; you
don’t need to cry because they’re not big enough!”


  I grabbed her and pulled her into a
hug, burying my nose into her neck. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, I
failed you all.”


  “Master…” Her voice calmed down
as she started to regain her focus.


  She ended up putting her hand on the
back of my head, holding me gently as she stroked the back of my
head. I was supposed to be the one calming her down, but in the end
it was the other way around as usual. I thought I had gotten stronger
than this. I felt like I still had a long way to go.


  Miki suddenly shook. “A-ah! Master…
even with this… you mustn’t show such favoritism!”


  “Huh?” I looked up at her.


  That was when I noticed some killing
intent. I looked at Raissa, but she’d never show killing intent
toward us. Besides, she was looking around anxiously looking for the
source of the killing intent as well. Even my map showed nothing
within my Sense Life range. Unless, the source wasn’t something
alive?


  “Y-you summon me first, and even hold
me gently for such a long time! You know how Shao is!”


  “Sh-Shao!” I suddenly had a feeling
like there were eyes staring at me.


  It was definitely the feeling Shao gave
when she was displeased! Shao was dead though! Was she haunting me
behind the grave? I just picked Miki for the obvious reasons, and
then I broke down so I needed a minute before I could resurrect the
others! This wasn’t favoritism! It wasn’t!


  “Please, Master, the quicker the
better!”


  Wait, that was right! Miki was a
Spiritualist and a nine-tailed fox. She was closest to death, so she
definitely was far more aware of Shao’s presence than I would be.
In fact, she might even be able to see the ghostly apparition of Shao
right now! I started feeling a fear inside me. Shao kept saying that
even in death we’d never be apart. I thought she was just talking
about how my death meant her death from the slave bond. Now, I was
seeing what she really meant.


  “Miki… just a thought… but what
if… and I’m just throwing things out here, what if we let her
cool down, and not resurrect her for the time being?”


  “That could work!”


  A fearful energy filled the forest, and
even nearby animals started to flee. A few moments later, I was on
the ground desperately chanting Resurrection while Miki begged for
forgiveness. Ghosts are scary, yet when I finished resurrection, I
realized I summoned something scarier.
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uby’s eye snapped open. “Ah… so we
did die.”



  Unlike the other girls, who had
required some time even to move, Ruby sat up only moments later. She
had a bitter expression on her face that seemed to say that death was
an old friend of hers. Every other member of their party had been
resurrected. Ruby had been the last. This wasn’t that surprising,
as she was the odd one out in the group. She wasn’t a part of the
party or attached to me in any particularly meaningful way.


  “Are you okay?” Miki asked, panting
after having just performed the last three resurrections on her own
back to back without rest.


  Considering she had only been
resurrected herself just a short hour ago showed how strong-willed
and capable she was that she was able to manage that much.


  “I suppose.” Ruby signed sadly.
“I’m sorry to all of you.”


  “Mmm! Mmm!”


  Ruby glanced down and raised an
eyebrow. “Why is Deek naked and tied up like that?”


  “He’s repenting.” Shao said
wrapping her arms around me affectionately.


  I shivered as I felt a cold breeze that
had nothing to do with the wind. Repenting my ass! Shao was just
being vindictive! I already apologized, so ropes and knives were
completely out of the question. Miki said that since Shao was so weak
to bedroom play and flirtation, that if I just pushed her down while
she couldn’t move after being resurrected, that I could avoid my
punishment.


  However, we were in the middle of the
dark forest and we still had the rest of our party to resurrect, so
how could I just attack her. Plus, she couldn’t move or defend
herself. What kind of guy would I be if I took advantage of such a
situation? It turned out that Miki was probably right, because once
Shao could move, I ended up naked and in a compromising situation
anyway.


  “If… if you’re angry about his
orders… please blame me.” Ruby demanded. “I’m the one who
failed to guide you all properly. I just went along with it. I’m
your mentor, so I’m the one who led everyone to death!”


  “Hmph!” Shao snorted, crossing her
arms. “Do you think we’d be angry over such a thing as dying?
Master owns my life and my soul! He can do whatever he wants with me!
Even if he beat me daily and made me clean his bathroom with my
tongue, I wouldn’t say different.”


  I managed to just spit the gag out.
“Wh-what are you saying? What kind of man are you implying I am!”


  “It’s not how Master treats me that
is the problem!” Shao pretending she didn’t hear me. “It’s
how Master treats other women!”


  “Huh?”


  “What did I do?”


  “I’m talking about that!” Her
finger launched out, and she pointed immediately at a certain girl.


  Every eye, even the usually
disinterested Carmine, ended up on Raissa.


  “H-huh? Me?”


  “Uh oh…” I said out loud before I
could stop myself.


  “I’m talking about that thing!”
Her finger landed on Raissa’s stomach. “Master’s baby!”
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nd so, to conclude my four-part
apology, Eliana and Raissa are pregnant, I am the father. I’m sorry
I didn’t reveal this sooner.”


  


  “I don’t know…” Shao responded,
a displeased look on her face. “Should we forgive him, Miki?”


  “Hah? What? I already knew.”


  “What! When did you find out?”


  “I’m attuned to spiritual energies.
Did you think a baby could grow in her womb and I wouldn’t be able
to sense it? I’ve known for months.”


  “M-months? I only realized it a week
ago…” Raissa said tearfully.


  “I could detect in with Sense Life,
plus, it’s kind of the talk of town. Everyone has been wondering
when Deek would announce it.” Ruby explained.


  “Hah? You all knew?”


  “I didn’t know.” Carmine said.


  “I didn’t care.” Salicia added.


  “Y-you! Master! Open up a portal now
and bring the others over here!”


  “It is! Other women should be just as
angry at you as I am!”


  Like that, we ended up opening a portal
to where the girls were camped out. With the Slave Communication, I
instructed them to step in, and soon we had three more women with us.
Looking down at me, still naked and tied up, Lydia scratched her
head.


  “Has Master gone full pervert again?
Must we battle to subdue him?”


  “A-ah… I’m still sore from last
time.” Terra complained.


  “I thought you had extreme pain
tolerance?”


  “I do!”


  “…”


  “Girls,” I ignored their strange
conversation and just explain myself before Shao glared at me until I
broke. “It’s about Raissa, Eliana, and me…”


  “Ah! Has Master finally decided to
talk about the baby?” Lydia asked excitedly.


  “Oh, is he announcing the baby now?”
Terra nodded.


  “B-baby!” Celeste’s eyes widened.
“Oh… My… Goddess… I’m pregnant!”


  “You’re not pregnant, Celeste,
Raissa is.”


  “How can you be sure?” Celeste
gasped. “Someone will have to check!”


  “That’s not how it works! Besides,
It’s Raissa and Eliana who are pregnant! Raissa and Eliana!”


  “You all knew?” Shao cried out.


  “Yeah, I mean, I’m a beastkin, so I
can kind of smell it on her.” Lydia explained.


  “I just talk to people around town.
Shao shouldn’t be so reclusive, then maybe you’d hear about
things earlier.”


  “You… all…” Shao let out a cry.
“Everyone knew but me!”


  “Sorry, Shao… but it was obvious.
You probably just didn’t want to see it before you had to.”


  “Ah, even if you say that…” Shao
ended up growing depressed and the other girls spent some time
comforting her.


  “Is it like this with Deek all the
time?” Ruby leaned over and asked Raissa.


  “So… is anyone going to untie me?
That would be great.” I asked, but I seemed to be ignored by all
the girls until I suddenly noticed Celeste standing over me. “Oh,
Celeste, please, you’re not holding a grudge, right? Can you undo
these?”


  “Master…” She looked down at me
darkly. “You must help me check if I’m pregnant.”


  “Wh-what? I mean, Sense Life…
you’re not…”


  “We must be certain… it’s fine…
just put your head up there… and check…”


  “C-Celeste… why are you being so
serious suddenly. What do you mean up there? Wait, why are pulling
down your panties and lifting your skirt?


  “Don’t worry Master, it’ll fit!”


  “Wait! Wait… Mmmm! Mmmm!”


  As I lost the ability to breathe, I
could only just hear the world outside between Celeste’s smooth,
silky thighs.


  “Celeste, why are you sitting on
Master’s head?”


  “We must be certain!”


  Raissa glanced back at Ruby and nodded
dumbly. “This is about what we should always expect around Deek.”
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he group of us stumbled through the portal late in the night. I had
planned to take Lydia and the rest of the girls to the house for the
night as well, but they insisted on returning to the woods. They
called it training, and I decided not to ask for any more details
about it. As for me, I preferred a nice comfortable bed to rest in to
regain my spirit.



  “They’re bastards.” Shao snorted.
“We’ll definitely make them pay for this, okay Master?”


  “I might be able to trace the
direction of the mana source tomorrow morning. I’m just too tired
to do it tonight.” Miki added.


  Both girls had only recently been
resurrected. Miki then went on to resurrect three others. In general,
resurrection took about a day to recover from. Resurrecting from the
destruction of your body could take up to a week. Thankfully, these
girls only needed a night. It was because of all of the status
bonuses my hero and slave master jobs gave them that they were able
to keep going.


  However, the idea of tracking down the
bandits who already had a heads up on us last night would be a fool’s
errand at best, certain destruction at worst. It was better to take
it easy immediately after. Shao may have been a bit upset about
finding out about Raissa, but the main reason she kicked up such a
stink was to get everyone’s attention off of death. Things like
that could build trauma in a group. I couldn’t even begin to
understand how the bandits were dying so casually on the other side.


  I barely even stroked their hair for a
moment before I felt both girls fall asleep. Their breathing turned
regular and both of them held me tightly with their eyes closed. They
muttered slightly, their eyes tight. Their souls had been damaged,
and it’d need some time to recover. At least, they’d need a good
night, and we’d probably need to take it easy for a few days. I
definitely couldn’t afford to lead them into another massacre.


  While thinking about my plans, my mind
kept running around in circles. The basic reality was that I didn’t
understand these bandits. They weren’t like Salicia. I thought her
expertise would have been enough, but she seemed to be blocking
something out, and even Ruby, our mentor, was flummoxed. How did they
resurrect so quickly? When did they get such a powerful spell? At
first, I thought it was meteor, but I suspect now it was just a giant
fireball. It was still powerful enough to wipe out an entire band.
The most alarming question, how were they so organized?


  I realized that the more I thought
about it, the less I was able to get to sleep. The girls were
exhausted with death. My exhaustion was from my failure.


  With a sigh, I decided to get up for a
bit. Using the position shifts, I quickly moved out of the way,
leaving the two girls hugging each other. I stood up, stretched, and
then headed out the door into the rest of the small house. From what
I understood, this place costed an arm and a leg. Because of Lord
Reigns ridiculous taxes, this place that was only a small two-story
home was almost as pricy as my mansion in the capitol would have
been.


  When I walked out the door, my eyes
immediately landed on Raissa. Like me, she hadn’t been resurrected,
so she was the least tired of the bunch. We were the only two up. As
for Carmine’s managers, I had sent them to their own bedroom that
they were forced to share while we lived here. They grumbled a bit,
but they’d stay out of our way while we were here.


  She glanced over at me. “Ah! Deek?”


  I took a breath and nodded. “Raissa,
we need to talk.”
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eek, I have something to say.”



  “Raissa, let me speak first.”


  “It’s all my fault,” she said.


  “I’m in the wrong!” I said.


  “Deek?”


  “Huh?”


  Raissa shook her head. “I knew I was
pregnant, but I went on this trip anyway. I put our child into danger
knowingly because I just wanted to have a chance to be closer to you!
This was all my fault! I should have just been honest with you
before. Wh-when you… I mean… when we… made love…”


  “I raped you in front of hundreds of
witnesses…”


  “Y-yeah… that… when we conceived
a baby lovingly together…” Her eyes grew scarily forceful.


  “Ah… right… when that happened.”


  “You knew pretty soon, didn’t you?”


  “Ah… yeah, as soon as you became my
slave, I can access your status information.”


  “So, you just wanted to keep me safe…
that’s why…”


  “Raissa, I’m in the wrong here!”
I reached out and grabbed her hands. “I thought I could keep
putting off telling you. That the longer I delayed it, the less of a
deal it would be. Your baby will be the first child I have ever had.
I’m not sure I can be a good father. My own dad was a deadbeat who
cheated on mom and left me and her when I was young. I never had a
good role model. Maybe, that’s why I have so many lovers. I so
frightened that I’ll end up like my dad and leave the ones that
love and need me, that I end up accepting more than I can handle.”


  “Deek… no, Master… You will
always have us. You don’t need to try so hard to keep us. Rather,
we’re here for you, and I know every girl, even Salicia and
Carmine, are willing to put their life on the line to protect you.”


  “Salicia and Carmine? They have no
reason to care about me.”


  “You gave them something no one else
could. You gave them a home. I think you might find their feelings
for you are stronger than you think. As are mine!”


  “You too? I saved your life, but that
doesn’t mean you need to love me…”


  “It’s not because you saved my life
that caused me to start having these feelings. It’s simply seeing
you that gave me these feelings. You’re an amazing person, who does
amazing things every day. Knowing the secrets of how you’ve done it
doesn’t scare a girl away, it only makes her realize just how much
more incredible you are.”


  “Raissa…”


  “I mean it! I’m happy that it’s
Master’s baby that I am having. I wouldn’t want it any other
way.”


  “I shouldn’t have brought you
along, though. I’m your Master, and I knew you were pregnant. I
didn’t think… that… I mean…” I suddenly found it difficult
to find the right words.


  “You didn’t think my life would be
endangered.” She finished. “That’s not your fault either! I’m
the one who chose to risk my life, okay?


  “I…” I still wasn’t sure.


  “Do you see them as slaves?” she
demanded, squeezing my hands.


  “What?”


  “The girls… do you see them as
slaves?”


  “Of course not!” I responded
emphatically.


  “Exactly…” She raised her hand
from mine and gently touched my cheek. “You don’t treat us like
your slaves. You don’t make us do anything. You let us decide what
we want. You always have. So, don’t take all the blame on yourself
when things go wrong, okay?”


  “Okay…”


  Raissa suddenly blushed, pulling away.
“Ah… but it is definitely your fault when you ignore us and leave
us wanting!”


  “Oh?” I leaned forward, a small
smile forming on my lips. “Have I left you wanting?”


  “Y-you… when you say it like that.”


  “Raissa, don’t you think you’ve
waited long enough?”


  Raissa’s tail started to wag. The
three guys were very annoyed when I kicked them out of the bedroom
and ordered them to sleep on the couch.
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he first time I had ever slept with Raissa had 
been under some pretty extreme circumstances. She had been captured by 
Lord Reign and tossed in a gladiatorial rink to be used for 
entertainment. To save her, I had disguised myself and slipped into the 
rink. Various things happened, and she ended up pregnant with my child. 
Since then, she had been my slave, and I had kept her safe in Chalm.






  Her time since then had been filled with training soldiers. In 
particular, her training concentrated on survival. Many armies only 
trained their soldiers how to fight, but in any given war, more deaths 
came from starvation and disease than an actual battle. I felt it was 
important that all of the troops had some basic survival knowledge, and 
Raissa was the most skilled at making use of her environment to stay 
alive.


  I hadn’t realized it at the time, but I had been avoiding Raissa and 
perhaps disregarding her feelings too. It wasn’t intentional. It had 
more to do with personalities. The other girls were far bolder about 
demanding my attention. Whether it was Lydia, Miki, Celeste, Terra, or 
Shao… all of the girls would seek out my affection and demand my time. 
It should go without saying that Elaya and Astria would do the same. 
When it came to Raissa, she would just sit back and wait loyally. I 
could no longer act passively.


  The relationship I had with my women went both ways. I had committed 
myself to give my love to any woman who committed herself to me. Now, it
 was time I made good on such commitments. After Raissa almost got hurt 
and it could potentially danger the pregnancy, I realized just how much 
she meant to me. So, I made the time and the two of us were in a bedroom
 together alone.


  I looked at Raissa lying on the bed. Her ears were perked up and the 
tail she was sitting on wagged excitedly behind her butt. However, since
 her tail was squished, it didn’t move much at all. She had her arms up 
and facing palm outward, and her legs up and spread too. I thought she 
was just getting into missionary, but then I realized that this was a 
submissive position an animal might take. Just lying there, Raissa did 
get the impression of a dog looking for a belly rub. Her shirt was even 
up, exposing her tan belly to me.


  Feeling somewhat complicated, I reached out and touched her stomach.


  “Nha haa…” Her cheeks grew rosy and she made a cute noise.


  It appeared like Raissa liked to be touched on her stomach. Her tail 
was twitching under her excitedly, only the tip that came out from 
between her legs could move through. Seeing her reaction, I started to 
use the back of my hand to gently stroke her stomach. My fingernails 
brushed down her soft, yet well-toned skin. There was a small scar on 
her stomach. Raissa had many scars and bruises. She had a very rough 
life, after all.


  As I stroked her, she licked her lips excitedly, looking at me with 
adoring eyes. She didn’t move at all though, waiting for me. However, 
but the imperceptible movements of her body, I could tell that she 
wanted to go farther. I brought my hands up and started pushing her top 
up over her. She helped me remove her top, exposing her modest, pert 
breasts.


  “I’m sorry we haven’t done this sooner,” I responded.


  “Hah… Master…” She panted.


  I gently kissed her while one of my hands worked on removing her 
pants and panties. My fingers began to explore the crevices of her 
underwear, rubbing through the fabric.


  “Fff… ahhh… Uwa…” She moaned as I touched her gently.


  I peel her underwear down, and this time she parted her legs for a 
different reason. I pulled out my cock, and slid between her legs. Our 
tongues met and began to wrestle both in and out of our mouths. Every 
girl kissed differently, and Raissa was a messy kisser, throwing her 
tongue out and even trying to lick me in various places. To stop her 
from licking my cheek, I grabbed her chest and pushed her down. My hands
 squeezed her breasts as I started to push inside her.


  Although we had already had sex and she was pregnant, she still felt 
tight. However, she was wet enough and her pussy sucked up my cock 
eagerly. I acted gently, but I didn’t hesitate to shove myself in her 
all of the way. I took her slowly and thoroughly, enjoying her body. 
Whenever my face got too close to hers, she would end up licking me 
again. I didn’t want to tell her to stop and ruin the mood, so instead, I
 grabbed her tongue with my lips and began sucking on it.


  “Mmm! Mmm!” She started moaning, and I could feel her having an orgasm.


  I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly while the pair of 
us kissed aggressively. It was extremely raw and passionate. This wasn’t
 a perverted romp, but something far more physical. This was a man 
uniting with the mother of his child. She tasted sweet and accepted 
everything I gave her. She seemed to be begging me to kiss her harder 
and harder, even though she didn’t say anything.


  With her small, but strong body under me, I couldn’t last anymore. My
 cock erupted, and I came deep inside her, filling her up with my seed. I
 didn’t need to worry about pregnancy since it was too late for that. 
Our lips finally broke. A bit of saliva dripped down her chin, but she 
didn’t seem to notice or care. Her eyes were completely focused on me.


  “Master’s stuff inside me feels so warm and comfortable.”


  “Is that so?”


  She blushed, looking a bit shy. “It is.”


  I noticed that her eyes turned distant, and she looked slightly sad.


  “What is it?”


  “I’m just a little sad that this is it.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Master came, so it’s done. I just wanted master in me a little 
longer. I’m not sure when the next time we’ll be together will be, but I
 look forward to it!”


  She made a fist when she said that, speaking with determination. She 
looked extremely adorable. It was to the point where I couldn’t help but
 tease her some.


  “Who said I’m going to leave things like this?” I demanded.


  “Huh?” She looked slightly taken aback. “Master, you don’t have to force yourself. Ow!”


  “Silly girl!” I flicked her forehead. “You’re beautiful and sexy. I’m ready to go again.”


  “Really?” She looked down at my cock in surprise, letting out a noise when she saw that it was still hard.


  “How bad do you think I am?” I growled. “Even without Pervert, I can go longer than that!”


  “S-sorry! I didn’t know.”


  “Well, now you do.”


  “Then, please, Master, stick it back in.”


  “Nope! I’m going to have a bit of fun now. Let’s do a position I think you’ll like the best.”


  “A position? What position does Master want me in?”


  “What else? Doggie style!”


  We had a great deal of fun the rest of the night.
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as morning arrived, I pulled the naked Raissa off me and snuck out of
her room. Thankfully, she had tired out quickly and was now happily
asleep. Every once in a while, her tail would start going again and
I’d be slapped awake. So, overall, the night had been a disjointed
one. I still had bags under my eyes come morning, but I had finally
decided what I was going to do. Making sure not to wake anyone, I
walked to Carmine’s room and snuck in. I had barely made it halfway
across the room when Carmine’s eyes snapped open and she sat up.



  “M-master…” She blushed. “So,
you’ve finally come. Please, be gentler with me this time.”


  “This time?” I raised an eyebrow
and then finished walking over to her closet and opening it.
“Salicia, we need to talk.”


  “Ah! Sister… you!” Her eyes went
from surprise to anger.


  I hadn’t come into Carmine’s room
for Carmine. Rather, I sensed Salicia was in here, and she was the
person I needed to reach out to.


  “I’ve been expecting you,”
Salicia responded, standing up like she wasn’t just hiding in her
sister’s closet half the night.


  “Then, can you guess why I’m here?”


  “Of course. The bandits knew you were
coming. They knew too much to be comfortable. They got the jump on
us, and we even ended up being killed. That is inexcusable.”


  “How much did they know?”


  “It’s hard to say, but then again,
you weren’t expecting me to have the answers.”


  “No, I need to have those answers
before we can begin the next attack.”


  “Wh-what are you saying?” Carmine
broke in, her brow furrowed in confusion.


  “You have a fight today, right?” I
asked.


  “Ah… y-yes…”


  “Then, we’ll stay the day here. I
need to go out with Salicia and get some things.”


  “Wh-what about my fight? I haven’t
done much leveling, and the enemies are growing stronger.”


  “I’m a Slave Master with various
boosts to those in my party, so you should be stronger now just with
me in town. If we have time, we’ll go to the Gladiatorial match and
watch. Alright?”


  “Ah… yes…”


  She looked like she wanted to say more,
but she stopped with just that. The pair of us left the house. I put
on an amulet I had gained from a dungeon which changed my physical
appearance. It didn’t work as completely as Shao’s magic. That is
to say that I couldn’t turn myself from one person into another
person. I could only make superficial changes to my nose, eyes, and
mouth. With Shao’s magic fueled by fairy dust, I could look like
anyone, but the amulet used a lot less mana and was enough so I
wouldn’t be noticed.


  For the first time, I walked through
the streets of Alerith and was actually able to see the state they
were truly in. The food looked miserable, even by Aberis standards.
The people were even more miserable. Most of them seemed to live on
the streets. Every alley had been turned into a small shanty town
using whatever garbage or wood that was needed to protect them from
the weather. The people were dirty and underfed.


  The only thing that kept order were
knights, who seemed to still be in a steady supply despite the large
group I had taken out only a month or so before. He seemed to be able
to produce an infinite number of knights. It was like the bandits and
their never-ending resurrection. Were the two things connected? I
wouldn’t put it past the Imperial Cloud Meadow to send the bandits
artifacts to help destabilize Aberis.


  We weren’t even in a particularly
poor area of town, but the poverty was everywhere. Our district was
probably around mid-tier. Even if I wanted to spend the money, the
current laws in Alerith kept commoners from buying a better property
in Alerith. Well, at least, they allowed commoners to buy at all. I
certainly wasn’t going to buy the property as Lord Deekson, a man
Lord Rein wanted dead.


  There was one place that was spared
from this dismal atmosphere. The inner city of Alerith kept out this
level of riffraff with a secondary set of walls. That’s where the
gladiator rink was. Most people visiting the city would never have
seen the poverty in these sections, as there was a means of entering
directly to the inner city, which was the path lords were sent. The
levels of corruption were hidden for anyone who didn’t look too
deeply. I should know, I was one of those who hadn’t seen this the
first time I had come as Lord Deekson.


  The pair of us reached the market and I
turned to Salicia. “Okay, it’s time for plan B.”


  



  



  





  [image: 46]



  

    [image: w]

  

he prices
in Alerith were high even by the Capitol’s standard. Thankfully, I
had accumulated a fairly decent amount of wealth after our recent
dungeon visits, and I could afford to shop here.



  “I’m looking for weapons and armor
that wouldn’t look amiss on a bandit.” I began to explain my plan
to Salicia in detail.


  It wasn’t a particularly bright one.
One of the reasons I pulled her out was to find out if it was
feasible before wasting time on it. I also wanted to give the girls
more time to recover. After a single night, they might be able to
fight, but they’d still be a bit weak. The more time I gave them,
the better. However, the people were suffering, so a day was all I
could afford them. Then, we had to start working.


  In short, I planned to infiltrate the
bandits. I originally stole bandit outfits so that we could launch
surprise attacks, but that backfired spectacularly. After only a
single day, they had found us out and created a countermeasure. There
were too many mysterious aspects to these bandits. Perhaps, I had
been a bit too arrogant and prideful. I had expected everything we
had been through to be enough to deal with simple bandits.


  The result of that was the death of my
entire party. I figured that no matter how clever they were, we’d
defeat them with strength and resolve. I figured no matter how tricky
they were, we’d have our courage. In the end, I hadn’t just put
Raissa in danger, I had put all of my girls.


  Unless we could find out how they are
resurrecting everyone like that and stop it, we were powerless
against these guys. That led me to this conclusion. We had to go in
and figure out the cause of their resurrections.


  “So, that is your plan?” Salicia
asked. “We won’t be able to just march in and declare ourselves
bandits. They are familiar with their people and would quickly notice
an unfamiliar face.”


  “If we captured a small bandit troop,
Shao should be able to replicate their faces and we could sneak in
that way.”


  “Perhaps…” Salicia stroked her
chin thoughtfully. “But would you be able to replicate their
mannerisms? Their relationships with the other bands? Although the
group is united under some Bandit King, each band is inherently
self-serving. Some bands are allies, and some bands are bitter
enemies. The larger the group of bandits, the more complex their
connections are. Some bands are successful. Some are not.


  “These aren’t like your soldiers.
They don’t all wear the same armor and clothing, fight and train
alongside each other, and have a sense of unity and loyalty. These
are cutthroats, thieves, and murderers.”


  “What do you suggest?” I asked.


   “Our only option is to try to get
them to accept us as one of them. We have to form our own band.”


  “I understand. How do we do that?”


  “Isn’t the answer simple? We rob
people. We make a name for ourselves. We become bandits.”


  “I see…”


  “You don’t seem surprised by this?”
Salicia raised an eyebrow.


  “Why do you think we’re in
Alerith?” I asked, looking around.


  Salicia looked around, not seeming to
understand what I meant. However, I already had a plan. Alerith had
been taxing the poor for a while now. Since we needed to form a band
and get our name out as the baddest in town, then what better way
than to take from the rich, and give to the poor?
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s Salicia
had said, bandits don’t wear uniforms. They wore a random
assortment of equipment from their cut of what they stole. If they
were successful bandits, their outfits might be better, but if they
were crappy, it wouldn’t be surprising to see them in rags. That
meant that my girls couldn’t go out and about dressed in matching
outfits of fine magical quality. We also couldn’t wear most of the
gear found in the dungeons. A bandit would usually sell off anything
too valuable, as Salicia put it. So, if we wanted to be bandits, we
had to look cheap.



  Unfortunately, I didn’t buy stuff of
a cheap make. So, nothing I had in my storage would work. Even if we
could use some of the stuff I bought, all of the girls had lost their
storage rings and all of their equipment once again in another fire
attack. Another reason I didn’t stick around the house and left so
early was that I didn’t want to be there when the girls,
particularly Carmine, realized just how much she lost in that last
attack. She had even gone out of her way to carry more than she
needed. Seeing it all go up in smoke had to be hard.


  I was starting to dread storage rings,
not that I’d be able to buy any more in the near future.
Thankfully, I had my storage skill and my time-stop storage ring, so
I was good. I did fear it’d get destroyed, which is why I tossed it
in storage before every encounter. Even if I had died, I’d only
have lost what I had out to use quickly.


  Still, I had the bandit weapons and
outfits we had stripped from the bandits on our first day there. The
original purpose had been to wear them to get close to the bandits so
that we could take them out by surprise. The disguise didn’t need
to hold up for more than a few seconds until we got the first strike
on them. However, I couldn’t use those outfits now.


  Most bandits marked their items when
they acquired them so that other bandits couldn’t steal them and
say that they were theirs. If we ended up going through all of this
effort pretending to be bandits only for a bandit to notice our armor
and accuse us of stealing, it would be a major waste.


  So, I ended up buying used armor and
weapons for the girls. I didn’t have an eye for stuff, and Salicia
kept having to direct me to shoddier armor than I wanted to buy.
Bandits depended on the idea of good quality that looks like crap.
They want to protect themselves without their armor being envious of
others. As a result, certain types and metals were more popular among
bandits. In the end, we ended up picking out seven crappy looking
pieces of armor and weapons. They are something I never would have
willingly picked normally.


  On top of that, because Alerith’s
taxes were so bad, this stuff cost way more than it should have. I
ended up spending as much for a pile of beat up crap as I would have
for shiny new furniture somewhere else. Maybe I should have gone to
the capitol to find these weapons? Oh well, it was done. The guy was
even susceptible to Barter, and I was able to take a discount out of
him.


  “What now, boss?” Salicia asked.


  “Let’s get the girls. I’d like to
see the gladiator fights before we plan our next move.”
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the new purchases safely in my storage ring, the pair of us returned
to the house. At this point, most of the other girls had woken up.
Only Shao remained in bed and needed to be encouraged to get up. As
it turned out, the promise of a kiss was all she needed to get
moving.



  “Now remember, while we have a large
supply of fairy dust, it won’t last forever. Try to be as careful
with it as possible.”  



  Compared to the vial I found in Karr’s
Dungeon that one time, we now have about ten vials worth in all, and
the fairy fountain produced more every day. I still wasn’t
completely sure what fairy dust was. I knew that it could be produced
when a fairy was really happy. I also knew that it acted as an
aphrodisiac if used on fairies. I had two vials with me, and I didn’t
like the idea of returning to make more. That meant that we needed to
use it sparsely. However, that would be impossible if we all needed
to wear a mask continuously.


  I could be spared because of my amulet.
I would give anything to have six more of these amulets, but I just
didn’t. As a result, the only choice was to have Shao disguise
everyone. That meant a lot of fairy dust though.


  “I don’t think we even really need
to change our faces,” Miki explained. “The lord wouldn’t have
paid attention to me or Shao. Only your face will be remembered.”


  “You think? But… what about the
bandits.”


  “I stay in the back to attack their
minds, and Shao hides in the shadows. It’s unlikely any bandits
would remember us so clearly.”


  “We also were not seen,” Salicia
said.


  “I wore my helmet when I encountered
bandits, they would not recognize me.” Carmine nodded.


  “I made sure not to reveal my face as
well. Being seen is a good way to illicit vengeance.” Ruby added.


  So, it was only me then. Everyone else
had hidden their faces while we encountered bandits. I hadn’t even
noticed. I was the only one who went around showing my face. I
wondered if the disaster that night even would have happened if I had
hidden my face. They wouldn’t have known who I was and they
wouldn’t have initiated a countermeasure. Well, that was what I
thought.


  With a sigh, I gave a nod. It turned
out that while trying to be cautious, I was the only one who hadn’t
been careful. I made sure that Miki and Shao took their trait hiding
dungeon skill so that they appeared human. Without horns or a tail,
neither girl drew any particular notice. Next to Carmine in her
dazzling paladin armor, which thankfully hadn’t been the armor that
she was wearing when it was destroyed, the other girls were hard to
even notice.


  She had thankfully brought her back up
armor for fighting with bandits. As to why she had backup armor, I
decided I wasn’t going to ask about her spending habits. It’d
just give me a headache.
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adies
and Gentlemen! Over the last month, you’ve watched countless
fighters battle in the arena. You’ve been there through the sweat,
the blood, and the tears. You’ve seen them taste victory, and
you’ve seen victory snatched away! We’ve finally come to one
hundred remaining gladiators. The best of the best!”



  “We have reached the championship
rounds. All battles from now on are one on one. Teams may decide who
fights, but they fight for the whole team now. Who is the best? Who
will fall? Who will win the championship? In only six more rounds, we
will have our answer!


  As we approached the arena, an
announcer seemed to be repeating this spiel every few minutes. There
were two weeks left for this competition. It went on for about two
months, an entire season, which was there to ramp up hype and
separated the casuals from the hardcore. It was now reaching the
boiling point. There were various cross tournaments, included groups,
singles, knock out, and even shows like what they tried to do to
Raissa before I rescued her.


  By the way, Raissa was the only one who
had a magical mask on. For the rest, we depended on hoods, face
masks, and the dungeon store’s trait hiding skill to make everyone
else hard to notice. After shopping with Salicia, I had everyone wear
clothing that wouldn’t go amiss on a commoner. We’d blend into
the crowd. The one exception was Carmine, but she apparently always
wore her helmet when fighting, so no one had seen her face yet.


  Every fighter that made it this far had
been given some kind of pet name by the crowds. Carmine’s name was
the Shining Knight. When I heard this, I was going to sympathize with
her, but she was quite happy to have such a name. I supposed, as long
as she was happy, I wouldn’t make fun of her particular tastes.


  As we reached the edge of the coliseum,
she attracted more and more looks. I could hear people whispering her
name. It seemed like she had a reputation.


  “Numerous competitions are going on
all month.” Drake, Carmine’s current fight manager, explained
eagerly, trying to warm up to me while his cronies took point.
“However, One-on-One is considered the most prestigious and high
tier. That’s the one that will win you that dwarf blacksmith, as
well as a few other prizes. The prizes he’s giving this year are
excessive, even by normal standards. That’s why so many tough
opponents have shown up.”


  “What kind of prizes?” I asked out
of curiosity.


  “Noble status.”


  “C-can he do that?”


  “He can create knights. He also can
give land and create barons. To most people, that already is
completely changing their life around. They can buy property in the
cities, they can own land… to any commoner, it’s the same as
changing their fate, which would otherwise be impossible. Ah! No,
offense, my lord.”


  “What offense? I was able to become a
Count.”


  “R-right…” Drake scratched the
back of his head. “Anyway, the point is, this is a massive
spectacle right now. Carmine has garnered interest for fighting
solo.”


  “I thought you said solo was the most
popular.”


  “One-on-one is the most popular, but
most of those people are still teams. They pick which teammate fights
based on their opponent. Carmine is only one of a handful that has
fought solo and reached the top 100. It requires endurance to fight
life-or-death battles nonstop. The final will be the worst, however.
Six matches in two weeks. That’s six fights until literal
exhaustion. The first will have a 5-day break, then a 3-day, 2-day,
and the last three matches will be daily. In other words, it’s an
endurance run! Carmine had incredible resilience, but I have to say,
she won’t be able to fight three matches successively like that!”
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f she
can’t take the matches…” I started.



  “When we initially signed up, we did
sign it as a team, basically, everyone who was part of your party at
the time. That means that Shao, Miki, or you could stand in for
Carmine if needed.” Drake finished.


  So, that was what he was getting to. He
thought that we’d need to take turns fighting. I could hear a bit
of worry in his voice, so I felt his advice came from a genuine
place. He didn’t just want to win, he was also worried about
Carmine. Having lived close to the girl for the last month, and
seeing her fight numerous battles to the death, as he called them, I
could imagine he had developed a sense of comradery with her. Perhaps
he even saw her as a sister.


  Thus, I considered his words with a
great deal of weight. However, with my bonuses, Carmine should
already be much stronger than she normally was. If she could get this
far on her own, then as long as I made myself available these days to
help boost her, she should be fine. We could be worrying over
nothing. She had faired fine over the rest of the season. I didn’t
see any reason that the Championship would suddenly crank up the
difficulty by that much.


  As the team owner, it turned out I was
able to get special seating in a box overlooking the field. It seemed
like my fake identity as a rich merchant was holding out fine. This
was partially thanks to Faeyna, who occasionally sent parcels to sell
in Alerith to help sell the illusion. She was always thoughtful like
that. Because of Alerith’s taxation, it wasn’t very valuable to
sell anything in this city. Most merchants that were here were solely
concentrated on supporting a gladiatorial team.


  Drake had only mentioned it in passing,
but it turned out that I was becoming popular as well. My alternative
personality, Reynolds the merchant, was one of the only merchants
still selling anything in town. As I said, I don’t make money off
it and was only doing it so that I could maintain the illusion as a
merchant, but it was single-handedly keeping the markets in Alerith
going. It was the only reason people were even eating. I wondered
what Lord Reign’s face would look like if he knew I was the reason
his lower and middle-class citizens weren’t starving and revolting.


  If I was a more capable guy, I probably
should be helping the collapse along, as it’d be advantageous to
me. However, that would require me to allow children and women to
starve, and I just couldn’t allow that. I’d probably send more
goods to Alerith now that I knew there was a problem like this. It
was probably very easy for nobles to suppress the lower class in this
world. After all, nobles and their soldiers could be resurrected,
while peasants couldn’t afford it.


  Think of it this way, Lord Reign had
already accepted foreign aid. If a peasant revolt truly began, to
what length would he go to squash it? At best, he’d invite a
foreign army to help him quell them. The low-caste would die for
good, and anyone they did manage to kill would only keep coming back.
I couldn’t imagine the death toll, and I didn’t want to have the
blood of innocent people on my hands if I could help it. Thus, I had
a plan to follow, and quelling the bandits to the south was just step
one of said plan.


  As I considered my next moves for not
the hundredth time, the afternoon matches began.
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or our next match, on my left, reintroducing a man who had battled his way
through countless trials and tribulations, the devilish iceman Jarmin
Condor!”



  The man the announcer indicated was a
tall pretty boy with flowing white hair. He truly did have an icy
appearance. His expression was cold, and the women all seemed to make
adoring sounds as they looked at him. Devilish didn’t have anything
to do with some kind of dark power, and everything to do with his
effect on women! Thankfully, my women weren’t affected by such a
pretty boy.


  “Sigh… the things I would do to
that man.” Salicia purred.


  “Eh?”


  “He’s so pretty.”


  “Et tu, Shao?”


  “Relax, Master, there is more to a
man than looks. Just because he’s pretty as a flower doesn’t mean
he’s desirable. Master has many manly traits that Jarmin couldn’t
compare with!” Miki said defensively.


  “R-really?” I sniffled. “I’m
manly?”


  “Ah! Shao, you made Master cry!
Repent!”


  “M-master! Please use my lap as a
pillow as part of my apology!”


  “Apology my ass! Aren’t you just
taking advantage now!”


  Ruby crossed her arms and snorted. “I
don’t know what the big deal is. He’s not that good-looking at
all. He’s all skinny, looks sick. I like a man with some meat on
his bones.”


  “You mean, like Deek?” Miki asked
with a mischievous grin as she tried to keep Shao from offering her
lap to me.


  “Ah!” Ruby’s cheeks turned red.


  I didn’t notice though, as my
attention was the next opponent who was being announced.


  “And on my right, so far undefeated,
he comes from the Imperial Cloud Meadow, where they call him the
Demon-Slaying Hero, Bernard Castille!”


  In a word, the guy looked cool. He had
a long cloak that fluttered behind him in the wind, and half of his
face was covered with a scarf. He wore a black-rimmed hat. In his
hand, still in its sheath, was a long-curved sword that might have
been a katana. He seemed to have a similar Asian appearance to Shao.
Was that the look of demonic blood, or Imperial Cloud Meadow? I just
didn’t know enough about them to tell. As for Shao, she said her
days before her capture into slavery were foggy, and then it was just
a daily struggle for survival. As for the lore I gained, it never
showed much detail except when relevant to the story.


  “Ready? Begin!”


  Bernard only stood there as Jarmin
moved into action. He shot out a bolt of ice, but that was only a
distraction as he started to glide across the stage. I realized he
was using the ice to travel, causing the ground immediately in front
of him to freeze as he skated around the rink. He was incredibly
fast, and he moved like lightning.  The ice bolt he had sent was
dodged with a slight lean from the other man. Jarmin darted back and
forth across the arena, but Bernard barely seemed to move.


  The longer time progressed, the colder
it got. Soon, even the first few stands were starting to shiver and
cover themselves. Only Bernard on stage seemed unaffected by this
cold, watching Jarmin with only a passing interest like he was
watching a fish in a pond.


  “Since you won’t make the first
move, allow me!” Jarmin suddenly yelled.


  He suddenly split into two people,
although one of them was completely made of ice. They attacked as a
pincer attack, each sending a hundred icicles launched out at
Bernard. It was a surefire attack, but even that wasn’t enough.
Both the fake Jarmin and the real one created blades of ice, and they
launched into a flurry of attacks. With a hundred daggers tying
Bernard down, he’s powerless to block one Jarmin, let alone two.


  Only a second before the first dagger
of ice touched Bernard did he finally move. He pulled his curved
sword from his sheath and swung a single arc. It wasn’t aimed at
anything and seemed almost lazy. In an instant, a wave of energy
exploded out. The icicles all shattered, as did the swords the two
Jarmin’s held. Well, one Jarmin, as the other also exploded. To the
other, he was hit back in a horizontal line, flying away from
Bernard. His strike hadn’t even been aimed at anything in
particular, but the force caused Jarmin to slam into a wall outside
of the arena barriers. Disqualification.


  The crowds immediately rose into
applause. This wasn’t the first-time seeing Bernard fight. Had I
been paying attention at the betting rings outside, the bet was
overwhelmingly in his favor. The other guy seemed to have been
outmatched. As for me, I was starting to have a sinking feeling these
last six matches wouldn’t go so easily.


  “He’s the running champion, also a
solo like Carmine. He is who we need to beat,” Salicia explained.
“What does Master think?”


  My eyes fell on a young woman who had
walked out. She shouted some choice words at Bernard, who ignored her
and then began to fret over the iceman still embedded in the wall.


  “I think I see an old friend I’d
like to talk to,” I responded.
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armine
was still three matches away. While she went to the preparation room
with Salicia and her management team, I swung by a group of boys
leaving the coliseum with a single woman at their center. She was
fretting over one boy in particular while the others gave her a
forlorn look. That was the iceman himself, who had been healed and
hadn’t been that hurt in the fight, to begin with. If anything, it
was his pride that took the most damaging blow.



  “Harem… I thought I recognize your…
um… friend?” I called out to her.


  The girl looked up, no recognition
appearing across her face. At the same time, the guys moved
protectively around her, forming a protective barrier as they looked
at me suspiciously. I wasn’t planning on moving in on their girl,
but it was an action that would have been impossible even if I wanted
it. One by one, the guys seemed to recognize me. At the very least,
they remembered the meal I had once prepared, and they started to
relax their guard just a bit.


  Finally, after enough time passed that
I was starting to feel a bit awkward standing there, Harem let out a
cry of happiness. “Ah! Newbie!”


  I was glad she didn’t shout out my
name in an area where that could cause me trouble, but it was clear
she didn’t use my name because she didn’t remember it. All the
boys around her, even those that hadn’t been in the Mirror Dungeon
when I met her, shook their heads. I didn’t get it. Harem was a
really dense and thoughtless person. I just didn’t understand what
appeal man or woman would have in a dense person like her.


  “I’m sorry about the match…” I
said.


  “Ah… well, I wasn’t interested in
winning anyway. I just wanted to see how my boys compare to the
current stock of gladiators. If we didn’t happen to get this year’s
champion early on, Harem’s Boys might have even made it to second
place! Alas, we just ended with some more bad luck this month.”


  “Has your luck been particularly
bad?”


  She shrugged as she went closer to me,
but the boys still made a perimeter where I couldn’t get closer
than three arms width to her. “I didn’t find anything in Mirror
Dungeon worth our time. Then, with the destruction of Fort Pride, the
Ost Republic border went quiet. Looking for a challenge, that
inevitably led us to the only coliseums. Unfortunately, this season
had already started and we had missed the preliminaries. Thankfully,
my boy Evan here managed to loosen the rules with a 5-gold bribe, but
after two weeks of battle, it ends like this.”


  Mary had acted like she was granting us
some great favor by getting us in ahead of the preliminaries. It
looked like a simple bribe would have done the same amount. I still
didn’t know how I felt about the church. They may be titty-focused,
but they also did preach a bit of xenophobia and they may have been
more powerful and more dangerous in the past. The church in Aberis
had regressed to this point, but that didn’t mean there weren’t
other factions and sects that were worth my worry.


  “Where are you going next?” I
asked.


  “Ah… isn’t that obvious? The Ost
Republic!”
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 scratched
my head. “What’s in the Ost Republic that has any importance?”



  “Oh? You haven’t heard? I mean,
it’s still a month away. If we decided to finish the tournament,
we’d have just enough time to get there before it starts.”


  “It?”


  “That’s right! You don’t know!
Well-” One of the boys suddenly elbowed her, and her eyes shifted
to him, and then she snapped her fingers. “Ah, that’s right, she
liked… um… I mean the princess of the Ost Republic is getting
married. That’s the news!”


  “The princess?”


  “Mm…Hmm!” Her eyes turned from
the left to right. “Anyway, you should come to the Ost Republic,
but you must arrive early! Alyssa will want to see you!


  “Alyssa will be there?”


  I felt stupid as soon as I asked it.
She was some kind of general’s daughter or something. It was clear
she had status in the Ost Republic. Why wouldn’t she also be
invited to this wedding?


  “Yes, she’ll be there, and she
definitely wants to see you!”


  “I see…”


  I wasn’t sure how to respond to that.
Our last meeting had been at the beach. I had somehow managed to
cheat my way through a victory against her. I cheated, and frankly, I
wouldn’t be surprised if she was angry about that. As to how I felt
about her, I didn’t have any strong feelings one way or another.
She was a strong opponent, yet even though she tried to kill me on
two occasions, I struggled to see her as my enemy. Maybe it was
because she had always been honest and straight forward with me, but
I didn’t find myself hating her at all.


  “So, you’ll come?”


  “I-” I was going to say I was busy,
but after seeing the strangely hopeful look on Harem’s face, I
couldn’t bring myself to shut her down completely. “I’ll see if
I can in two weeks.”


  Two weeks was a long time, but between
the end of the gladiatorship and the battle against the bandits, I
didn’t see myself having time to go down and visit. Well, I guess I
had a full month before this wedding officially began, but she said
she wanted me there early. If I couldn’t be early, then I probably
wouldn’t bother to show up at all.


  “Good… good…” She looked
strangely relieved for some reason.


  “Master! Carmine’s about to start!”


  The voice in my head was from Miki.
Usually, I needed to open up Slave Communication with a Slave to be
able to talk to her. It was like making a phone call, where their
side could only forcefully receive it. However, as Miki’s mental
powers grew, she had found a way to send me messages as well.


  “I need to go.”


  “Ah? Are you in the competition as
well? I didn’t see your name?”


  “It’s… a friend. I’ll tell you
about it later, at the wedding!”


  “It’s a promise!”


  She gave a bright smile that caused her
face to shine, and I was stunned for a second. She really was a
beautiful girl when she smiled like that. My heart started to beat
faster. Then my eyes landed on the men all around her, who were now
glaring with hostility at me. I’m not after your girl, you can all
stop glaring at me!
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 got back to my seat just as the announcer was introducing Carmine and her
opponent. Her opponent this time was a burly man with wild hair and a
pair of wicket hand axes. He had an almost psychotic look to him, and
I had a feeling that if I ever faced him, I’d definitely feel fear.
His teeth were crooked and yellow, and it was hard to tell if he was
smiling or snarling at everyone. He also looked antsy, as if he
couldn’t wait to leap off and take Carmine’s head.



  “On the left, we have the Shiny
Knight, Carmine! Her beautiful armor has turned the blades of a
hundred men, sending them scampering away with embarrassment. Let’s
see if her extreme defense is enough to win today’s battle.”


  “On our right, is Frick, The
Slaughtering Berserker! His savage style of fighting and lack of fear
has made him a vicious opponent on the ring. On one side, we have the
ultimate defense! On the other, we have the ultimate offense! Let’s
see which one will win!”


  As they gave their talks, I looked
around the stage. Lord Reign wasn’t there watching the event. He
seemed to have a lower lord sitting in as his proxy. As for Bernard,
the winner of the last match, he was sitting down and watching this
match. I admired him a bit at that moment. Despite being heralded the
Champion for his lossless streak, he still felt he could learn
something from these matches. Since he was an opponent though, it
still left me a little worried. He wasn’t just strong, he was
bright.


  “Begin” The announcer declared.


  Carmine slammed down her shield.
“Master is watching me today, so I apologize if I don’t act
politely.”


  “Hehe… I’m never polite.”


  He let out a bellowed which caused me
to jump, but the cheering that exploded in the crowds suggested this
was his usual chant right before he attacked. He slammed his axes
against her shield and then spun to the side, slamming them against
her side. Unfortunately, with the smallest amount of movement, she
had twisted, keeping herself behind the shield.


  “You- how dare you block me! Ahhhhh!”
He screamed, seeming to grow enraged that she blocked him as if she
shouldn’t.


  As the attacks went on, I could hear
the people in the stands starting to mutter to themselves.


  “Damn… not even he can get through
that armor.”


  “Leave it to the Shiny Knight. All
looks, no glamour.”


  “I was hoping with a berserker, we’d
see a different outcome.”


  Bernard watched intently, but everyone
else’s excitement seemed to drop quickly. The match went on, but
there was nothing but shouting as he slammed his armor against her
over and over again. He even used a skill or two, but as soon as he
did it, she’d send a defensive skill that nullified it. She was
like a towering giant, standing there unmoving, no matter how much
the berserker raged. The crowds grew more and more annoyed as a
five-minute match turned into fifteen.


  “Just fight me!” Frick looked like
he was about to cry, his face red and ugly.


  With her helmet hiding her face, she
was like an unmoving obelisk looking down on him.


  “Just give over!” One guy from the
audience screamed out.


  “She’s never gonna move.”


  I scratched my head. “What’s… um…
what’s going on?”


  “Well, it’s not like Carmine has
that many offensive abilities.” Salicia laughed.


  Drake spoke up with an embarrassed
cough. “I mean, she’s tried, but she lacks speed, coordination,
or strength. She almost lost a match when she fought a different way.
So, we decided the best way is for her to rely completely on her
strength and just let the opponent tire themselves out.”


  “Doesn’t that take a really long
time?”


  “Her longest battle took six hours.”


  “I see…”


  My gladiator champion was a joke!
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ou... hah…
hah…” Frick collapsed to his knees.


  


  “Just concede already!” Someone
shouted from the stands.


  The last thirty minutes were extremely
boring. Frick commenced a one-sided battle against Carmine, but her
defenses were top notch and were now further boosted by my presence.
He simply wasn’t able to get through her armor.


  During the time, I got to hear the
mumbling of a lot of people. She was no one’s favorite contestant.
At first, her extremely pathetic offense but strong defense
accumulated a lot of fans, but as time progressed, as she depended
more and more on her current style of just defending until the enemy
surrendered, she lost most of the crowd. These days, her matches
rarely garnered very much attention. She was considered the most
boring contestant and was a thorn in the entire gladiatorial events
side. Technically, she didn’t break any rules though, so no one was
able to kick her out or do anything about her. People usually used
her fight as a time for a bathroom break or to get lunch.


  Today’s match had been unusual, as
Frick’s berserker rage had earned him a lot of fans, and many
people hoped to see the Shiny Knight finally taken down by his pure
berserker rage. As the referee had excitedly explained, he was a
creature of pure offense, and in theory, he should have been able to
blow through her defenses and create a far more interesting battle.
His success would have released a lot of pent up frustration that the
crowds had been feeling as a result of her matches.


  According to Salicia, this wasn’t a
pipe dream either. Carmine and Frick were about even in a normal
fight. They had already predicted that Carmine battling Frick had a
roughly 50/50 chance of Carmine being defeated. It truly may have
been a fight that would have nearly killed Carmine if I hadn’t
shown up and simply by being present, passively boosted all of her
stats.


  The proud berserker Frick who had
expected to at least damage and beat Carmine down until they were
both barely standing was now completely humiliated. No matter what
rage he displayed to boost his attacks, it all fell on Carmine with
little more than a thud.


  Finally, after thirty minutes of being
pressured by bored contestants shouting at him, because they already
knew that no amount of jeering would push Carmine, he had collapsed
under the weight of embarrassment and failure. He no longer felt
rage. Instead, he felt a sense of helplessness. It was like the
feeling an ant might have if he was asked to defeat an elephant.


  “I concede…” He said, looking
like he might cry.


  Carmine appeared to have brought an
adult man to his knees crying.


  With the fight done, she left the
stage. As she did so, she pulled off her helmet. She was still in
full view of the entire crowd. She shook out her blond hair and let
out a smile. The crowd collectively gasped. This was the first time
anyone had seen her outside of her armor. They probably imagined all
kinds of faces when thinking of the cold, unspeaking, unmoving tyrant
that drove the crowds to boredom. They never imagined an immaculate
beauty with a gorgeous smile.


  Bernard jerked as he saw her face,
clearly surprised. As for Frick, his mouth fell open, and he suddenly
felt embarrassed that he had spend the last thirty minutes cursing
and wailing on her with axes. A few other men instantly started
shooting him glares as well, and as the Shiny Knight’s reputation
suddenly skyrocketed, Frick’s reputation dropped.


  However, the biggest blow to everyone
wasn’t her beauty, but the reason she pulled off the helmet and
smiled in the first place. She was waving happily, trying to get a
certain person to notice her.


  “Master! Master! Did you see me! Did
you see?” She asked excitedly,


  If people looked poorly at the man who
had beat on such a beauty for thirty minutes, you can imagine how
they saw the man who was her Master and forced her into battle time
and time again. I let out a sigh. This was troublesome.
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I received quite a few dark looks as I recovered Carmine and we made
our way, there was one person in particular that caught my eye. It
was none other than Bernard, the undefeated champion. He had a
downright hateful glare leveled in my direction, and for the life of
me, I didn’t know what I had done to cause him any grief.



  I wrapped my arm around Carmine and
hastily pulled her out of the arena. I had no interest in seeing any
more of the gladiator matches. Actually, after seeing how the last
one went, I already had a feeling we needed to work on strengthening
Carmine up. I’d never even assigned her a second job. Now that I
knew her Paladin was completely defense I desired to get her an
offensive job leveled up in time for the next battle.


  I ended up getting a bit more attention
than I would have liked, plus Carmine had revealed her appearance
which she had carefully concealed up until this point. Thankfully,
Lord Reign wasn’t there, and even if he was, he had no reason to
recognize Carmine, so it was probably fine.


  The group of us returned to the house,
and as soon as I entered, Raissa was there with her wagging tail.
Wait, was she waiting at the door for us to come home? She was
sitting in front of the door in a kneeling position when we walked
in! Ahem, anyway, it was as good a time as any to start preparing for
our next fight.


  “Master… while you were out, I
collected this.” Raissa rolled out a map.


  I realized it was a traveler’s guild
map. It had merchant paths and various other notes that were useful
for anyone traveling to and from the city of Alerith. If we were
normal bandits, it would have been extremely useful. However, I
didn’t want to destroy the lives of normal people. Rather, I was
looking more toward dismantling the nobility’s sources of wealth.


  Even though the map only had minimal
use, Raissa’s wagging tail suggested she needed a head pat. I made
sure she got one, and she closed her eyes and grinned happily. This
was the future mother of my child. I didn’t know how I felt about
that.


  “Hey, boss…” Drake spoke up. “If
you want to hit them hard all at once, then you’ll want to strike
tonight.”


  Drake had previously not been part of
the conversation, but he happened to overhear us as he came down to
get a drink.


  “Why’s that?”


  “Ah… tonight is when the gambling
guild does their money exchange. They send out the gold and then get
back coppers and silver. The exchange isn’t done in the city but at
a hidden location outside.”


  ‘How do you know this?”


  “Ah…” he blushed. “I’ve been
betting on the events. Got to pass the time somehow. I heard that
they exchange every fourteen days. Since boss keeps giving us a gold
piece instead of 10 silver, I’d come and have them break to 100
coppers every day for a week, and found that they weren’t able to
break it the day before, and were the day after.”


  “You just randomly did that, huh?”


  “Th-that… I mean… it used to be
my business, yeah? They always say the man who knows where the money
moves has all the cards. Or something like that.”


  “Then, where are they meeting outside
of town?”


  “That… is a closely guarded
secret.” His face lowered slightly, but then he glanced up again.
“However, I know someone who will be there!”
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o, our goal is simple. We’re going to hit the drop off point.” I
explained. “Shao has followed Drake and will mark the man he
insists is involved with the drop-off. We will follow behind, trying
to find the spot where they will do the currency exchange. Pretending
to be bandits, we will hit them just as they bring out the money and
we will hit it hard. Once we have taken all the money, we will break
off and redistribute it back to the public secretly. Any questions?
Salicia?”



  “What’s our name?”


  “Any other questions?”


  “I’m being serious! The entire
point of this is to catch the notice of the southern bandits and get
them to offer to let us join, right? Then, we need a recognizable
name as well as an identifiable feature. How else will they be able
to find us?”


  I had to admit that Salicia’s words
did make a lot of sense. There was no way that we could be contacted
and asked to join if we didn’t have some means of being identified.
The remainder of the day ended up dedicated to planning out our
band’s information.


  The band name we settled on was Reign’s
End. It sounded appropriate and quickly revealed what our goals were.
Plus, if it’d make Lord Reign a bit uncomfortable, that made me
happy. We also decided to tie a dark red band on our sleeves so we
could easily recognize each other. I didn’t want us accidentally
having friendly fire, especially if we ended up fighting other
bandits down the line.


  We also went so far as to discuss
relationship dynamics. If I was the leader and every girl was my
slave, that would certainly look suspicious. Bandits were bandits
exactly because they were trying to free themselves from oppression,
supposedly. They didn’t really keep slaves. That was told to me by
Salicia, and I already had come to realize the way she ran things was
vastly different from how they ran things in the south. Besides, even
she admitted that they would sell people into slavery if the price
was right. There weren’t any fast rules for being a bandit. They
were really just the whims of the local Bandit Kings.


  In the end, we decided it was best if I
wasn’t the leader of the group. Instead, Ruby, who was the most
physically imposing, would act like she was in charge. At first, the
thought of this embarrassed her. She had mostly just been along for
the ride. I wasn’t even sure if she agreed with most of our
decisions, but she knew enough to not get in the way. She was a
mentor and guide, assessing me in my adventure ranking. The fact that
this quest had devolved into committing the very crimes we were
trying to stop, well, it was best if I didn’t focus too much on
that.


  Soon, the night fell, and our group did
our best to leave the town without drawing attention. Only once we
were out of sight from Alerith did we change into our bandit garb. At
this point, I had the map in front of me, and I was following the man
that Shao had marked. Since Shao marked him, not me, it wasn’t like
I could see him marked on my map, but she had pointed him out and I
had more or less figured out which red dot he was in my sense life.
As long as I kept an eye on it, I wouldn’t lose him.


  With the sun setting, the band of
Reign’s End headed out to start a life of banditry.
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red point on my map ended up stopping at a place seemingly in the
middle of the forest. We had brought horses so we could keep up with
the movements of the carriage. I still couldn’t ride a horse. To
this point, I had never found a good reason to learn. Thankfully, one
of the girls was willing to let me ride behind her. I clung to Shao
tightly since every move made me feel like I was about to fall off.
With portals, horses weren’t needed very much. That was my
reasoning.


  


  As we reached the edge of the forest, I
could see it was a mansion hidden out in the middle of nowhere. This
must be where the gambling guild kept the large profits that were
racking in from the gladiatorial matches.


  Why were we picking on the gambling
guild? That answer was rather simple. They were in with Lord Reign.
They received no taxation, so all of their awards went to their
pocket and didn’t contribute to the city’s health in the
slightest. As for what Lord Reign got out of it, I wasn’t sure. My
current thought was that they were somehow tied with the Imperial
Cloud Meadow, but I wouldn’t be able to confirm this unless we
could get into the mansion.


  Unfortunately, the security looked
pretty tight. Anyone we killed would also likely notify others of our
presence. In this world, a person’s death was as much an alarm as
anything else. That meant that we needed to get through and get the
money while capturing and silencing every person there.


  That was easier said than done. There
were a lot of guards present. I could see the carriage holding the
money approaching the mansion. There were fifteen guards, half of
them were knights. There was double that amount already at the
mansion, waiting for their delivery. Presuming there were more
inside, and I was looking at nearly fifty opponents against a team of
seven. Maybe, we should have just raided the carriage itself. Fifteen
would have been difficult, but we might have been able to succeed.


  Another option would be to start taming
monsters, or possibly using Terra’s golem machine and create a
small army. At that point, I could just create a portal and bring a
large number of my soldiers over. However, if I did that, there would
be no way to make this look like a bandit raid. Plus, we might even
start a war immediately. Silently wiping out the forces sent to kill
me had pushed the pair of us into a stalemate that has lasted the
last two months, but if I showed any sort of aggression against Lord
Reign, that war could start sooner rather than later.


  “Miki, can you put people to sleep?”
I asked.


  “I can, Master,” Miki whispered
back. “The more alarmed they are, the harder it is, though.”


  That made sense. We’d need to lull
them into a sense of peace before we could do our attack. If they all
fell asleep, then we could complete the entire task without killing
anyone. Although I wasn’t afraid to kill these people, which is
exactly why I picked those who were doing jobs that were just a
little bit nefarious, I would feel better if no one died.


  
	
	
	














  I started looking through my inventory
and my inventory ring, trying to come up with something that I could
use. Just when I was about to give up, my eyes fell on a certain box
in my inventory, and a clever idea came to my mind.
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s two
guards stood in front of the gate that lead into the secret mansion,
a horse with two people walking beside it came walking up. They saw
them approaching for a while, and had already unsheathed their
swords. However, the two people and the horse seemed non-threatening,
so they waited until the people were close enough that they could see
them before speaking.


  


  “This is private property! No
visitors!”


  “Huh?” I called out. “I’m not a
visitor? Then where am I supposed to transport this wine?”


  One of the people was me, and the other
was Miki, who was dressed as my servant and slave. Technically, she
was my slave, so this wasn’t too challenging to pass off. Plus, her
thin, pale form gave her the appearance of someone who couldn’t put
up a threat. Compared to the other girls who all had various levels
of athleticism, she pulled off a simple servant the best. Her ability
to set the mood, decreasing suspicion with just her presence was only
a plus.


  “I already said, no – ow, what?”
As one guard tried to dismiss me again, the other one hit his chest.


  “What wine is that?” The guard
asked with interest.


  “Ah! Only the best wine in Aberis!”
I declared, pulling out a jug from the horse’s saddle.


  I had about 100 liters of wine in jugs,
enough to throw a pretty good celebration, sitting in my storage
ring. I didn’t drink very much, but a lot of places seemed to
expect gifts, and wine was the gift of choice for most, so I had
bought them in bulk cheaply in Chalm where I could take advantage of
my hero status and my Barter Skill for some pretty cheap wine. It had
been found in the underground cellar of one of old Chalm’s taverns.
The wine was actually a better quality than most in Chalm could
afford.


  Since Chalm needed money, and I needed
bribes and gifts, I bought up all the wine to help the local
breweries. I didn’t expect to ever go through it all, but in a time
stop ring, it would last. Then again, didn’t wine taste better with
age? I didn’t really know that much about things, but this stuff
was already extremely valuable, and I got it for a very good deal.


  The guard who had spoken also seemed to
have good tastes, and he could see that the wine I had pulled out
looked to be the quality stuff. I popped open the cork of one bottle,
all while running a spiel like I was a wine salesman. I was just a
transporter, so this was probably very suspicious if anyone thought
about it for too long, but thankfully, the guards didn’t appear to
be very bright. After pouring a glass for each of them, they drank it
without even wondering if it was poison or anything.


  Of course, it wasn’t altered in any
way. For Miki to do her magic, it was enough if I could just get most
of them inebriated. In theory, she could probably manage it without
any of this pretense, but as men fell, other men would become more
alert, and it risked becoming a race between when Miki’s mana ran
out or the last few men managed to band together and start fighting
back. I didn’t want to leave anything to chance.


  “This is definitely great stuff. Sell
me a bottle!” The guard said with a smile.


  “Ah… as I said, it’s already paid
for.” When he gave me a questioning look, I handed him the bottle I
opened. “This one’s on the house?”


  He was a bit stupider than even that. I
was beginning to realize I was giving a bunch of guards in a world
without an education system too much credit. Perhaps some of the
people in the manor would be a bit more challenging.


  He opened the door without question,
and while the other guy was a bit suspicious, he followed along and
stepped aside.
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here
is the rest of our cut?” A man asked as we entered the manner.



  We left our horse tied out in front,
and I let Miki carry a basket of wine while I tried to look like I
belonged there.


  There appeared to be three groups
discussing things right in the main foyer of the mansion. The first
group appeared to be carrying the bags of coins. The second group was
the ones receiving the coins, and the third group looked like
bandits. We had changed out of our bandit clothing, but thanks to
Salicia’s education, I could pick out a bandit on sight now.


  “Your cut had already been supplied.”
The one who looked to be from the financial group said with a snide
voice.


  “Well, we’re increasing the cost.
That last city is proving problematic. It just won’t fall.”


  “That’s your problem.”


  I barely managed to keep my mouth from
falling open. Of course, I could connect the dots. The city they were
talking about was Regency. They seemed to be asking for money from
the bankers who work with Lord Reign.


  Were the bandits on Lord Reign’s
payroll? What were the chances of that? I had come north to establish
a name so that I could get closer to the bandits, but I didn’t know
they were related! It made sense though. Lord Reign was trying to
destabilize the region. I wouldn’t be surprised if a lot of those
lords fleeing the south were seeking sanctity with Lord Reign.


  If that was the case, then would
causing trouble here have the effect I was looking for? I suddenly
wasn’t sure if our actions were correct. With that little bit of
knowledge, the entire game had changed. It was too late now, as we
were already seen.


  “What is this?” One of the men
asked.


  “I was ordered to bring wine here,”
I explained. “From Lord Reign, as a gift… to your leader, for a
job well done.”


  Making up the story as I went along, I
gave a smile and pulled the basket from Miki’s hands and presented
it. The money guy looked surprised and confused, but after a brief
second, the bandit gave a smile.


  “Now, this is what I’m talking
about. A little respect and appreciation. What’s your name, kid?”


  Kid? I mean, I was a young guy, but no
one in this world had called me a kid before.


  “I’m De… Dee! Um…
Dede… sir.”


  “Well, Dede… have you considered
being a bandit.”


  “Eh?”


  Was it that easy? I had plotted all of
this stuff to create my band, fight my way toward getting noticed by
the bandit leaders, joining their organization, and finding out their
inner workers, but just like that I now not only knew their backers
but also had a free invitation to join. This felt like an extreme
anti-climax. After all of my hard work, I wasn’t satisfied at all.


  Even the money men who should be
looking at me suspiciously seem more relieved that I’d taken on the
attention of the bandits, and so were forgoing their suspicions for
convenience.


  “Hey, I got an idea!” The guy
suddenly shouted. “Let’s all get drunk! It’s time to party!”


  All of my meticulous planning… things
that didn’t involve dungeons were too easy!
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he mission
turned out to be a complete success. They sent out people and cleared
our horse of the alcohol. The bandits were happy to push everyone to
drink heavily. Even the guards ended up with a bottle in their hand.
I juggled my dungeon points and thus was immune to the alcoholic
effects. I wouldn’t make the mistake come morning by removing my
poison immunity, so all I had to do the rest of the night was act as
drunk as everyone else.



  I thought that this interruption would
have made the money guys angry, but one of them ended up taking me
aside as the night fell and the number of drunks increased.


  “The names Grutch! You saved our
asses there. Lord Reign has impeccable timing.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, those bandits were trying to
up their fees again. I’m not some knight, and I don’t feel like
having my throat cut so that Lord Reign can play his political games.
Not that I’d speak ill of our employer! I’m just saying, my cut
isn’t enough to deal with these cutthroats, but a well-placed drink
and come morning they won’t even remember why they came. Well
played. Give Lord Reign my compliments.”


  “Yes, but don’t mention it to him
directly, considering who he’s gifting this to…” I tried to
cover myself over the overenthusiastic moneyman.


  “O-of course! I know how to keep my
mouth shut! I saw nothing!” With that, he grabbed and downed his
cup of wine. “Now if you excuse me, I see another bottle with my
name on it.”


  No sooner had the moneyman left than a
man threw his arm around me in a half hug with his other hand
clenching a bottle. “Dede! This is all thanks to you, man!”


  It was the leader who had previously
started this whole thing in the first place and even invited me to
join the bandits.


  “Ah, but Lord Reign…” I tried to
deflect his overexuberance.


  “Lord Reign!” He made a bitter face
and shook his head. “That guy is a blowhard!”


  “True…”


  He blinked, and then let out a laugh.
“You’re alright. So, how about it, you join my band?”


  “What about my slaves?”


  “Bring them! The more, the merrier!
Ah, it’s not like we’ll ask you to share them or anything. I
wouldn’t give you my sword or my armor, so I wouldn’t expect you
to give me your women. It’s every man for himself, that’s what I
always say!”


  “But… I heard that all the bandits
are forming together in the southwest? What is that about?”


  “That Bandit King!” He hissed.


  I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t
work for him?”


  “No!” he shook his head vehemently.
“Well, yes, sort of. My band has been tasked for being the convoy
between Lord Reign and that Bandit King. Like you, we’re just the
messengers. We deliver messages and we pick up and deliver the money.
That King is also a bastard, always counts every coin, and holds us
accountable for anything missing! We’re not even allowed to rob in
the area! Alerith is the richest region thanks to their Northern
backers, and we aren’t allowed to pillage a single house!
Meanwhile, the Bandit King tries to be some kind of ruler.”


  “You sound like you’re not happy
about it.”


  “I’m a bandit, damn it! I got into
this for the money! I don’t want to conquer a country! Drink,
money, a little bit of danger… that’s all I ever wanted! Ever
since Bandit King Salicia went away, it’s just been shit.


  “You’re one of Salicia’s men?”


  “You’ve heard of her? Well, who in
the west hasn’t!” he laughed. “She was a crazy woman too, but
she was a crazy woman with class. At least, we always got some of the
wealth when she was King!”


  “Sleep.”


  “Uh…” He suddenly keeled over.


  I shot a look back. “Wh-what are you
doing?”


  “Eh? Wasn’t I putting everyone
asleep while they were distracted?” Miki asked.


  “Y-you…” I looked behind her
where she was gesturing, and there were bodies scattered everywhere.


  While I had been chatting with Grutch,
Miki had gone forward with the plan and neutralized the entire
mansion!
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hat do we do, Master?” Miki cried worriedly while on her knees on the
ground.



  I hadn’t decided if I even wanted to
go through with the plan. After all, I was already invited to become
a bandit. The goal was complete. The guy was just about to tell me
everything, and then Miki came in and interrupted. I might have
scolded her a bit after that, which I had immediately felt bad about.
However, now that everyone was unconscious, it’d be very difficult
to join the guy now.


  I ended up calling the rest into the
mansion, and we picked up and put all of the people up where they
wouldn’t be disturbed. Miki promised they wouldn’t wake up for a
while.


  “Some of these guys seem familiar,”
Salicia muttered.


  That was because they were some of her
old team. I decided not to mention it though.


  “So, what is the plan, Master? Are we
still going to rob the place?”


  After I had some time to calm down and
think about it, I realized that we really ought to continue the plan.
As this guy already suggested, his band was just the messengers. They
were in no way close enough to the core banditry to help me if I
joined their band. I’d be left just helping them carry messages.


  On top of that, a lot of good could be
done with that money. I checked, and there was 10,000 gold coins
worth of money in this shipment. The greedier part of me considered
taking it and adding it to Chalm’s coffers. It’d be nice for
Chalm to use some money that wasn’t part of my wealth. However,
deep down, I knew that this money came from the improper taxation on
the citizens, or I suppose the exploitation of their desperation in
gambling, and the best course of action was to return it to the
people somehow.


  “We’re going to take it all,” I
responded.


  Salicia, Shao, and Carmine began to
move through the place, while I put our horses on the cart.
Thankfully, they had never unloaded the carriage after starting their
drinking party, so it was best to just steal it. Ruby helped, but she
was more uneasy about it. I had offered her to stay back and not get
involved, but she had insisted as our mentor that she take equal
responsibility with our actions. She had the look of a woman who was
pushing herself.


  After she carved the design we had come
up with, which was a dollar sign with an X through it, I came over
and admired her work. In this world, the dollar sign didn’t mean
money, so it was meaningless, but it was a distinct enough symbol to
stand out, and it had a meaning if anyone asked. Looking at the frown
on Ruby’s face, I patted her shoulder. I actually couldn’t reach
her head.


  “We’re doing the right thing.”


  Rather than look relieved, she jerked,
her cheeks turning red as she looked away from me.


  I was going to inquire more when Shao
suddenly came out. “Deek, you should see this.”


  What was it now?
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 followed
Shao, who apparently had found something in the mansion. The mansion
wasn’t a very impressive place. Compared to the topnotch decorating
of Faeyna, it looked rather barebones and uninspired compared to my
place. I needed to stop comparing mansions. It felt like I was being
a bit conceited.


  


  The place where Shao took me turned out
to be the basement. A lot of thoughts ran through my head as Shao
walked on ahead. Were their slaves down here? Or maybe some kind of
underground torture chamber? What I did end up finding caused my
mouth to drop open. There was a stock of supplies in barrels. These
included food, firewood, and other supplies one might expect to run a
mansion out in the middle of nowhere.


  However, the thing that Shao wanted me
to see was a table sitting in the corner. Gold coins were covering
it. No, it wasn’t money. If it was just more money, Shao would have
just taken the money and added it to what was in the cart. As I got
closer to them, I started to realize that they were a bit bigger than
a normal coin.


  “Wait… token?”


  I grabbed one of the coins and picked
it up, and I immediately began to recognize what it was. It had a
similarity to other such token’s I had held in my life. One such
token was called the hero’s token. Each village had one, although I
honestly had no clue where they got them from. That was probably
something I should ask the mayor of Prince Aberis. The person who
receives such a token instantly unlocks the special job, Hero. While
True Hero could only be obtained by defeating a demon lord, any
village could elect a village hero.


  These tokens, on the other hand,
matched two tokens I had on my person. They were called knight
tokens. There use should be obvious. Giving them to someone unlocked
the job Knight for him.


  I had a feeling that tokens could exist
for any job. Maybe, there was a time when jobs weren’t earned
through feats but handed out by hand using these tokens. They were
essentially a small little blessing in physical form. Once handed to
someone and that person picked up the job, the token was just a
useless coin. Although it was gold in color, it was not even made of
gold. Rather, they were made of just normal iron, and they lost their
golden color once they were used.


  However, every single one of these
coins was “active”. That meant that anyone who was handed such a
coin would gain the job Knight. Knight was a strong fighting class
superior to things like Swordsman. It was like me with White Mage, it
allowed someone to jump past the basics, allowing them to exude more
power than they previously could with a higher tier job and high
tiered skills, right in front of me were nearly two hundred of them.


  “I think we found out where Lord
Reign is getting all of his knights from,” Raissa said bitterly.


  “Yeah, but where are the tokens
coming from?” I shook my head. “We’ll take them. That’ll be a
slap in Lord Reign’s face.”


  An hour or two later, we had packed up
everything in the mansion of value. I even took vases and paintings,
reckoning that a real bandit wouldn’t just take the cash. As we
rode out of the mansion, a batch of words popped up in front of my
vision.


  [You have taken a large degree of
wealth from the local population. You have unlocked the job, Bandit.]


  So, I have become a bandit. There is no
denying it now.
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ow are
we going to distribute this money without being caught?” I asked,
holding another meeting at our house in Alerith.



  In the end, I dumped the carriage and
put all the coins and tokens into my storage ring. I didn’t use it
before because few bandits were rich enough that they’d be
wandering around with storage rings.


  It was a day after our successful
robbery. The girls had spent half the day out and about through
Alerith to try to see how Lord Reign was reacting. Other than
tightened security and an overall feeling like something was off in
the city, there were very few signs of retaliation.


  Lord Reign wasn’t the kind of guy to
do things on the surface. He preferred to smile to your face while
sliding a knife into your back. Any actions he was taking to address
these issues would be difficult to discover.


  “I think the best action is to subtly
give money back. Let’s create a business in the city. We’ll buy
up goods using Lord Reign’s money, then sell them at affordable
prices, even if it means selling at a major loss. The loss will all
be Lord Reign’s money anyway. We’ll just steal more, and then
give back the money we stole. We will sell necessities like food,
firewood, and goods necessary for survival.


  “Alright, Master, I’ll go get the
paperwork going for that.” Miki declared.


  “I’ll check with the Adventurer’s
Guild. We have one located in Alerith. I’ll see if I can get a hold
of any vendors.” Ruby added.


  “I have some contacts from when I
used to be a slave. I might be able to help.” Raissa said.


  “Ah… well, if you change your face,
it should be fine.” Rather than waste fairy dust, I gave her my
amulet so that she could go out and do that job. “Just be careful,
okay?’


  “It makes me happy to see Deek
worry.” Her tail waved happily.


  “In that case, we’ll see if we can
use Carmine’s gladiator status to endorse your business. It’s
common for merchants to break into the city by first showing off a
popular gladiator that works under them. Honestly, our excuse you
were a rich merchant was starting to wear thin since we weren’t
making very many large purchases. Now that you’re opening a shop,
this will resolve all doubt.” Drake spoke up. “Plus, with her
reveal yesterday, this is the best time to strike!”


  Shao stretched. “I’ll see about
personnel. I’m good at reading people.”


  “…”


  “I am! Didn’t I live as a gladiator
myself for some time? The only way I survived was by knowing who I
could trust.”


  “In that case, since everyone else is
doing something important, I’ll be taking a nap.” Salicia stood
up.


  I grabbed her arm. “No, you’re not.
You’re coming with me.”


  “Huuuh? What is that about?” She
asked in a deliberately irritating voice.


  “We need to plan our next hit. You
were the Bandit King, you have to know how to find out about trade
routes and where money was going. I plan to hit another place
tonight.”


  “Already?”


  “We need to make a name for
ourselves. We need to keep striking while the iron is hot.”
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he docks?”



  Salicia nodded and gave me a pout.
“Didn’t you ask for my opinion?”


  “I did, but there isn’t a river or
lake near here. There are no docks.”


  “Gah! Th-then… how about the bars?”


  “Are you just trying to get drunk?”


  “M-master… please… I know what
I’m doing! You’ll have to trust me!”


  That’s how I ended up heading to the
downtown portion of Alerith with Salicia. I didn’t have my face
changed, so I just kept my hood up and hidden. Salicia did the same.
That kind of made us both more suspicious, but we were in a
suspicious area of town where people weren’t likely to reveal their
identity anyway. In short, we fit right in and wouldn’t draw
attention.


  There weren’t guards in this area. I
felt a tug at my pocket only to see a kid run away. Thankfully, I
didn’t have anything on me to steal. Even my storage ring was left
in my inventory. Unless a thief had some way to break into an
interdimensional hero skill, all of my items were completely safe.


  “Hey!” Salicia’s hand jumped out
and she caught the wrist of another kid who did the same to her.


  She pulled a knife with her other hand
and waved the blade in front of the kid threateningly.


  “I need that money to drink! Don’t
think I won’t cut a child!”


  “Salicia, weren’t you just like
them once?” I asked, grabbing her hand, and pulling free the child
before flipping a silver coin his way.


  “Maybe!” She cursed, with her knife
clenched in her hand aimed threateningly at the kid. “That’s why
I know they need frequent lessons!”


  The boy snatched the coin from my hand
while eying Salicia’s knife. Then, he stuck his tongue out at her
and raced away excitedly. She tried to go after him, but I held her
by my side.


  I felt more tugs as other kids saw I
had money. It seemed like giving one a coin had emboldened the
others. There were child hands in places I didn’t want a kid’s
hands. A certain kind of pervert could probably find a lot of
enjoyment in the poor district just by handing coins and hiding the
rest on him. With a sigh, I pulled a bag of coins out of inventory
and then slit it myself.


  “Ah! Someone cut my purse!” I
yelled furiously as coins suddenly dropped to the floor.


  The kids all raced out from every nook
and cranny nearby to grab anything that touched the ground.
Meanwhile, I pulled Salicia who had tried to jump at some of the
coins and brought her out of the crowd of crawling children. As we
left the kids to pick up the last coins on the ground, they seemed to
leave us alone, assuming we only had the one purse and they had
cleaned us out.


  “Hmph… Master is far too lenient
with thieving children!” She made an unhappy noise. “They’re
just the first step toward banditry. You’re just given money to
future bandits!”


  I had a thought like she was one to
talk, but I decided not to say anything. This seemed to be a personal
thing. Perhaps, it had something to do with her time after her
village was destroyed and Carmine was taken away. She would have
lived on her own as a street urchin before becoming a bandit.


  “We’re here.”
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he pair
of us walked into a tavern. At least, I was going to call it a
tavern. It was mostly just a few chairs and tables under a tarp. It
was truly the poorest dive I could imagine. The man behind the bar
was a hairy beast of a guy who was missing half his teeth. He even
spat into the cup he was washing to clean it. We weren’t the only
ones in here, even though it was not quite evening yet and the sun
was still out. I didn’t want to be in this area of town in the
dark, so I was hoping we finished our business quickly. I’d even
open a portal rather than walking home in the dark.



  “So, what are we doing here?” I
whispered to Salicia.


  “Hey! Barkeep! I’ll take a bottle
of your best!” Salicia cried out as she approached the bar with her
hand up. “I’ll also take any trade route maps or money rumors.”


  “Just like that!” I let out a
noise.


  “Relax, Master, this place is a
craphole. You think anyone here cares about codewords or caution?”
She snorted. “Everyone’s a stranger!”


  The man glared at both of us for a
solid minute, and I was beginning to think that Salicia was
completely wrong. Then, he reached under the counter and slammed a
bottle on the table.


  “10 gold, take it, or leave it,” he
said in a deep, husky voice.


  Salicia looked at me with a raised
eyebrow. I sighed and pulled a pouch from my inventory, sliding it
over to him. He didn’t even look as he cut it and then slid it
under the counter. He reached and pulled out two glasses. He then
popped off the bottle and started pouring. As he did so, he leaned
toward the pair of us.


  “I don’t have a map, but I know a
guy who used to work with the Merchant’s Guild. He might be able to
help. As for rumors, the money in Alerith runs deep. Even the local
thieves and bandits are afraid to go after it. If you try to steal
anything from this city, you’re as good as making a personal enemy
of Lord Reign.”


  When he said he didn’t have a map, I
had felt gypped, but after his advice, I suddenly started to see the
guy in a new light. He was warning us away from doing something
stupid we might not be prepared for. It was admirable.


  “Making an enemy out of the Lord
might just be our bread and butter,” Salicia responded coyly,
grabbing one of the glasses pushed in her direction.


  Both eyes ended up on me.


  “What?”


  “The drink, Master…” She looked
down at the other glass. “You got to drink it?”


  It looked like brown and water. I was
not interested in it. However, the man’s look started to darken, so
I equipped poison immunity and hoped for the best. We clicked our
glasses together and slammed the drink down. I will give it one
thing. It tastes exactly like it looks.
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 have
the map that you need, but if you want, it, I’ll require you to go
on a quest!” The mysterious man we located in the ally based on the
bartender’s directions stated.


  


  “S-seriously?”


  “Yes… you see, the other day, I was
fighting for my life, and my prized armor was lost. I need you to
find all five pieces of armor. Each piece is in the hands of a
different scoundrel located all across Alerith.”


  “What?”


  “You will need to acquire the armor
from them, which may require you to complete their requests in turn!
However, that is a risk I’m willing to take.”


  “Um… can’t I just give you the
money for the armor?” I asked with my eyes narrowed. “Heck, I’ll
pay double, I just really need that map.”


  “No! That armor is particularly
important to me!” He snarled. “You must recover it! Once you do
that task, and also clean my house and do my taxes, I’ll give it to
you!”


  “What were those last two? You live
in a tent and you’re a criminal who probably doesn’t pay taxes!”


  “Hmph! Don’t judge me! Do you want
the map or not?”


  Why does this world randomly turn into
a game at times? I’m already on a side quest, and now I had an
errand in the side quest which may lead to another side quest. I just
wanted a map that indicated some good places for a bandit to hit!


  “And don’t think you can find this
map anywhere else! I’m the only man in the poor district who has a
cartographer job. Plus, I used to work for the merchant guild and
still have some contacts there, so my information is good!”


  “Can I just glance at it, to make
sure it’s real?”


  If I just looked at it once, I’d be
able to update it on my map skill, and then I wouldn’t need to do
anything ridiculous. This guy was seriously pissing me off. No one
would care if I murdered him, right? I mean, he could just be
resurrected later, right? I supposed if I started thinking and acting
that way, I’d be just as bad as all of the others. I resisted the
urge to end this man’s life, but I was thinking about it.


  The man folded the map and then put it
in his back pocket. “You think I’m a fool? Armor first, or no
deal!”


  “Can I kill him?” Salicia mouthed
the words.


  “No, we can’t.” I sighed. “Very
well, this map better be freaking worth it.”


  The man then gave me the location of
all of his pieces. Some seemed easy to acquire, while others seemed
to span day-long adventures. It was truly disheartening. Maybe that’s
what it means to be a hero. Never give up, even in the face of
constant side quests. The pair of us turned around and left. After
leaving the wiry man behind, I checked my map and considered how we
were going to get the armor.


  “We probably should start with the
mysterious mage. I swear to god if he has a backstory, I’ll-“


  “It’s fine, Master, I just
pickpocketed him.”


  I froze. “What?”


  She didn’t even get close to him.


  She pulled out the map. “It’s one
of my skills. How could I be a Bandit King and not be able to pick
someone’s pocket from the other side of the room.”


  “I don’t even want to go into how
little sense that makes.”


  “Well, whatever. He was annoying so I
just took the map.” She handed it to me, and then let out a noise.
“Ah! But… I’m sorry Master, I know you don’t like theft! Do
you want me to return it and we can do the quest fairly?”


  “Hell, no!” I pulled the map away
and opened it.


  Once the information appeared in my map
skill, I let out a breath of relief.


  “Salicia, I could kiss you!” I
declared, marching back to our house with renewed purpose.


  “K-k-kiss…” She blushed, touching
her fingers together and then speaking very lightly. “W-well, if
that is what Master wants…”


  I looked back to see Salicia standing a
few dozen meters behind me, not moving as she had her lowered and her
face flushed.


  “Come on. What’s the holdup?”


  “Ah! Y-yes!” Salicia ran up next to
me and we made our way back to start planning tonight’s raid.
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he girls
all returned, one by one. That had finished their jobs, and we’d be
opening our shop in the next few days. In the meantime, we needed to
carry on our task as bandits. By that point, I had decided what we
were going to do. This wasn’t exactly money this time. It was a
shipment of metal from a nearby mine. It wasn’t anything so
impressive as mithril or orichalcum. It was a shipment of processed
steel.



  “Steel is about as good as it gets
without going into the mythical metals,” Ruby explained. “Some
people try to push for diamond swords or something ridiculous like
that, but steel is cheaper, reliable, in high quantity, and it
doesn’t lose out to any.”


  “Of course, there is elvish steel and
dwarvish steel. Elvish steel resembled mithril in many ways, and
since the elves are extinct, so is the recipe for elvish steel. No
one cares that much, because mithril already does most of what elvish
steel could do.” Carmine added.


  Mithril wasn’t necessarily the
toughest metal to fight with. Orichalcum was technically better at
toughness, and there were supposedly even metals better than that,
although I hadn’t looked more into it yet. Mithril was known for
two things. First, having a high capacity to contain magic. It was a
great metal for using enchantments. All the best enchantment items
used mithril. Copper and tin also could accept spells, but the
quality of said spells decreased with each downgrade. The other
reason it was popular was that it was extremely light. That’s why
ultimately our boat contained so much mithril instead of some other
metal.


  It appeared like Elvish Steel was just
an alternative to mithril, and since mithril in this world was more
prevalent than elves, it sort of got forgotten. However, I was more
focused on the other type of steel that they had mentioned.


  “What about dwarvish steel?” I
asked.


  “Dwarvish steel is a step above
normal steel in strength and quality. Only the dwarves know how to
make it, and it’s a trade secret. They’re not nearly as extinct
like elves, but they typically keep to their cities in Esmore. That’s
the reason that dwarf slave contains so much value.”


  So, that impish Rubee contained such an
important piece of knowledge? How had she ended up leaving her city
and ending up in Aberis? That was a question I’d like to know.


  “They live in Esmore…”


  It might be possible to get in touch
with some dwarves. After all, I knew a certain guy in the capital. I
wondered if Pait would be willing to help me out, we’d always been
friendly. He was the ambassador of Esmore, it’s kind of his job.


  Ruby seemed to read my mind and she
shook her head. “The Esmere don’t get along with the dwarves very
well. The dwarves live in the mountains between the Ost Republic and
Esmore and don’t concern themselves with anyone. They are
notoriously reclusive. That’s why that dwarf slave is such a find.”


  “Yeah, I’m starting to get that.”


  I had only met the dwarf girl in
passing, but she had ended up being enslaved by Lord Reign and put as
a trophy for the gladiator competition. In the beginning, she wasn’t
a magic blacksmith, so my interest in her was more just a vague
thought that she might have some potential. I was mostly trying to
free her because the blacksmith who I had relocated to Chalm had
asked me to do it as a personal favor. Now, I was starting to think
that we should win her at all costs!
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art
of the reason I was attacking a metal shipment as opposed to a money
shipment was because I was still worried about a trap. The bandits
down south had been far too prepared for us. I believed that part of
that reason had to be because of Lord Reign. It was clear he had
spies in the capital and had told the bandits that I was coming. He
also had some awareness of my capabilities. After all, anyone could
send someone to the capitol to ask around about a particular hero. I
kept to myself, but others didn’t hesitate to toot their horn about
my accomplishments. The more my name was spread, the more honor would
be brought to Chalm.



  Lord Reign might have already made
changes in the hopes of killing off this new bandit group. I couldn’t
allow myself to believe he’d guess it was us. Who could predict
that we descended into a life of banditry? Well, it was a ploy, but
it was one we had selected so we wouldn’t get caught.


  I was out with Shao, Ruby, Salicia, and
Carmine. The other two girls weren’t here tonight. I sent Miki and
Raissa back to our village in the south. They brought supplies we had
purchased with Lord Reign’s money. More importantly, Miki would
resurrect the people who died when that vicious fireball was used on
us. Since no traces were left over, she’d get their effects from
their families to bring back the poor women. The only hope was their
trauma wasn’t too severe.


  We couldn’t hope to sell this ore,
but we could give it to a blacksmith in the village and have them
start making weapons and armor for all of the people there. That was
the final reason I had decided to attack this spot. We were waging a
war on two fronts, and I had to consider both with every decision.
Miki and Raissa would push forward the war front on that side. Miki
could set the mood, motivating a beaten people into a bloodthirsty
group looking for revenge. Raissa was a survivor, so she could give
these people the fundamental knowledge they needed, if not to become
killing machines, then to at least survive any encounter.


  I didn’t need them to grow to the
strength where they could take out the bandits. That wasn’t part of
the plan. I just needed these people to make the bandits feel a bit
pressured. That wasn’t today though. We were just preparing for the
encounters to come.


  It was evening, not night yet, and
there was still plenty of light. That meant, unless we picked our
spot just right, they’d see us coming and have time to defend. The
trick to ransacking a carriage was that they didn’t have time to
put up spells or defensive formations. That also meant that the most
important one to take out first was the mage. Salicia helped pick out
the location and plan the attack. She was becoming more reliable
every day, it seemed.


  We picked an area where there were a
lot of hiding places very close to where the cart passed. Just as it
passed, the girls jumped out, and the battle began. It lasted only
moments before the last of them was knocked out. We had caught them
all with their pants down.


  I decided not to waste any time in case
Lord Reign had some trick up his sleeve. I opened up a portal and
sent the carriage back to the village, and then brought it back
empty. Looking at the empty cart, I frowned.


  “What is it, Master?’ Shao asked as
she noticed me looking at the cart.


  “Lord Reign will continue to hide our
deeds, which prevents our name from getting out.”


  “True… he doesn’t want people to
know there is a bandit out there threatening the safety he charges an
exorbitant price to maintain.”


  The only reason most people put up with
him was because despite living next to the wilderness, his city has
stood safely for years. They convinced themselves that it simply cost
that much to be safe in that place.


  A small smile formed on my face. “I
have an idea.”
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alt!”



  A few hours later, the shipment of
metal ore entered town just as expected. The guards were awake now,
and they didn’t act at all like they had just had a battle where
they might have been knocked unconscious. The time was now evening,
and the streets were busy as people were heading home from their
jobs. Well, many of those homes were just hovels created in certain
alleys, since that was the best anyone in the working class could
afford. At least they were able to feed their families, usually.


  Thus, when the inconspicuous cart full
of metal ore heading toward the castle was suddenly stopped by a man
shouting halt, it drew a lot of eyes. The guards put their hands on
their swords. They were suspicious, but they weren’t on high alert
or anything. The person in front of them was Drake, and beside him
were his street toughs.


  Although they were dressed better than
they once had in the Capitol, they only appeared to be mildly wealthy
laborers, perhaps Blacksmiths or mediocre merchants. Nothing that
would cause the guards to worry. It wasn’t like they were moving
gold coins. Metal ore was heavy, and you needed tons of it. It might
be valuable, but who could steal it in the middle of town?


  “What is it that you want?” One of
the men asked, his hand only lightly touching his sword as he waited
for an answer.


  “That carriage you have right there.
You’re coming from the local steel mill, right?”


  The steel mill was right next to the
iron mine and was ultimately where all of their metal was processed.
These men then brought it into town where the local blacksmiths would
do what they were asked. While most cities had freelance blacksmiths,
who were only occasionally hired to do bigger jobs, all of the
blacksmiths in Alerith were picked up by Lord Reign. He had strict
quotas he had them meet every month. Although they were paid, it was
only half the price of normal work. If they wanted to do jobs that
made them any money, they could only work on them after making their
quotas.


  That meant that the blacksmiths in this
city were expensive and difficult to hire. Why did they put up with
it? For the same reason! They were expensive, and they could act as
selective and snobbish as they wanted to the public. Any who could
handle the quotas could then sell their extra ware for five times the
price they could sell it anywhere else. Furthermore, there was never
a lack for work. As to what they made for Lord Reign, that would be
the Knight’s armor that was being used to build his army.


   I had assumed the knights I had
encountered were all provided by Imperial Cloud Meadow. They had even
led me to believe this. While some of them might have been brought
over as teachers to help the new knights, most of them were selected
locally. They were raised to knighthood using counterfeit knight
token, given good armor produced in bulk at the expense of the
citizens, and then trained by a few skilled knights from another
country. I didn’t know another way to say it other than that he was
building an army.


  So, when we were attacking the steel
ore, this too was weakening Alerith as a whole.
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 tense
silence had followed after Drake had pointed at the cart of steel
almost accusingly. The steel was covered with a tarp so that no one
could see what was inside, but that wasn’t to say that this was a
particular secret. They had guarded the journey, but if anyone wanted
to get rich robbing steel, they’d be better off stealing the
shipments after they were turned into swords and armor. That’s when
they started to gain real value.



  The shipment was guarded because of
convenience, and the cart was covered to keep things from falling on
and into the shipment, as well as to keep the shipment from
accidentally bouncing out of the cart. No one would think that metal
ore would be worth stealing, and no one would treat a metal ore
shipment like it was something hidden.


  “Yes, this is steel ordered by Lord
Reign!” The man announced, feeling no reason to keep such a fact
secret.


  He used the name Lord Reign not because
he knew the man, but because he reckoned the name would deter anyone
who was bothering them. Lord Reign may be the noble of this city, but
he was notoriously fickle and had punished or enslaved countless
people for upsetting him. No one wanted to end up being the next
person to fight for their lives in his coliseum. Therefore, his name
was enough to cow just about anyone. It seemed like Drake wasn’t as
easily moved by the name as others would be.


  “Then, I’m in the need of
purchasing some steel! It’s kind of an emergency, you see?” Drake
announced in a loud voice that could be heard by everyone.


  The man’s brow furrowed. After all,
it was pretty bold to buy something that was reserved for Lord Reign.
However, the transporter also knew that this particular shipment was
twice what Lord Reign wanted. Lord Reign was a stingy man, and any
amount they dug over his quota, rather than being boughten at a
marked-up price as one would think, was marked down. That is to say
that Lord Reign wouldn’t take extra produced steel except on a
discount.


  “This steel is for Lord Reign,
apologies!” The guard answered this way anyway.


  Lord Reign was feared.


  “I need some steel! Not a lot. Just a
ton or so. I’ll pay you five times the going rate!”


  “F-five!” This caused the guard’s
eyes to nearly bulge.


  The guard was probably thinking that
this guy must be desperate. It was true that Lord Reign had a
monopoly over the iron mine and the steel mill. Anything extra, he’d
purchase at a discount, only to then sell that to the people at the
same price. This meant that like everything else, there was always a
high demand for steel. It was a rotten deal that only benefited Lord
Reign, and the millers that these transporters worked for had become
extremely bitter because of the injustice of it all.


  On the other hand, no one had
explicitly told them that they couldn’t sell extra material on the
side. If they set up a merchant kiosk, they’d be under the same
massive taxation that brutalized everyone else, and at that point,
they should have just sold directly to Lord Reign, but this was a
different case. This guy approached them wanting to buy some of their
surplus. In short, they had the opportunity to make quite a bit of
extra money on the side!


  Drake only gave an innocent smile.
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rake
pulled out a large coin purse and tossed it to the guard before he
could give a definitive answer. The guard instinctively caught the
money and looked inside. Feeling the weight of it on him, all of his
doubts started to melt away. Even if Lord Reign became angry at this,
it likely wouldn’t fall on them. Lord Reign wasn’t the type to
deal with commoners. He would likely go to his employers at the Steel
Mill.



  At five times the original value on a
ton, even if they fired him over it, he’d have a nice little
nest-egg to carry him to his next job. That would certainly involve
moving, as Alerith was an awful place to work, even for a guard.
Although there were rumors around town that said Lord Reign was
picking out skilled bodyguards and turning them into Knights, which
are nobility, many people were suspicious of this. The bodyguard here
just happened to be one of those that had ignored the offer on more
than one occasion.


  Alerith, in general, felt suspicious,
and many people were starting to feel like something big was about to
go down in the city. Many people were very interested in moving away
as soon as they had the chance. For this bodyguard, his chance seemed
to have arrived.


  “Very well, where did you need the
steel dropped off at.” The bodyguard asked.


  “How about I just collect it right
here. I have a storage ring for this kind of thing.”


  “Hmph, your choice.” The bodyguard
responded upon seeing the man gesturing with his ring.


  To any commoner’s mind, a storage
ring was the telltale sign of a noble. Since this guy had it, he was
either a noble or the retainer of a noble. In that case, he was
someone who was all money and no brains. Since he was buying steel at
five times the going rate, this wasn’t difficult to believe.


  The guard brought Drake around the
horses to the back of the cart. He then grabbed the tarp covering it
and tossed it aside.


  “Take only one ton!” He ordered,”
Not an ounce more!”


  He was expecting Drake to reach out and
absorb his share. However, instead, Drake stared blankly for a
minute, then threw back his head, and yelled at the top of his lungs.


  “What kind of fool do you take me
for? Trying to sell me rocks as if they were steel!”


  His voice caused the crowds of people
to quiet up. Everyone who was passively paying attention to the cart
blocking the way in the middle of traffic now had their full
attention on the cart and the transporters.


  The bodyguard spun around, looking
where Drake’s eyes were located. On the cart, was exactly what
Drake described. Rocks. They were just useless, worthless chunks of
stone piled up under the tarp. Where processed steel was supposed to
be was nothing of any value.


  “Wait… what is this symbol? The
notorious bandits, Reign’s End? Are you telling me you were robbed
by bandits, and then tried to sell it off on me before your boss
found out?”


  A symbol had been scratched into the
carriage. No one at all knew what it meant. It was a wavy line with
two parallel lines through it vertically, and then a cross over it.
They now knew that it belonged to a gang who, by their very name,
allied themselves counter to the current Lord.


  Drake swiped the coins from the
bodyguard, who was still standing there dumbfounded with his mouth
open.


  That man had no memory of his cargo
being stolen. I had made sure of that. As Drake stormed away as
indignantly as he could, leaving the giant commotion he had made in
his wake, he winked at me as he passed.


  That’s one way to make a name for
yourself.
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our
days went by, and we made sure to hit a different place every night.
Normal bandits only thought about pure monetary gains, but we hit
everything from a textile mill to food. Of course, every heist ended
up getting exposed publicly, always with that strange symbol which
everyone in town came to know as Reign’s End. They were now the
talk of the town.



  Lord Reign had to respond to it, and
his response was the standard boilerplate that bandits would not be
stood for. He told his citizens that these thieves were not to be
tolerated and that everything they stole was taking away from the
comfort and lives of the people. This campaign might have been
effective if the people hadn’t already felt like their comfort had
been robbed from them by Lord Reign years ago.


  His mandates were left all over town,
and they quickly became a joke. This was because the day after, a
mysterious merchant opened up in town and started selling stuff at an
affordable rate. The people were eating better and living more
comfortably than they had in years. Lord Reign couldn’t manage to
convince the population that things were worse because of the
bandits, so they only started to ignore him even more.


  The store was endorsed by the top fifty
gladiator Carmine and was worked by several beautiful women of
various types. The reputation of the place exploded and grew very
popular in a surprisingly short period. Two nights later, some
mysterious men tried to start stuff with the store, but they were
sent on their way pretty brutally, and it became known that the girls
were also not to be messed with.


  After that, taxers came in trying to
force them to collect money, hoping that would demotivate the store
or cause the elusive merchant to increase his prices, but they paid
everything asked without complaint and even included some nice bribes
for the taxmen, which left them leaving with good feelings. When Lord
Reign asked about it, they spread lies that they were about to
crumble at any moment and how they were turning up the heat on them.


  If we sold the supplies we just stole,
it would be found out. Thankfully, I had my city to contend with. It
was exceptionally easy to send all the food to Chalm and then swap
with their food. So, we were selling goods we stole from Alerith at a
cheap rate to the citizens of Alerith and then paying the taxes with
money also stolen from Alerith. In the end, we were making a profit,
considering none of my own money was being put into the business.


  I had the profits go to an orphanage in
the city, which only started to increase my reputation even more.
Yet, no one knew what name to call me. Unlike Reign’s End, the
band, I had kept my identity as a merchant hidden.


  I finally decided to just register
under my true name, Deacon Williams.


  “That’s a clever name, Master. It
sounds like a lowly merchant!” Miki gave a thumbs up.


  “I think it’s a rather silly name,
but it’s made up, so who cares?” Ruby added.


  Shao, the only one from my world, who
had seen my history and knew my name, patted my head in sympathy. No
one else suspected a thing.
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sn't
that the so-called champion?” I asked, noticing someone standing
across the street from our shop.



  We had to keep an eye on trouble
makers. Thankfully, my sense life could detect the difference between
those who wanted to do us harm and those who were innocent. One
showed up on my map as red, while the other showed up on my map as
blue or grey. Blue or grey lives were usually ignored. I didn’t pay
attention to them much at all. However, the red forms stuck out like
a thumb. These were usually Knights and guards working under Lord
Reign.


  The night that a bunch of thugs tried
something, it was pretty clear that Lord Reign had incited them to
cause trouble. They showed up as red, so I could see them approaching
and thus did something to counter. They had attacked at night when we
should have been asleep, but thanks to our nightly raids, I was up
and looking at my map. Ever since, we had someone stay at the store
as a guard all night, just in case there was more mischievousness.


  Either way, this had left me on high
alert and very aware of the potential for Lord Reign to send others
and cause trouble. So I noticed when Bernard, the gladiatorial
undefeated champion, suddenly ended up sitting on the other side of
the street watching our store, it left me feeling a bit concerned.
More surprising, he didn’t show up brightly on my sense life. It
was just the faintest mark, and I couldn’t even tell if it was grey
or red.


  There were only two reasons that the
mark would be like that. The first was if the life I was sensing was
exceptionally weak. In theory, a mouse could show up on my map, but
the light around its lifeforce was extremely small. Thankfully,
plants didn’t typically show up, unless they were in some way
aggressive, or I wouldn’t be able to see a thing anywhere. The
second-way life could be weaker is if the creature was trying to
hide. There were numerous ways to obscure and hide your life. It was
clear to me that this guy must have had some way.


  In truth, I wouldn’t have even
noticed him if I hadn’t physically seen him in broad daylight. That
was the extent that he was able to block my sense life. I went ahead
and marked him so that he wouldn’t break from my sight. As soon as
I did so, the man stood up and grabbed his sword. He had recognized
when I had marked him! That was the first time that had ever happened
to me, although I heard certain skittish animals could detect such a
thing and would immediatedly run.


  Thankfully, while this guy was sitting
in broad daylight in the middle of a busy street, I was watching him
out of the corner of my eyes indoors, through a window and a crowd of
people. He looked around with a frown on his face, but he ultimately
couldn’t see who marked him. I let out a breath of relief, but then
I started to wonder just what this guy wanted. I had a feeling he was
going to be a lot of trouble.
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ince
Bernard didn’t seem to do anything but watch us, there wasn’t
much I could do but keep a track of him. That was what I thought, but
the next morning when I checked my map, the mark on him was gone. He
had figured out some way to remove it. I made an annoyed sound. This
was going to be a pain in the butt. I just wish I knew what he
wanted.


  


  “Master, we should get up.” Miki
lifted her head from my shoulder.


  “Hmm? The store doesn’t open for
another day or two.”


  “The next match for Carmine is
occurring today.” She explained.


  I sat up in a rush. “Ah, crap, I
forgot to train her!”


  Although she was able to deal with her
opponents as long as I was giving her boosts, there was still the
problem of her not having any fighting talent. She was completely
defensive. I had planned to take her out and train her, getting some
job like swordsman for her to fall back on. Not only did she not have
a job, but I also hadn’t increased her level at all.


  I had been busy the entire week
worrying about which targets to hit as well as keeping the store
running. As a result, I had completely forgotten about my plans to
level Carmine up so that she could be strong enough to battle that
undefeated champion when the time came.


  I could just allow her to win the same
way we let her win last time, but it was super embarrassing,
especially now that we had come out as merchants. This wasn’t just
a gladiatorial reputation, but our reputation as merchants that was
on the line here.


  I jumped out of my bed and hastily
started dressing. “What time? What time does her match happen?”


  “It’ll be in the evening,” Miki
explained worriedly.


  “Good! There is still time.” I
announced, shoving my way out the door and calling for everyone.


  “You want me to go level now?”
Carmine asked worriedly after I told everyone the plan. “Shouldn’t
I be taking my time and going easy today in preparation for the
fight?”


  “No time! We need to get you in a
fighting position. Maybe, if I have you do all the hard-hitting,
you’ll get some kind of job. I just can’t believe that in your
entire life, the only job you ever unlocked was Paladin. I just wish
there was another job we could give you instantly that could increase
your strength.”


  “Ah… isn’t there?” Shao asked.


  “What do you… oh! Of course!” I
felt stupid for not thinking of it earlier.


  I reached into my pocket and pulled out
a token. It was one of ten such tokens, my Knight’s token. Of
course, Raissa had already taken one of these tokens, but I decided
not to hand them out lightly. I also wasn’t going to give Carmine
one of the counterfeit ones, although they seemed to work just as
well.


  This token was much more important
though since it signified the trust the King had put in me, and I was
putting into whoever I selected. Once they became a knight, they
would be my retainer, and also collect a salary from me. Of course,
if that person happened to be my slave, I could forgo those things.


  “Carmine, will you be my Knight?” I
asked, pulling out my token.


  “Yes, yes, a thousand times, yes!”
Carmine jumped up and threw her arms around me, her big chest pushing
against my own.


  Suddenly, we were kissing. I was very
confused. Did I ask her something else by accident? The girls were
crying through smiles, and Salicia said something like “about
time.” I seriously didn’t get it, could someone explain it to me?
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ame: Carmine


  Class: Resistance


  Job: Paladin (LVL 78), Knight (LVL 1)


  Unlocked Jobs: Commoner (LVL 4)


  Race: Human}


  Carmine’s level in Paladin was no
joke. My girls were working on closing the gap, but with one job
alone, any of my other girls other than Salicia would be hard-pressed
to fight her. Fortunately, they did have levels in a lot of other
jobs, and even the ability to equip them. That’s what always made
up the difference in previous fights. Terra had even managed to go
against her directly at some point.


  I now knew part of that reason was
Carmine fundamentally wasn’t an attacker. Where Terra could hit as
hard as she could get hit, Carmine’s high defense was all she had.
Of course, that’s why I made her a knight in the first place. She
took the token and it shined with power. Although she had the knight
job now, she wouldn’t be considered a noble, because she was a
slave. I didn’t know if I did free her if she would then become a
noble. I’d have to ask about that.


  “Unfortunately, we don’t know what
Knight unlocks. That’s a closely guarded secret in Aberis.” Ruby
admits.


  “That won’t be a problem,” I
assured her.


  After all, I could always check their
skills out myself. She was right, the records regarding the Knight
job was sealed. They likely had figured out every skill from level
1-100, as well as what the possible evolutions of Knight were,
presuming there was more than one. They probably sealed the records
as a power move. The fewer people who knew the true extent of what a
Knight could do, the more presumed power the nobility possessed. I
could probably access those records if I asked. I just hadn’t
considered it before now.


  For the moment, I’d only learn what
skills she had as she leveled. Of course, Raissa had knight too, but
I had never leveled her either. She’d only gained two levels since
from fighting bandits and training.


  It wasn’t unusual to not have a clue
what skills were coming. None of us kept traditional jobs that were
well documented. To those in the third-tier jobs and higher, the less
they exposed of their ability, the more elusive and powerful they
seemed. That Grand Magus was a good example of that. Only he knew the
extent of his magical ability, and as long as others were clueless,
he’d continue to come off as a mysterious guru of untold power.


  “How does the Capitol typically train
Paladins?” I asked out of curiosity.


  “There is a dungeon underneath the
keep in the capitol. It is a location reserved for knights and nobles
only.” Carmine spoke up.


  “That’s right, I remember vaguely
hearing rumors about a massive Great Dungeon there.”


  “Very little is known about it, other
than that it exists. It’s a mystery, one of the kingdom’s closest
guarded secrets.”


  “I see… I should ask Prince Aberis
about it the next time we’re in the castle.”


  I found it odd that he had never
mentioned it to me. There had to be something about it that I didn’t
know. However, my Knight should have the right to train in it. I
should have the right to train in it too.


  However, we didn’t have the time.
Going to the capitol and asking to meet the King could take half a
day. By the time I go into that dungeon, it would be too late.
However, she had given me the idea of where to go next.


  “Come on, we’re going?” I opened
a portal.


  “N-now?” The girls jumped as I
stood up.


  “It’s time to take on a Great
Dungeon once again.”
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s Drake’s
gang went to the gladiatorial rink to maintain a presence, and Miki
remained behind to take care of the store, the rest of us took a
one-way trip into a dungeon.



  “Ah, Dirage?” Raissa recognized
where she was right away.


  This was the spot where we had fought
the variant boss that had nearly killed Raissa. That meant that we
were on the fifth floor of Dirage, the farthest down we had ever
gone.


  Since I could teleport anywhere I had
been, including dungeons, I decided to spare myself the taxation fees
by going right into the depths of the dungeon. I was worried Ruby and
Raissa would look down on me for tax evasion, but they were too
distracted by the new environment.


  I picked Dirage for a few reasons.
First of all, it was one of only two dungeons I hadn’t completed
yet, not that I anticipated ever completing this dungeon. Dirage
wasn’t like the dungeons I had finished. This was one of the Great
Dungeons. That meant that not only did it go unfathomably deep, but
the levels were also larger and the enemies were typically stronger.
Well, that was what people said, anyway.


  The reality was that most small
dungeons weren’t frequented by people, so the monsters in there had
a longer time to be exposed to miasma and grow stronger. Just like
with dungeon bosses, the monsters also grew stronger the longer they
were allowed to live. Dirage was a very popular dungeon and a major
site for resources for all of Aberis. People frequently entered every
day, so at least within the first ten floors, the monsters were
regularly defeated, preventing them from building up and becoming
dangerous.


  The true dangers came in the vastness
of the dungeon, which made it easy to get lost, and the number of
monsters that sat on each floor. If someone drew too much interest in
a battle, they could find themselves overwhelmed by monsters from all
over the level. That was typically why Great Dungeons were considered
dangerous. Even so, Dirage was considered the safest dungeon for
anyone who wanted to get their feet wet.


  Other than the dungeon I created
personally; this was probably the least dangerous dungeon on the
continent due to its safety precautions. There was a lot of existing
information on the dungeon which went down to a shocking level sixty.
This included maps, details about each enemy, and more. On top of
that, there were tons of people, so you were never too far from help
on the early floors. Finally, there were people with jobs similar to
Raissa, who went and rescued those who were in danger, usually for a
small fee.


  “So, this is a Great Dungeon…”
Ruby shivered. “And I thought that Mina’s Dungeon was bad.”


  Ruby was looking somewhat pale standing
there. It took me a moment to realize what was wrong. She had been on
my first journey into a dungeon along with a large group from Chalm.
Of course, that group had been scattered and I had gotten trapped in
it and almost died. That felt like an eternity ago. I had thought she
would be fine because of her experience, but the miasma of a Great
Dungeon, let alone level five of a Great Dungeon, was much higher
than what she would have experienced then.


  Overall, she was very inexperienced
with dungeons, and on top of that, she didn’t have the protection
of being my slave. I didn’t know how it worked, but my resistances
seemed to passively effect my slaves. Well, even without that, they
were all special in various ways that made them highly resistant to
miasma. Ruby was the first person I had brought into a dungeon who
didn’t have such resistance.


  Most people who entered a Great Dungeon
started on the first floor and then slowly worked their way down,
acclimatizing themselves to the increasing miasma. There was a reason
the miasma in the safe rooms was expected. Climbing down a dungeon
was a lot like climbing a mountain. You had to grow used to the thin
air and take it slowly. Dropping Ruby into level five a Great Dungeon
was actually a bit cruel when done to a normal person. If she wasn’t
already a decent adventurer, she might have passed out on the spot.


  I reached out and touched her forehead.
“Refresh.”


  White light poured through her body.
Her face turned red.


  “Th-thanks…” She stammered.


  “So, is Ruby part of the harem yet?”
Raissa whispered to Shao.


  “She better not be!” Shao retorted.


  “I just meant, for status purposes,
since his harem gets various benefits…”


  I wanted to ignore the conversation,
but that was a pretty good question. Taking a look at the blushing
Ruby, I decided it was better to keep that question a mystery for a
bit longer.
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aster,
I worry we aren’t going to accomplish very much.” Carmine sighed.
“This place is very large, and finding enemies will take time. At
best, I might gain a level or two.”



  “That’s true…” I nodded,
reaching into my inventory and pulling out a mysterious vial.


  When Raissa saw it, she made a noise,
her eyes widening in fear. She was the only one present who was
familiar with this particular concoction. After all, she had been
following my party when we last used it. As for Shao, she wasn’t in
the party yet, let alone Carmine and Salicia. It was something Miki
and I had cooked up. She hadn’t been working on her alchemy a lot
lately, but I still had enough leftovers for when I needed it.


  “M-master…” Raissa shook her
head, tears starting to form in her eyes.


  “So, what I was thinking, perhaps we
should just forgo this whole thing. I already have the Knight
ability. The first skill appears to be basic swordsmanship. So, I
already have a heads up from before. I promise I won’t just stand
around. I’ll fight back. With Master’s bonuses, I feel I could do
better fighting.”


  “Uh, huh…” I dropped the vial on
the floor.


  “What’s that?” Ruby seemed to
notice Raissa shaking her head desperately while I was fiddling with
an odd vial.


  “So, how about I just go home and
sleep!” Carmine continued. “I mean, being well-rested is
important for a fight, especially a fight of endurance. I know that
it sounds like I’m being lazy and just want to take the day off,
but I’m committed to Master’s cause, I swear!”


  “I hear ya…” I smashed the vial
with a crack.


  “So-so? We can go home?”


  “I’ll think about it after you take
care of the monsters coming toward us.”


  “Oh? There is a monster coming?”


  “A few…”


  I checked my map as every hallway
around us started filling with red. Soon, there was a dead spot of no
red where we were standing, and just about every hall leading to us
was red.


  “Master… you don’t have Terra…
she can’t build walls and redirect traffic…”


  Carmine’s eyes narrowed competitively
at the mention of Terra. After just being turned into a Knight, she
was starting to feel valued, so hearing about the other tank in the
group set her off. The biggest reason she hadn’t been fighting
learning offensive skills was exactly because of her competitive
feelings toward Terra.


  “I can do anything that that woman
can do!” Carmine snapped at Raissa angrily.


  Rumble…


  “Hmm?” Shao looked around
curiously. “Is the ground shaking?”


  “What… is happening?” Ruby asked,
a frown forming on her face.


  “It’s okay, Carmine has got this. I
believe in you!”


  “Y-yes, Master!”


  “No monster will get passed my
knight!”


  “N-never!”


  “So, go out there and cut down every
monster! Show them your resolve!”


  “I will! Master is my muse, for you,
I’ll fight this battle! Watch me!”


  With a big smile on her face, Carmine
leaped out into the front of the group, brandishing not just her
shield, but her sword as well. Fire shot from her eyes as she was
completely energized. Then… the forms started emerging from the
darkness into the light of the hallway. As more and more forms came,
Carmine only had time to shout one thing before the horde struck.


  “Master is the devil!”
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n the
left, we have the Shiny Knight, Carmine. Her… um… armor…”



  “Anyway, on the right, we have the
silent killer, Dementon. His capacity to cause enemies to lose sight
of him even while closely watching him is unparalleled. Keep your
eyes open, or he may just slide a blade into your gut!”


  Carmine was on stage, but the crowds
weren’t cheering her. Rather, they didn’t know what to say.
Carmine was the Shiny Knight. Every battle, she’d proudly stamp
onto the stage in her expensive, beautiful armor. She would slam her
shield down like an unstoppable wall, and then she would stand there
unspeaking and unmoving. As much as her fights let people down, her
motif was well established and people had certain expectations
whenever she appeared.


  However, today, she came walking up to
the stage covered in blood and filth. Her once shiny armor had been
cracked and torn to the point where most of her body was exposed. She
hadn’t even bothered with her helmet, and there was a bone-tired
look in her eye that was enough that it almost seemed to drag the
entire gladiatorial competition down. Her shield was nowhere in
sight, and she had a sword that looked like it had seen better days,
full of nicks and dents.


  She moved like a zombie, taking one
step at a time until she reached the stage. Then she stopped and
stared off vacantly, not even paying much attention to Dementon at
all. As for the silent killer, a smile started to form on his
black-painted lips. He had been very worried about fighting the Shiny
Knight. After all, her powerful, pricy armor left no weaknesses, and
her pure focus on defense made it impossible to breakthrough.


  Dementon’s power was in breaking
through a weak spot, but she didn’t normally possess a weak spot.
He didn’t have the strength of the Slaughtering Berserker, so
without a weak spot to exploit, it was a game of attrition, and she
had shown herself very adept at winning those. Yet, that was the
normal Shiny Knight. This Knight didn’t shine at all. Her armor was
crippled and her strongest weapon, her shield, was completely absent.
She was full of hundreds of holes to exploit, and Dementon looked on
with glee as he saw an easy victory.


  Bernard was present again, sitting
front and center despite the fact he didn’t even have a competition
that day. His eyes were knitted as he watched Carmine as if her
appearance caused him personal grief.


  “Begin!”


  “I’m sorry, your time has met an
end!” Dementon cried out, disappearing with a flash.


  “Screw off!” Carmine suddenly moved
like a spring pulled taught. “X Slash!”


  She was so high strung that she didn’t
hold back a single bit. She immediately pulled out a move and
attacked, slamming her sword. Although an X Slash was supposed to be
two rapid slices at a perpendicular angle, she only struck once,
putting the entire power into one slash.


  BOOM! The entire ground shook, and a
wave of compressed air shot out from the end of the sword. She hadn’t
been aiming at Dementon, but the attack filled the entire battle
platform. Dementon, who had leaped into the air to perform a falling
attack, had no means of taking the blow or blocking. He went flying
right off the platform, slamming into the wall under the bleachers.
When the smoke cleared, he was embedded in the wall.


  Without a word, Carmine spun around and
then walked off the stage. She was already halfway out of the arena
when the announcer came to his senses and announced her as the
winner. Mumblings went around in her wake, and she remained the point
of discussion throughout the entirety of the next fight. Yeah… she
could attack now, but her battles didn’t feel any more satisfying?
If anything, her attack sort of reminded people of the undefeated
champion.


  Bernard gave me a look with narrowed
eyes as Carmine walked away. What was his problem, seriously?


  


  


  


  



  



  





  [image: 64]



  

    [image: o]

  

fter battling
hard the entire afternoon, I’d like to say my progress with Carmine
went pretty well.


  


  {Name: Carmine


  Class: Resistance


  Job: Paladin (LVL 79), Knight (LVL 15)


  Unlocked Jobs: Commoner (LVL 4)


  Race: Human}


  The fight was a bit anticlimactic, but
it did show how much an extra job made the difference, especially
when amplified by my skills. It was no wonder my other girls were
able to keep up with Carmine despite being mostly 20-30 levels under
her. Now, of course, her high Paladin job had made her my strongest
teammate. Salicia couldn’t even compare to her sister at the
moment, although she had gained two jobs from Bandit King, which was
part of the reason for her strength.


  {Name: Salicia


  Class: Rogue


  Job: Swashbuckler (LVL 40), Knight (LVL
5)


  Unlocked Jobs: Bandit: (LVL 50),
Commoner (LVL6), Thief (LVL 25), Pickpocket (LVL5), Shaman (LVL2),
Bandit King (LVL 50)


  Race: Human}


  Unlike her sister, Salicia had unlocked
many different jobs. Most of them were self-explanatory, but I was
interested where Shaman and Swashbuckler came from. Of course, I
didn’t equip Bandit King on her. I didn’t know if Bandit King
would alter her temperament and behavior, and it was my way of
neutering her abilities. Swashbuckler seemed the only other fighting
class she had that wasn’t outlawed by the church, so I went with
that.


  As for Knight, I gave the third token
to her after she bugged me about it nonstop. She was hoping to give
herself the Knight job just like her sister. Apparently, after seeing
her sister have something, she wanted it too so she could feel closer
to her. She could never be a Paladin since the church would never
give her their blessing, but the Knight job just required her wearing
me down.


  Actually, she stole the token before
asking and only asked when she realized that it wouldn’t work
unless I gave it to her. I wasn’t sure how the token knew, but
unless a lord passed the token to a Knight with their consent, the
token wouldn’t activate. That’s also the reason that I didn’t
pick up the Knight job for myself. After all, I didn’t have any
pure fighting jobs.


  I depended on True Hero for all my
weapon needs, but it was lacking in many areas involving speed and
defense. It was a bit of a self-sacrificing job, often allowing the
user to be damaged in the name of smiting a foe or helping an ally.
This usually wasn’t a problem for me because I was a White Mage
foremost, and I could heal any damage True Hero forced me to absorb.
That didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in a better ability for
close-combat fighting, and Knight would have been perfect.


  Yet…


  {You cannot use your Knight token.}


  I suppose it made sense. I couldn’t
become my lord. That would just be silly. That’s when a thought
came to me. I pulled out the counterfeit tokens. I didn’t know
exactly how similar to the original tokens they were. I knew that
they had no limit in that they could give people jobs. Since they
weren’t given to me by the King, and probably came from the
Imperial Cloud Meadow, maybe I could use them unreservedly. I didn’t
think Lord Reign personally handed the token out to every knight he
made, so these might function differently.


  Thus, I picked a token and used it. I
didn’t get an error, nor a white flash. It was more like a puff of
miasmic darkness.


  {You have resisted demonic entrapment.}


  {You allowed yourself to be marked by
demonic miasma. You have unlocked the job: Demonic Knight.}


  “…”
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t's difficult
to say, Master.” Shao sighed after examining me in our room. “I’m
not exactly a real demon.”



  Although Shao was technically a Demon,
she was reincarnated into this world and only appeared a demon. The
village she had appeared in was a border town, not unlike Chalm,
where nonaggressive demons and humans seemed to live together. This
village was burned to the ground by the Imperial Cloud Meadow, and
Shao was turned into a slave until she ultimately ended up in Aberis.


  She had never been in the demon lands,
and she knew nothing regarding demons at all. It wasn’t like she
had some kind of genetic memory on what it meant to be a demon. As
for becoming a Demon Lord, that was something that had happened due
to despair. Perhaps, it was the special job she was given. Mine was
White Mage, which skipped a great deal of practice to instantly give
me a third-tier job. Demon Lord might be similar, but where other
jobs could be accessed all the time, the Demon Lord could only be
accessed with special circumstances, which might be someone’s
mental state.


  “And Demon Lord is still greyed out.”
I finished my thought out loud with a sigh.


  Shao jerked for a second, and then
looked up at me guiltily. “Master, I have something to confess.”


  “Huh? What is it?”


  “I can become a demon lord!”


  “What?” I jerked up, feeling a bit
alarmed.


  She shook her hands. “It’s not bad!
The other girls already know! I can access it similar to the way
Lydia accesses her beast form. It’s kind of an emotional thing.
When I feel despair and desperation, it unlocks. However, I didn’t
lose my mind, so I believe with time, I can control the job.”


  “I see…” I scratched my chin,
still worrying a bit. “Well, as long as you think it’s safe.”


  She was still my slave, so even if she
did turn, I should be able to have some control over her. I wasn’t
like her previous Slave Master. I was also a Harem Master! Ahem…
and then there were my blessings which gave me an affinity for
slaves. Overall, Shao shouldn’t become a problem. Instead, I put it
aside and focused more on this Demonic Knight job. I hadn’t
equipped it yet because I was worried.


  “You have resisted demonic
entrapment.”


  “I think that was a one-time attack
when you used the token, Master. Demonic Knight should just be
something similar to Dark Knight.” Shao explained. “As for why it
failed, that should be obvious. You’re immune to the effects of the
miasma. If you weren’t, it likely would have attacked your mind,
and then taken control of you. The effects probably wouldn’t have
been obvious at first. It’d probably be like a sleeper agent.
Unless activated, you’d go on thinking nothing was wrong.”


  “If that’s true… that means…”
My eyes widened in horror.


  Shao looked at me curiously, but then
she started to realize the truth as well.


  All of these Knights Lord Reign was
creating, they were all infected with demonic entrapment. I didn’t
know where he was getting these tokens from, but whether he knew it
or not, he was creating a demonic army! With the snap of a finger,
the right person could take control of all of those people, making
them fight however he saw fit!
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o, that’s
all we know.” I finished explaining the situation to all of my
girls.


  


  The Knights that Lord Reign was using
to maintain his power were all inflicted with a demonic curse. The
purpose of that curse couldn’t be completely predicted, but it was
clear that someone was planning to take control of the army and
perhaps have them do something they wouldn’t be willing to do
otherwise. Whether this was orchestrated by Lord Reign, or whether it
was some plot that was using Lord Reign’s naivety, that was
unknown.


  “My interactions with my former
Master were limited. He was a greedy man who didn’t value life.”
Raissa explained. “Going so far as to work with the demons, though.
I can’t believe he’d be so bold.”


  “We also have to consider that this
might have some relation to the Widow’s Dungeon,” Shao added.


  “Huh? Why the Widow’s Dungeon?”


  “It was a curse located so close to
the city. In normal circumstances, he would have destroyed it.
However, just as he was pressured to get rid of it, Orichalcum seemed
to randomly show up. It also seemed designed to ensnare the King,
something that only benefited Lord Reign. Demons have a strong
connection to curses, so with these mysterious coins showing up so
closely nearby, I just thought that maybe we should consider that.”
Shao explained.


  I nodded thoughtfully. I recalled back
to the first time I had ever met Lord Reign. At the time, I had
handed him an enchanted necklace, which had caused him to react
oddly. I had originally figured his odd behavior was because
necklaces in this world were a symbol of betrothal. However, I asked
a bit more, and while giving a woman a necklace was associated with
marriage, it wasn’t to the level the girls had insinuated. They
were, more or less, making a mountain out of a molehill. No guy would
have thought a magic necklace as a visiting gift would have been so
odd.


  How did Lord Reign react back then? He
had thought I was suggesting I knew something. Shortly after, he
tried to keep me from entering the Widow’s Dungeon, and then he
turned around and tried to have me killed once he realized I was in
there. I had completed the lore, so I thought I was done with the
place. Was it possible there was still some secret buried in that
dungeon that I had missed?


  Stories didn’t always match reality,
and at its heart, a dungeon was the telling of a story. Besides the
inevitable degradation of data, the spiritual equivalent of the
telephone game, dungeons also could get some details wrong,
especially when they took a story from only one point of view.


  The more I thought about it, the more
confused I grew. There was some deep mystery afoot, and I couldn’t
make heads nor tails on what it all meant. Furthermore, it had to be
something that even the dungeon master wasn’t aware of. If the
Queen knew about it, then I would know about it. That’s not to say
she’d honestly tell me everything, but that the lore was downloaded
into my head the moment i cleared the dungeon.


  “Master?” Miki asked worriedly as
she saw me sitting there with my eyes closed.


  My eyes snapped open. “We have only
one choice now. Our next heist… we’re going to break into Reign’s
keep!”
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fter
carefully considering the entire situation, I decided that the best
course of action was to gather more information. That meant that we
needed to infiltrate Lord Reign’s vault. It was the biggest heist
yet to perform for Reign’s End and was a natural evolution of our
goals. However, this felt like it was a bit too soon. It may be too
dangerous.


  


  I wouldn’t have even considered it,
but with Demonic Knights being mass created, it was a danger to all
of Aberis. It was something I couldn’t ignore, and I needed to know
whether Lord Reign was involved, or just a pawn. The fact that this
would be a major blow to him was only a plus. Putting us at odds with
Lord Reign so directly may cause the bandits who are, at least,
partially financed by him, to fear reaching out to our group.


  I had to put the issues of the bandits
in the south to the side for now, since this was currently posing a
greater threat. I even considered calling the other girls in, so that
we worked on this altogether. In the end, I decided not to. They
needed to be able to grow on their own, and so did I. We were
strongest as a unit, but that was because every girl was strong on
her own too.


  Of course, I had sent a message to Lord
Aberis and the castle. I didn’t really expect a response. First
off, I didn’t have much to tell them. There were tokens, and they
may be cursed by someone. They already knew Lord Reign had too many
knights. Whether they were supplied by Imperial Cloud, or by
counterfeit tokens, didn’t make a difference. Everything I had were
guesses. Until I had more information, there was nothing they could
do. Even then, I knew the answer I would receive. The majority of the
army was tied up in the south, and until a peace was officially
reached, there was no one to spare.


  As for Astria and Elaya, I didn’t
want to get them involved. The pair would only complicate things, and
with Elaya’s former dungeon possibly serving some connection, it
may rile her up and cause some unwanted effects. Overall, I still
considered my control over the two women to be feeble. That was just
another reason that I felt I needed to get stronger on my own.


  We spent another day and night
preparing for our attack on Reign’s Keep. In the end, we realized
that the best time to attack would be when he wasn’t there. The
next round of the gladiatorial fights would begin tomorrow. That
would be between the top twelve. Since this was the last battle
before the finals, Lord Reign would attend. The next three matches
would be back to back over three days, narrowing from 6 to 3, 3 to 2,
and finally the last for the win.


  While Carmine was on stage fighting,
with Lord Reign in the audience, the rest of us would sneak into his
keep and make our move. We weren’t going to do anything
particularly special. We had already gotten some guard uniforms from
previous raids. We’d come to the castle looking like we belonged,
knock out the guards when necessary with Miki’s help, and then work
our way inside.


  No one sold a map of the castle and my
map only fleshed out my one entrance into the castle. Unfortunately,
we’d have to go in blind. However, we always had portal and return
under our belt. No matter how deep we got into the castle, we’d
always be able to get out. Everything would turn out fine. It always
did.
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he next morning, Shao ran scout on the keep while Carmine prepared for
her next fight. I hadn’t taken her back to Dirage, as I wanted to
give her time to get used to her new levels. Rather, an event where
she pancaked her competition against a wall was something that I
wanted to avoid happening a second time. People were already
suspicious of her newfound power. If it was revealed that she was a
Knight, it would lead to the question of who knighted her.



  That day, I remained in my room most of
the day while the girls went about their assigned chores. I went
through the plan we had come up with a few times. As I said, it
wasn’t much of a plan. We were planning to break in, pretend to be
guards, and survey the castle. Then, if things became more than we
could handle, we’d escape in a portal, and no one would be the
wiser. Even if we failed today, simply the new map knowledge would
allow me to portal into the castle easier in the future.


  You could say that was the true goal of
this visit. I wanted to see as much of the castle as possible,
unlocking a visual map that I could use to navigate and keep track of
things inside. Mixed with Sense Life, I’d know all movements inside
and could move around with ease.


  Lord Reign would be all but helpless if
I could create a portal in the hallways right outside his room. This
went all the way to when I was finally going to war with him. If we
captured him in a single move, the war might even be over without a
drop of blood spilled. Well, I might have thought that before the
appearance of Demonic Knights.


  As for why we didn’t portal directly
into the castle this time, the answer was obvious. I was taken the
busiest and most secure route into the keep intended for guests.
There was no place we could enter without risk of being seen and
subsequently surrounded. It was the back-hallways, the kitchens, the
storage closets, and the servant quarters that would allow us to
sneak into the castle in the future. It’d be nice if we got all of
the answers we were looking for in this journey, but I was also
considering when Lord Reign and I were eventually at war.


  “Master, his carriage has left the
keep!” Shao’s voice came through Slave communication.


  My eyes snapped open, and then I rose
and left the room. “It’s time.”


  The remaining group consisted of Ruby,
Miki, and Salicia. Ruby had an expression on her face like she hadn’t
signed up for this when she decided to adventure with me. In truth,
none of us would have imagined that hunting down a few bandits would
have led us into a conspiracy involving Lord Reign.  However, that
was just how things had ended up working out.


  The group left the small home, and we
didn’t dress like guards until we had found an alley where Shao was
waiting for us just outside the keep. She used darkness to block the
view while we quickly changed to look like guards. With our disguises
ready, we left our hiding spot and started heading toward the keep’s
side entrance. It was time to find out the truth.
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hat are you here for?” A guard demanded as the group of us
approached.



  “We’re here on orders from Lord
Reign. I was told to report inside immediately!” I declared,
wondering if this would work at all.


  The man’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.
“I didn’t hear anything about this.”


  “Oh, yeah, communication throughout
the Reign’s guards is awful, isn’t it? Why, the other day, I
ended up spending half the day guarding a shrub. I’d still be
guarding it now if a Knight didn’t walk by and correct me!”


  He leaned closer to me, and I fought
the urge to back away. I had thought we could talk our way in.
However, it wasn’t like the girls weren’t prepared to knock them
out swiftly and silently. We picked a time to approach when the
street was nearly empty, and the girls had grown very skilled at
knocking out enemies. Miki could also wipe their memories and keep
them asleep. In short, they’d never realize why we were here.


  “I know exactly what you mean!” The
guy suddenly laughed, slapping me on the shoulder. “So frustrating.
How are we supposed to keep the lord safe when our left hand never
knows what the right is doing, right?’


  “Of course, of course!” I laughed
along with him.


  “Well, go on, then. I won’t be the
one getting yelled at if you end up late on your duty.”


  “Have fun!” I waved as the group of
us walked in past the two men.


  Once we were out of earshot, Miki shook
her head. “That actually worked?”


  I already had my menu open.
Unfortunately, the menu’s scan function was blocked by closed
doors. In the dungeon, there were no closed off parts. It was a
fundamental aspect of dungeons. If they just shut off pieces of
themselves and trapped people to be forever trapped, then the risk of
entering a dungeon would lead people to never enter them. They had to
always be able to escape under their power. Of course, that didn’t
mean there couldn’t be death traps and temporary blocks, such as
the one I experienced with Lydia in our first dungeon.


  A castle was different. It was a
hallway with many closed doors. Perhaps, it was a winding labyrinth,
but instead of me getting a massive view of everything the second I
walked in, I had to unlock the map one room at a time. I supposed in
that respect this felt more like a video game than even the dungeons.
The one good thing is that doors didn’t block sense life. They
existed somewhere the map didn’t cover, but I could usually guess
if a room contained people or not.


   Furthermore, it was a simple thing to
avoid running into people. Since my main goal was to flesh out the
map, the more I unlocked, the better I felt. If we did find a map or
schematic of the castle, that would instantly unlock everything. That
would probably be the best action, but I couldn’t guess where we’d
find one.


  To speed up our mapping of the keep, as
well as our search for any documentation related to the Knight
tokens, I had the girls break up into smaller groups and check down
hallways. Of course, I told them where people were with my sense
life, and even without my direction, Shao and Raissa were experts and
moving around unheard, and Ruby and Salicia at least had the
experience to keep low and not make any reckless moves.


  We steadily started to get a full
layout of the castle. As we continued without incident. My confidence
grew. It was time we figured out where the treasure room was.
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inding
the treasure room wasn’t that hard, after all, I had Detect
Treasure as part of my Dungeon Diver abilities. Although it wasn’t
nearly as sensitive as Sense Life, and it wasn’t until we were deep
in the keep that I finally found where the treasure was. Just because
I knew where didn’t mean I knew how to get to it. In the dungeons,
I had to backtrack numerous times to find some treasure stashed at
the end of a dead-end. This was a treasure room though, so the
entrance was probably hidden. There might be traps and guards as
well, but that was nothing a Dungeon diver wasn’t used to.



   I guessed that the treasure was
located under the throne room, but that only came from gaming and
years of lazy game design. As we explored more of the map, I was able
to confirm that the throne room was indeed on top of this trove of
treasure. I didn’t get too excited or greedy. After all, ransacking
the treasury was only our third goal. First, we found Lord Reign’s
room.


  As the girls went through it, looking
for any incriminating evidence, the smile on my face started to slip.
I started getting a bad feeling as I realized something was off.
While it was true that I was avoiding the guards with pinpoint
accuracy using my life sense, it stood to reason that someone on the
other side would have a similar ability. They’d grow suspicious of
our erratic movements and send someone to investigate.  Furthermore,
there were far too few people in the castle.


  We should have had a much more
difficult time moving around, but we were able to get into just about
every area of the keep without too much struggle. Even with Lord
Reign out and most of his knights sent out of the city to search for
the notorious Reign’s End, this still seemed extremely suspicious.


  With a sinking feeling in my gut, I
decided that it was time to leave. We had explored a good portion of
the castle at this point. If Lord Reign’s room didn’t contain
anything incriminating, then it was likely somewhere we couldn’t
reach. As for the heist where we would attack the treasury room, that
could be planned at a later date when we were more prepared.


  “Everyone,” I announced. “We’re
going to go back now.”


  “Really?” Miki asked. “We’re
having luck though. I found some letters. I just need to read them
and see if they have value.”


  “Take them with you.”


  Technically, stealing documents would
alert him we were here, but the bad feeling inside was growing worse.


  I lifted my hands and began to cast the
portal. Just as the portal was about to form, the spell suddenly
winked out.


  “Ah? A counterspell?”


  It wasn’t that my portal couldn’t
form, like with that artifact that Alysia used. Instead, I had cast
the spell, and it had been interrupted by a counterspell that
prevented the magic from working. This was the first time I had ever
encountered the thing, but I knew what it was instantly.


  “Don’t leave so quickly, we have
things to discuss.” A dark and malevolent voice seemed to fill the
corridor.


  I spun around to see a man standing at
the end of the corridor. The girls behind me all gasped at the same
time as if they hadn’t even noticed him despite facing his
direction until the moment he spoke. He was wearing a black cloak
with the hood up, and just looking at him I started to feel fear.
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 was instantly
wary of the man, and I heard my girls pulling out their weapons as
well. He didn’t appear on my map at all. His ability to hide his
life was greater than that of even the Champion. Worst of all, I
didn’t recognize the man. He definitely wasn’t Lord Reign. When I
didn’t speak, he let out a soft laugh that made my skin crawl.



  “So, you’re Lord Deekson,” he
said, and when I reached up to touch my face, he let out another
hoarse laugh, lifting up a neckless in his hand. “Don’t act so
surprised. After all, you’re the one who gave me this little gift
to see through illusions.”


  “Lord… Reign?’


  “Lord Reign is merely a puppet I use.
You could call me the true ruler of Alerith.” He sighed, pulling
back his hood.


  “A demon!” Shao was the first to
cry out.


  He glanced at her, and then his
eyebrows rose. “I heard a Demon Lord appeared in the Capitol. They
never told me she was so… beautiful.”


  Shao instinctively grabbed onto my
shirt. The other girls got close to me too. I had ordered them all to
hold hands and get close through Slave command. Only Ruby didn’t
get that command, but she picked up on it. The man watching us seemed
to notice the group as well.


  “Are you leaving so soon?” He
grinned.


  “Return!” I cried out.


  “Why don’t you stay a while?”


  The world began to warp as I
disappeared from that place. There was no time to cast a portal. If
this guy could counterspell, then he could keep stopping me from
casting portal. Thus, I had to depend on Return. It worked almost
instantaneously. The only set back was that it was one direction,
taking me back to my mansion in Chalm. Given the danger I was feeling
from this man, I didn’t take any chance with anyone.


  However, while I said it worked almost
instantaneously, it turned out almost was the problem. As the group
disappeared, a hand shot through and grabbed my neck. I felt like my
soul was being torn open. I didn’t even understand how, but he was
forcibly keeping us from returning. Fear started to push through me,
but with fear, I felt an intense determination.


  He had a grip on my neck, there was no
saving me, but if I stayed, so would the girls. With a scream, I
wielded miasma like a blade, cutting it into my soul. Like a rabbit
caught in a trap chewing his own leg off, I too cut a chunk of my
soul off, and sent it with return.


  “Hmm?” The man holding my neck made
a surprised sound.


  The entire act only lasted a second,
but when it was done, the girls were gone, and I was still there
hanging from his hand. The pain was so intense I felt like I was
about to pass out. That’s what I thought, but where his hand was, I
felt even more pain. A burning sensation wrapped around my neck, and
I felt like I was being choked. All of my life was leaving me, and I
felt like death was imminent. Furthermore, he had a grasp on my very
soul. If it died, there was no resurrection.


  Just as fast as it started, it stopped,
and I was dropped to the ground. I let out a painful gasp for air,
grabbing at my neck.


  “That was just a little seal. I
wouldn’t have you taking off on me again, would I?” The man
chuckled. “How interesting, you actually wielded miasma. Could you
be… no… that’s impossible.”


  “Wh-who are you?” I demanded,
coughing painfully.


  “I am Lord Aberis… the real Lord
Aberis,” he said, grinning malevolently at me. “I’m the Demon
Lord Aberis!”
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 had tried
to use Return, yet somehow the Demon Lord had found some way to hold
me there. I had managed to send my girls on their way, but the cost
was extreme damage to my soul not unlike dying. However, I had
succeeded and they were safe.



  Some kind of seal was around my neck.
It wasn’t a slave mark, but something else. It prevented me from
being able to access my skills. I couldn’t use portal, and I
couldn’t use Return. I also tried Slave Communication, but I only
received silence.


  As for my girls, they were in Chalm
now, about six weeks travel away from Alerith. In other words, no one
was going to save me from this predicament but myself. Actually, some
of the girls had portal equipped the last time I checked, but since I
usually cast the spell for them, I hoped they didn’t think of it
and put themselves back in danger. A bunch of Demonic Knights grabbed
me and picked me up, and I was dragged underground into a keep and
jailed. They tossed me into a dark, damp cell with a dirty ground.


  There was a dull ache that filled my
body from what I had done to my soul. It was difficult for me to
recall what I had done. It had been something I did at the moment,
desperate to protect the women and not let them get captured. As a
result, I was the only one in prison. That’s when I remembered that
Carmine hadn’t gone with us either. She must have been in the
fight. I didn’t know if the Demon Lord knew our connection. If he
did, Carmine might already be dead.


  “Widow’s Dungeon.” The Demon
Lord’s words brought me out of my thoughts.


  He was standing on the other side of
the cell, watching me with just a hint of curiosity.


  “What of it?” I responded after a
few moments of silence.”


  “You’re the one who destroyed it,
correct?”


  “… yes.”


  Of course, I didn’t destroy it. I
completed it. This was a radically different thing, so I didn’t
mind letting this lie stick. He could have seen the tattoos on my
body. I thought it a little weird he didn’t seem to mention them.


  “I had planted that dungeon so long
ago.” He sighed. “I have to say, seeing you destroy decades of
work was painful. It was especially depressing since I had come so
close to finally achieving my goal. I had that Hero King right where
I wanted him, and then you had to go about freeing his soul and
letting him be reborn.”


  “You want sympathy?” I responded,
my lips curling spitefully.


  “No… I suppose not.” He chuckled.
“How could a human ever relate to a demon? Ah! Then again, you have
that Demon girl as your slave, right? I suppose that is the nature of
humans and demons. One always has to be Master over the other. Well…
I don’t intend to be anyone’s slave!”


  “How are you alive?” I finally
demanded. “Elaya and Xin killed you!”


  “Did they now?” His eyes twinkled.
“Well, they tried. I’m surprised you haven’t figured it out
yet. After all, the lore of Widow’s Dungeon wasn’t just their
story, it was my story as well.”


  My eyes widened and I jerked up. “You
don’t mean…”


  He nodded. “I’m the son of the King
and Xin.”
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ow is that possible?” I asked weakly. “You should be…
dead.”



  He waved a hand. “It wasn’t so
difficult! Right before they killed me, I used the soul of one of my
followers and let them destroy him while I attached myself to Xin.
Then, she became pregnant, so I infested that child. At that point, I
was able to start gaining enough power to influence her.


  “Of course, I wanted her to kill the
Hero King. The Maid Hero might have saved me, but it was the Hero
King who made my broken lands into a country. So, I had her kill him.
The plan went perfectly until that damn Maid Hero gave her life to
bring him back! Well, killing either one of them was enough.”


  “And then you fled to Osteria and
started a war!”


  “Haha! That’s the best part! I
never even reached Osteria. I had managed to get control of Xin’s
mind before we reached the border. I tricked that dumb king and
doubled back. While he was busy fighting with Osteria, thinking they
were protecting his assassin, I was born, took control of Lord Reign,
planted my dungeon, and prepared my trap. It was all perfect.” His
face turned into one of displeasure. “Then you came, and mucked it
all up!”


  “What did you do with Xin?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “After she
served her purpose, I didn’t need her anymore. I took care of her,
naturally.”


  I lowered my head, feeling just a bit
bad for Elaya. I had hoped at some point I could reunite the two
women. If he said he killed her, then it was her soul that would have
been killed. There would be no chance for resurrection, or to even
show up in the dungeon for that matter. It’s no wonder that Widow’s
Dungeon didn’t have any knowledge of her fate.


  I had nothing else to discuss with this
man. I simply needed to find a way to escape from him, but he didn’t
seem quite done talking to me, as he was still watching me with some
interest.


  “What is it?” I demanded.


  “It’s just… I’ve captured you
and have you chained up, and you haven’t questioned what I plan to
do with you.”


  “What does it matter?” I snorted.
“You’ll probably execute me, right? You’ll do something that
doesn’t leave a soul behind.”


  “You should be afraid.” He frowned.


  “Who would fear you?” My expression
turned ugly and I spit on the ground. “You’re a coward! If you
want to fight me, let’s fight!”


  “How interesting…” he scratched
his chin. “You’re not you, but you’re you. Is that what you
did? I definitely must observe you further. Maybe, I can get an
answer to my own… well, nevermind that.”


  I had no clue what he was talking
about, and it only seemed to irritate me more. As the pain diminished
a bit, I found myself growing a bit bolder. I guess that now that
things were out in the open and I was captured, I didn’t have any
reason to fear him anymore. I only had to defeat him!


  He turned and walked away, apparently
being done with his conversation. As for me, I gave a derisive snort
into the darkness. I had only let myself stay captured to try to find
out a bit more about him. Amongst my vast dungeon point store
options, there were ones that should be able to cancel a seal with
ease. Yes, I couldn’t cast spells, but the blessings and the
dungeon store were something else. For example, if I picked up poison
resistance, I’d have that resistance whether I could access my
active skills or not.


  However, when I tried to access the
store, nothing happened. I tried three more times. Only then, with a
frozen look, did I pull back my sleeves which usually hid those
markings. It was at that moment I realized why the Demon Lord didn’t
mention my tattoos that signified I had completed several dungeon
lores because I no longer possessed any tattoos! My access to the
dungeon store, and all the abilities that came with it, were
completely gone!
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 managed
to stay calm and didn’t panic at all. I coolly considered the
situation. I couldn’t access the store, and I didn’t have the
dungeon lore anymore. However, I did still have the dungeon skills I
had selected before it went away. Although I couldn’t use skills
like portal or map, as they were locked by whatever binding he had
done to me, I still had four jobs equipped. My ability to switch out
jobs at will hadn’t gone away.



  So, the seal was able to block active
skills, but not skills that worked passively. Although my blessings
were gone, I still had the last few skills that I had equipped before
I lose the blessing and the access to my store. That meant that I had
Four Jobs, 10X Experience, 3 Portals, Silent Feet, and Hide Presence,
Map, and Reset. I usually had Advanced Learning equipped, but because
we were assaulting the castle, I thought it best if I had a few
sneaking skills active.


  I also surveyed my jobs. It had been a
very long time since I had taken a look. White Mage was now 45, and
True Dungeon Diver had reached level 50 without unlocking any new
job. That meant that there might be some other condition for more
Dungeon Diving. Slave Master was at 48. It leveled faster given that
it was attached to my girls. True Hero was now at 32, so it was
lagging behind the other jobs. I had also gotten Harem Master up to
15, Dark priest up to 15, Cartographer to 7, Linguist to 5, Monster
Tamer to 30, Intermediate Magician to 10, and Merchant reached 8.


  These levels came both from using
skills and also the occasional leveling I was able to do on Bandits
or in the dungeon. With a 10X experience, levels could come quite
easily. I also got experience from my slaves too, although I wasn’t
clear how it all got factored in. I knew I leveled far faster than a
normal person though. After all, I hadn’t even been in this world
for half a year, yet I already had levels you’d likely see on a
skilled adventurer in their 30s.


  I tried to gauge my strength in the
adventuring guild, and I was told that I sat at around a B rank. I
think they were still underestimating me. After all, I did defeat the
A-rank adventurer Alysia in one on one battle. Then again, that was
kind of a conditional fight, and I really couldn’t take credit for
all of it. Octius had aided me a lot in weakening her and teaching
me, and even then, there was a bit of luck involved.


  With these kinds of thoughts, I managed
to drag things out until someone came to my cell. It was a day or two
later. I actually couldn’t remember how long I had been there. I
was grabbed and pulled out of the cell. Chains were placed on my
hands and I was dragged forward by several guards, or Demonic
Knights, I suppose. The mystery of where Lord Reign was getting all
the knights was finally answered, although I wasn’t any happier
with that knowledge.


  We ended up walking down a large, dark
hall for some time. Were they bringing me to my execution? I looked
around, trying to come up with a means of escape. Even then, I still
didn’t feel fear. I could hear the sounds of constant screaming,
but it wasn’t until they pulled me outside that I realized where I
was. I found myself covering my eyes as I was brought out into a
cheering arena. This was the gladiatorial arena. This is where I was
going to face my punishment, as a public spectacle.
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s I was brought out onto the stage, my eyebrows began to furrow as I saw
more people lined up. Then, they widened in shock.



  “Deek!” Carmine cried out before
she could help herself.


  I shook my head and gave her a look.
Even without Slave Communication, she seemed to catch my meaning. She
immediately glanced up at the observation box where Lord Reign would
be. He was sitting there, but his attention wasn’t on the arena.
Furthermore, so many people were shouting, that no one noticed her
slip. I was still confused though. Why was Carmine there? It wasn’t
just Carmine. There were six others on the stage. This included
Bernard and a few others that looked-like gladiators.


  Don’t tell me that he was going to
make me fight the other gladiators? Knowing Lord Reign, or rather I
should say the Demon Lord who controlled Lord Reign, this would
exactly be in his motif. Glancing up at the Lord, I wondered just how
much free will did he have? Was he just a pawn, or was he controlled
by the Demon Lord to the extent that every action was the Demon
Lords, kind of like how Octius had once used my body?


  I heard a click and looked down with
surprise to see the guard undoing my restraints. I didn’t feel any
particular excitement though. This arena housed many violent and
powerful prisoners. If it was easy to escape, then anyone could get
out of it. The only exit was sealed with bars and protected by four
knights.


  “Don’t try anything funny.” The
guard also nodded toward a line of archers with crossbows aimed down
in our direction.


  Since the matches were optional during
this tournament, and not prisoners, those archers usually weren’t
there. It was clear that their sudden presence was making the
gladiators on stage feel a bit discontent. However, no one provided
them an explanation.


  “Ladies and gentlemen!” Lord
Reign’s voice echoed out over the crowd, causing it to finally
settle into a bubbly quiet. “Welcome to the finals of the Alerith
Tournament!”


  There was a bubbling of excitement and
cheering. Meanwhile, I was poked in the back and encouraged to move
up onto the stage. With an eye on the archers, I reckoned there was
no gain in being difficult. I walked up onto the stage, taking the
seventh place on the stage, opposite Carmine. She was still shooting
me looks out of the corner of her eyes, but she didn’t look any
less curious than the other six contestants. Bernard, in particular,
was watching me with a distinct frown.


  “The finals always take the form of
an endurance run. Three days of nonstop battle until a winner is
finally produced. However, this year, I’ve decided to change things
up a bit.”


  His words caused the contestants, as
well as their representatives and owners on the stands, to looks
around suspiciously, although this only seemed to excite the crowd
even more.


  “There will be seven contestants in
all, the six conquering gladiators…” Lord Reign then smiled at
me. “And a traitorous lord.”


  “A traitor?”


  “Is that who he is?”


  “They should just kill him then.”


  “Please… my city, remember, all men
deserve a chance. Even a traitor like him should have a chance to
return. Am I not magnanimous?” 



  “Cut the crap, what are you doing?”
Bernard shouted, no longer holding back.


  Some people gasped, some laughed, and
some shot Bernard vicious looks, depending on their feelings about
Lord Reign. The man himself seemed completely unaffected.


  “The finals… are a match where you
put your life on the line!”
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s he spoke,
a group that appeared to be mages had started rolling some kind of
large device into the arena in front of them. It looked like a mirror
frame without the mirror. This caused me to frown, feeling even more
confused after his last words.



  “Death? I never agreed to this!”
One gladiator shouted.


  “You can’t do this!” Someone from
one of the manager boxes yelled out.


  “Haha! What are you saying? Whether
you die or not is entirely based on you. I’m not saying death is
mandatory, just that death is a possibility.”


  “Please, my liege, speak clearly!
What is it that you want us to do?” An older bloke with a beard who
seemed to be a more respectful gladiator cried out.


  Lord Reign seemed to be relishing in
people’s shock and confusion, but he finally put up a hand and
willed the room to silence.


  “Very well… for the finals, you
will all be sent… to another world!”


  My mouth dropped slightly, especially
given his bold claim. How could I not be surprised by such a
declaration? Other responses ranged from confusion to incredulity.


  “It’s a dungeon!” He declared.
“Although it’s unlike any dungeon you have ever seen. This
dungeon doesn’t exist in levels, but locations. It’s an entire
small world… a dark world. In the center of that world is a castle.
You should consider just being allowed to go as your reward. After
all, this place is filled with riches beyond our wildest dreams. It
will be up to you to acquire said riches yourself. I should also add,
that the reward I’ve promised is within that world. The first
person to rescue the dwarf and take the treasure will naturally be
the winner.


  “We have to get the reward
ourselves?” One of the gladiators growled darkly.


  “Correct! There is a castle in the
center of this dungeon. This castle is protected by a terrible
dungeon boss. However, there is also a portal in the treasure room
that will return you to this world. It will remain open for three
days. As long as you step through, you will live, and get to keep
whatever rewards you found.”


  “We were never told about any
dungeons!” Bernard said unpleasantly.


  “How could I call any of you a true
champion just because you’re the best at fighting one on one? This
is a time for you to truly put all of your skills to the test!”
Lord Reign seemed surprisingly patient. “This way, every
participant has a chance to bring home an award for their efforts.”


  “And have a chance to die!” A
youthful gladiator with moppy hair cried out.


  “With great risk, comes great reward!
If you do not like it, you may leave, and give up your chance.”


  This caused even more displeasure upon
the finalists.


  “Look at it this way.” Carmine
suddenly spoke up. “Bernard is undefeated. None of you have a
chance of defeating him. Second place was always your best outcome,
but now, there is a chance at first.”


  Bernard jerked at those words, and I
was a bit surprised she spoke as well. She wasn’t wrong though.
Everyone was treating Bernard as if he had already won. Some people
were already starting to call him the Gladiator Hero.


  The other men seemed to realize this as
well. One by one, their mopey expressions started to grow a bit
determined. In a fight like this which was more like a race, every
person had a chance at winning. Bernard’s greatest strength being
the best fighter was no longer an advantage. Lord Reign’s
expression turned pleased as the contestants were convinced of this.


  “So, will any of you step out and not
fight?” Lord Reign asked. “Put your hand down Deek!”


  “Tsk… knew it.” I mumbled.
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he seven
of us stood in place while the mages finished setting up the portal.
They then placed several reagents and began a chant. Whatever this
dungeon was, this entrance was far different than anything I had ever
seen before.



  There were many things about entering
this dungeon that I didn’t think the other gladiators had thought
about. They were blinded by being so close to winning, and also the
promise of rewards. After all, they had all been battling for months
now, and they were so close to the end. Just three more days and a
winner would be announced. Furthermore, this was some unvisited
dungeon unlike anything ever heard of, so the awards had to be
immense. Even without them, Lord Reign had managed to put his rewards
in there for the taking.


  For me, my thoughts were on the lack of
resurrection, the build-up of miasma, and the level of monsters. What
was the point of these rewards if an undefeatable dungeon boss was in
the way? I wasn’t scared, but I was cautious. I didn’t like the
idea of jumping into the unknown. I couldn’t even understand how
just a couple days ago, I had been so impulsive as to enter the
castle. I wouldn’t be captured right now if I had been keeping a
cool head.


  I was very curious why he decided on
this method for the finals. I almost felt like he had done it
specifically to entrap me. I also had a feeling that even if I jumped
through that portal, he wouldn’t just let me go as he promised.
That means that I needed to find some way to escape while I was still
in the dungeon. For everyone else, this was a three-day scramble to
be the first. For me, it was a three-day trek to find a way to
survive.


  “You will all be teleported to a
different corner of the world. You must trek across the world to
reach the center castle and defeat the demon lord before the time is
out. Once the portal closes, you will have no way to return to this
world. This cursed lore is very special. It bubbled off and broke
away from our world ages ago. That’s why it’s more of a world
onto itself. This portal is the only way to travel between them. You
may be the only humans to ever travel to this dungeon again, so make
the best of it.”


  As if he had timed his words perfectly,
it was at this moment the portal opened. It opened a bit like a
flower, the edges unfurling out far past the gate itself. It was
alluring and welcoming, but this was a dungeon, so that was likely
done on purpose as a calculated trap. Dungeon’s fed on mana. A
detached dungeon like this… I didn’t know how it sustained
itself. Its miasma had to be compromised. It might even be dying and
desiccated much like Terra’s dungeon had been.


  Either way, it would want to suck in
and consume any creatures it could find to consume their mana. It was
a dungeon trap like a Venus flytrap.


  “Is three days enough?” One of the
men said nervously as he looked at the glowing entrance with awe.


  “Oh… I forgot to mention that
part.” Lord Reign let out a laugh. “Time moves differently in
this world. You’d never be able to reach the exit in three days.
However, three days out here… are three months in there!”


  “W-what?”


  “S-seriously? I didn’t sign up for
this!”


  “Oi! What are you doing!”


  While we were focused on the pulsating
flower of light, a line of guards assembled behind us. They were now
moving forward with their pikes down. They were forcing us into the
dungeon. These men had already given up their chance to escape. As
for me, I never had a chance. I wasn’t impulsive, but since I had
no choice, I might as well get on with it. I met Carmine’s eye
once, and then I took three quick steps and leaped into the light. I
was the first one to enter.


  [You have entered the Twilight Dungeon.
Destroy the lore to break the curse, or complete the lore for extra
dungeon points and a blessing!]
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 grew up
on the streets of Alerith. That wasn’t saying much. Lord Reign
always charged too much for anyone to live reasonably. Everyone lived
on the streets. However, my family were the kind that struggled to
keep jobs and just keep out of a dungeon. My mother worked as a
seamstress, and my father joined the army.



  He was a soldier working for Lord
Reign, and from a young age, he taught me everything he could on how
to fight. I was very good at it. One could even say that I was a
natural. At only 10, I had unlocked the swordsman job.


  “My child, you’ll be a knight one
day,” he said once as he taught me how to parry. “You’ll be
better than me soon.”


  “That’s impossible. Father will be
a knight one day!”


  “A noble… we could own property,”
he said, smiling. “Well, even knights can’t afford property in
Alerith.”


  “We’ll do it, Dad! We’ll become
rich and live in a mansion!”


  “Hehe… only by continuing to work
hard! Now, back to form.”


  “Y-yes!”


  Those were some of the happiest times
of my life. Although I slept in an alley, my responsibilities were as
light as a feather.


  “I have some news,” Dad announced
as we ate on our typical table cloth where we sat and ate.


  We didn’t eat in the alley, but a
nearby park. We looked like people going on a picnic to the untrained
eye, but this was how most of our meals were taken.


  “What is it, sweetie?” mother
asked, smiling.


  “There is some kind of program Lord
Reign has started. I have a chance… at becoming a Knight.”


  “A knight? A real knight? Does Lord
Reign think that highly of you?”


  “I’ve never met him directly… but
supposedly anyone who goes through their training will be given the
status of a knight.”


  “Dad, you have to go for it!”


  Stupid words. They were some of the
last words I had ever spoken to my father. Two days later, he went to
work, and then he never returned. We never saw him again. My mother
inquired countless times. She couldn’t even confirm if he was alive
or dead. Months passed by, and without his additional income, it was
quickly becoming difficult to keep us fed. Then, my mother grew sick,
and even her seamstress job was ended.


  One night, father came home. He was
changed though. His eyes were sunken in. He seemed to have a darker
complexion. He scared me a bit.


  “Where is it?” He bellowed. “Where
is my sword?”


  He had come home as suddenly as he
disappeared and started bellowing about a sword.


  “H-husband, where have you been?”
Mother asked weakly. “We’ve missed you.”


  He turned and grabbed her collar. “My
sword! Give me my damn sword!”


  “Stop it!” I screamed, grabbing his
arm. “You’re choking her!’


  For the first time, father backhanded
me across the face. I collapsed to the floor as he dropped mom.


  “You have it!” He bellowed.


  “No… you gave it to me! Don’t you
remember?”


  When I fell, the sword I had in my
scabbard which I wore every day to get used to always having a weapon
as dad had once told me to do, clattered against the ground and
caught his attention. I fought with him, but he easily handled me and
stripped me of the weapon. As soon as he held it, it was like my
mother and I didn’t exist. He had torn apart the majority of our
meager home, and then he left just like that. Mother held me as she
wept. I never forgot the sight of my father’s back as he walked off
with the sword in his hands. I never saw him again.


  After that, it got out that we were no
longer protected by a soldier father. We were forcefully evicted from
our alley by other vagrants who had the strength to keep it. Mother’s
condition deteriorated, and I grew desperate. I started doing
underground ring fights for gambling money. To train, I went to the
nearby dungeon and fought for my life.


  I was finally able to bring in some
money for my mother, but her life had been too stressful, and even if
I could feed her, a life on the streets was no life for a woman.
Mother passed away two years later. Although I lost my mother, my
career started to take off at this point. I ended up fighting
voluntarily in the colosseum, and my fame started to grow.


  “Demons! Demons!” A cry came out.


  There was a group of a dozen demons
senselessly murdering people in the street. How had they ended up in
Alerith? Why were they here now? I moved without even thinking about
it. I wasn’t the only one who fought, but I was the only one who
survived. When the last demon fell, there was something oddly
familiar about him. Half-dead, I reached down and picked up his
sword, long and curved.


  “Father’s sword?”


  It couldn’t be possible. The man I
just cut down was a demon. Yet, he had some familiar traits with my
father. However, he had a face full of scars, two horns, and sunken
in features. Before I could dwell on it all much longer, the people
finally came out of hiding. They started cheering my name.


  “Demon-slaying Hero! Demon-slaying
Hero!” They all cried out excitedly.


  “My name is Bernard,” I said.
“Bernard Castille.”
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aissa was bent over, a pillow shoved under her hips to prop her butt up 
into the air. We had just had sex once, and it was time for round two. 
If there was a reason I decided to have sex with her this way, I would 
never admit it was because she was licking my face too much. That wasn’t
 the reason at all! I slid my dick between her thighs and then shoved it
 into her. Having already creampied her once, my dick slid inside her 
with ease.


  

    

    

    “Ahhn! So, deep!” She cried out.


    

    

    I stopped for a moment, growing a bit concerned that I might be upsetting the baby. “Too deep?”


    

    

    “No! No, don’t stop!”


    

    

    She had been extremely submissive up until now, so hearing her be a bit willful was nice. Since she had given me the okay, I started to thrust into her from behind. Her tail didn’t wag as I banged her. Instead, it stood up and curved, folding away from me to the point where it didn’t even come close to touching me. I didn’t know if she was doing that for my consideration, or if this was just how her tail was.


    

    

    When it came to Lydia, her tail would wrap around me, like she wanted to entangle every body part with mine. When it came to Miki, her big bushy tail pressed against me aggressively, threatening to tickle me at any moment. Used to their invasive tails, Raissa's was a bit of a surprise. It wasn’t like a hairy tail or wings bothered me anymore. After having slept with so many different women of different species, I didn’t worry about such little things.


    

    

    “Ahh… Ahhn… Oh…” She panted as I slammed my cock deep inside her.


    

    

    She was drooling on the pillow under her as she panted and moaned, her hands grabbing it tightly for dear life as she took everything that I gave her.


    

    

    “If you keep it up like this… I’m going to… I’m going to… Ahhh! Ahhooooooo!”


    

    

    Raissa’s back arched, and she pushed up with her arms, lifting her head. Her moans suddenly turned into a howl as I took her from behind. Her cries were extremely loud, causing the entire room to vibrate. If someone in the house didn’t know what was going on in the bedroom before, actually, they still might be somewhat confused by the howling.


    

    

    In the streets of Alerith, where it was dark and there were only a few lanterns and light stones lighting the way, dogs started barking and people started looking outside their windows, wondering if a wolf monster had snuck into town. I eventually learned that the night watch was called, although I never told Raissa this.


    

    

    As she came, her pussy tightened aggressively on my cock, throbbing erotically as it tried to suck it down. It was this hungry pussy that ate semen so readily that got Raissa pregnant in the first place. Now, it was compelling me to lose another load deep inside her.


    

    

    “I’m going to cum.” I whispered into her ear, which raised as she wasn’t too far in front of me.


    

    

    I bit her ear, causing her to whimper in long, erotic howls. “Mmmmaster… cumming while rubbing my insides… I’m going crazy!”


    

    

    I continued to thrust into her even while I came, my cock mashing into her, the juices making lewd wet noises as I thrust into her more and more.


    

    

    “Yes! Yes!” She moaned, finally losing the last of her strength and collapsing back down on the bed.


    

    

    I carefully lay down while holding her, turning her to the side so we could lie next to each other while my cock still sat inside her. I gently stroked her stomach and held her as she took deep haggard breaths. She eventually recovered, and then we went again and again. Suffice it to say, no one in the house got a lot of sleep that night.
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ou're here
again?” Penny asked. “You’re not going to find bro in that
book.”



  Sarah looked up and sighed. “I’m
looking into the stuff that Deacon read before he disappeared. Maybe,
we can figure out where he went by seeing what he saw.” 



  Penny responded with a loud chuckle as
she stretched her luxurious body in a notable way. Penny had walked
up to Sarah in the library, and despite the location, she acted just
like anywhere else. Fortunately, this was the second floor and there
weren’t too many people nearby to be annoyed by her loud voice and
flamboyant behavior, but it still caused Sarah a bit of
embarrassment. This wasn’t to say she was ashamed of Penny. Quite
the opposite, she admired a woman like her, who was brimming with
confidence. She could never be like that. 



  She noticed Penny leaning over her. Her
chest was in a position where if any boy was sitting across from
them, he’d be getting a splendid eyeful. Sarah was mortified, but
she didn’t say anything. She knew that Penny, as a model who
constantly had people’s eyes on her, was more conscious of her
surroundings than anyone. Even just standing there, she looked
beautiful from any angle. She had long legs, an impressive chest, and
a slim physique. She truly looked like a glamor model. If she had any
true annoyance with Penny, it was that she was so perfect and
beautiful that it made Sara feel like the frumpy girl that she was. 



  “Did Deek really read all of these
books?” Penny asked, looking at the books scattered across the
table. 



  “Mm… Deek used to love to read. He
was always reading, I mean, when he wasn’t playing games.” 



  Penny reached down and picked up a
book, minding her long, lacquered nails to keep from breaking them.
“Izzy Kai. What’s that? Is it some kind of karate? Wachau!” 



  She made a stance, doing a sloppy
karate chop in the process. This earned a few glances from other
people on the floor. 



  “It’s Isekai,” Sarah said, trying
to hide her face. “It means another world. Deek used to like
reading about people going to other worlds. You know, role-playing
stuff.” 



  “Huh. It sounds like he wanted to get
away from his life.” 



  Sarah shot up and glared at her. “He
didn’t run away! Don’t believe the rumors on campus!”


  Penny held up her hands defensively.
“I’m sorry, I was just saying!” 



  “Well, maybe if you have so much time
to talk, then you could have time to look!” 



  A hurt expression crossed Penny’s
eyes, and Sarah immediately felt guilty. 



  “I’m sorry…” Penny said. “I
know I can be a bit… abrasive. I really want to find him too…” 



  “I know… I’m sorry I snapped.”
Sarah grabbed Penny’s hand. “I’ve just been stressed. I don’t
want you to be mad at me.” 



  “Me neither.” Penny teared up.
“You’re actually the first real female friend I’ve ever had.
Other models are major witches. I really treasure our friendship.” 



  “Still friends?” 



  “Sisters?” 



  “Sisters.” 



  They gave each other an awkward side
hug, although Sarah was sitting and Penny was standing. 



  “Excuse me. You’re Penelope
Williams?” A college-aged guy with glasses and acne asked. 



  The two turned to the person who had
come up to them, only to see his eyes locked on Penny’s chest. She
wasn’t as dipped over as previously, but she still straightened to
give him less of a feast.


  “Yes?” She asked in an icy voice. 



  “I’m a big fan! I have your poster
on my wall! Can I have an autograph?” He asked, pushing out a pen
and paper. 



  “Oh.” Her shoulders hunched like
the steam had gone out of her. “Yeah, I guess.” 



  Sarah knew what she was thinking. She
had been hoping someone came with information on Deek. Weeks had
passed since they started making announcements, and the only people
who approached with information were guys, and the only reason they
approached was to have a chance to hit on Penny. At least this guy
didn’t feed them useless information or lies for ten minutes before
we found out his true nature. Penny quickly signed his picture. It
was the modeling agency's policy. Never refuse the chance to keep a
fan. However, instead of leaving despite her lukewarm actions, he
turned to Sarah. 



  “You’re that Deacon kid’s cousin,
right?” 



  Sarah blinked, feeling just a sliver of
hope. “I am.”


  “A pretty girl like you needs some
help. If you want, I can hand out some fliers for you.”


  Just as Sarah opened her mouth, Penny
held her hand out and stepped forward. “We’re good, thanks.” 



  Even though her words were pretty
dismissive, the guy seemed to pick up on none of it. He talked with
them a bit more and then walked away. As he left, he waved one more
time as he descended the stairway. Penny waved back and smiled, but
she spoke under her breath while maintaining her smile in a voice
only Sarah could hear. 



  “You’re not going to get any of
this. Ever.” 



  “I think he’s in the women’s
studies class with us.” Sarah mused. “Why did you deny his help?
Maybe we’d have more success if we got more people working on
this.” 



  “You’re cute sometimes.” Penny
sighed, looking down at Sarah with a smirk. 



  “What?” 



  “Girl, the only thing that guy wanted
to work on is in your pants.” 



  “What?” Sarah’s eyes widened.
“Th-that can’t be true! Besides, why would he hit on me when
you’re here?” 



  “You’re a lot cuter than you think.
Besides, I scare some guys off since I’m tall and talk too much.”


  “That’s…” She blushed, wanting
to deny these words outright. 



  “Have you ever had sex?” Penny
asked. 



  “What? Ah!” Sarah grew extremely
flustered under the sudden question. 



  “Virgin then… but I bet there is a
guy you want to sleep with.” Penny narrowed her eyes and leaned
over like she did when she was suspicious of something. 



  “That’s… none of your business…”



  Sarah remembered back to a few months
ago. The day she found out Deek was missing, she had come there to
wow him with her new body, and then she even wanted to… let’s
just say, Penny was too observant sometimes.


  “Was it Deacon?” 



  And she nailed it right on the head. If
Sarah was flustered before, she was almost catatonic now. As she made
a strangled voice, her entire body glowed red. 



  “Oh, my god! It is! I was just
joking!” 



  “That is… I mean… what about
you?” Sarah tried to focus on herself. 



  “Do I want to bang Deek? He’s not
my type! Besides, he’s my half-brother, gross.” She looked down
at Sarah and then let out a cry. “Ah! But cousins are fine! I mean,
it's common, right? Kissing cousins? I didn’t mean to embarrass
you, please forgive me!” 



  She lowered her head, the sincerity in
her voice and actions finally allowing Sarah to calm down.


  “No, I meant, v-virgin.” She
couldn’t even say it without stuttering. 



  “Mm…” She nodded. “I haven’t.”



  “Really?” 



  “You don’t have to look surprised!”
Penny whined, causing Sarah to feel guilty for assuming. “Ah…
it’s just, I never found the right guy.”


  “What is… I mean… the right guy?”
Sarah was too shy of a girl to have this kind of conversation.


  “Hmm…” she crossed her arm,
thinking about it. “I like an alpha male. A tough guy. Strong
enough that he can take care of himself. However, I want him to be
supportive too. I want him to take care of his women.” 



  “Women! Multiple?” Sarah’s eyes
widened. 



  “Haha! Why not? I need a guy in
charge. He’s got to be ambitious! He should have dozens of women,
and they should all serve his every need! He’s the master in the
relationship, and they’re all his slaves.” 



  “You want to be a slave?” Sarah
went white. 



  “He can try to make me, ha! He’s
got to be strong enough to make me submit though, and I won’t make
that easy. The only guy that would suit me would be a powerful
person, like an emperor or something. Ah, someone like this guy.
That’s totally my type.” She pointed down to one of the books. 



  Sarah followed her finger and then
blinked. There was a man with red eyes, sitting on a throne, with
three scantily clad women with chains around their neck. Not
everything Deek read was necessarily stuff Sarah approved of. 



  “That’s the Demon King.” 



  “Demon King…” Penny said the word
like she was testing it out. “Yeah, I like that. The only guy good
enough to date me would be a Demon King!” 



  Sarah giggled, suddenly feeling a bit
better. Penny laughed with her, far louder than she should have for a
library. Penny liked bad boys, it seemed. The more dangerous they
came off, the more she’d like them. 



  “You’re right.” Sarah finished
giggling. “That’s definitely nothing like Deek.”
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