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			Chapter 1

			I'm a Hobgoblin. My Second Life, a Desperate Start

			My name back when I was human was Mamoru Kikuchi. I was thirty eight years old. A single man with no wife and no children. It wasn't a life I could be proud of.

After graduating from college, I landed a job at a mid-tier advertising agency. The work was grueling, my boss was a tyrant, and my subordinates never listened. Every day was a mountain of projects just to get through. Unreasonable clients. Endless late nights of overtime.

Still, I told myself, "I'm an adult," and "I'm a working professional," and worked on, crushing my emotions. The dark circles under my eyes became a permanent fixture. I kept stomach medicine on hand at all times while lying that my work was my passion.

And then, one night. My consciousness faded as I swayed on the station platform. The next time I opened my eyes, I was on a hospital bed.

"There were signs of a myocardial infarction, but we found it too late," I think I heard the doctor say. But I wasn't listening anymore.

I just stared up at the white ceiling, thinking vaguely,

"Ah, my life... what was it all for?"

A life of trying my best, enduring, dedicating myself to others, and having nothing to show for it. Then at the very least, in my next life, I hope...

It was at that moment.

The instant I woke up, the smell of dirt, moss, and blood hit my nose. My body was heavy, my fingers thick and hairy. What I saw was the damp ceiling of a cave.

"...Ugh, what is this body...!"

My reflection in a puddle showed a creature with green skin, a protruding nose, and sharp teeth. A monster. That's right, I had been reincarnated as a Hobgoblin.

To make matters worse, I remembered. This place. This scene. This body. It was the dungeon, a cave deep in the forest from the early stages of a game I used to play, "Legend of Brave Regalia." And the Hobgoblin...

"...I know this game... This is bad... Am I the boss the hero kills first...?"

The sacrificial lamb for a level five hero to gain experience and items. My lines were even set in stone.

"Welcome, hero. Your destiny ends here! Die!"

But my stats were weak. A boss who gets killed instantly, no matter how many times you try. That was me now.

"What is this... You've got to be kidding me..."

Again? Am I going to be given a role again, just to be a stepping stone in someone else's story? Is my life, both then and now, just a background character to be consumed for someone else's convenience?

But then, an emotion welled up inside me.

I refuse. This time, I want to live my own story.

My life as a human ended in obedience. But my life as a Hobgoblin has only just begun.

If the hero is coming in three years, I just have to prepare by then. I'll use anything I can, traps, allies, knowledge, to survive. No, I'll defeat the hero. I'll turn the tables on him.

"I am a Hobgoblin. But I'm no loser."

In this world, I will live once more as a Hobgoblin, the boss of a cave.

And so, the story of my desperate struggle to survive, my tale of growth and reversal as Mamoru-sama, the Hobgoblin formerly known as Mamoru Kikuchi, began.



		
			Chapter 2

			Dungeon Remodeling Project Part 1. Pitfalls, Poison Swamps, and the Hall of Illusions

			It was my third day since being reincarnated as a Hobgoblin. Just as I was beginning to accept the reality of being a weak monster, I realized something.

This cave dungeon... its layout is too simple.

It's a single, straight path from the entrance. You pass through a tunnel that looks like the roots of a great tree, and at the very end is a small, open area. That's where the Hobgoblin's "boss room" awaits.

"This is just a bonus stage..."

For the hero, it's just a snack for leveling up. With a layout like this, no matter how much I train, it will immediately become a head-on battle. To prevent that, I made a decision.

The Dungeon Remodeling Project is a go. The first thing I started on was making the terrain more complex.

I bent the straight path left and right, and added side routes to obstruct the line of sight. I also created differences in elevation and dug a ravine spanned by a narrow bridge. Underneath the bridge was muddy water. Falling in would not end well. Of course, I didn't forget to make a "safe passage" on the side for my goblin subordinates.

Next, I started setting up pitfalls. I dug out the earth supporting the floor and camouflaged it with dead leaves and moss. Sharp stakes await anyone who falls. I tried making a spring mechanism using an old tire, and it worked surprisingly well.

The construction work was tougher than I had imagined. I gripped a bone as a makeshift shovel, dug holes drenched in sweat, and was too sore to move at night. But I know this. This hardship is the first step toward killing the hero.

And then, the poison swamp zone. I boiled down forest mushrooms and leaf mold to extract toxins. I slowly collected it and poured it into a hollow. The smell was terrible, but the effect was outstanding. The advice from the Old Imp, a veritable fountain of monster wisdom, came in handy here.

"Heroes are weak to poison, they are. The stronger they are, the more conceited they get. According to this game's history, the hero should be arriving at this cave in about three years."

I see. I'm grateful for the shrewd advice.

Finally, the hall of illusions.

What caught my eye was the Hallucino Grass growing in clusters inside the cave. If you dry it and roast it over a fire, hallucinogenic components fill the air. By combining this with the maze-like terrain, I can throw off the hero's sense of direction and confuse him.

"Welcome to my labyrinth... something like that."

What would happen if a hero, armed with nothing but a starter wooden sword, came to a dungeon full of traps like this? He'd either get scared and run away, or get lost and exhausted, running out of strength before he even reached the boss room.

If that happens, I can see my chance of victory. ...No, it's not that I want to win.

"I'm going to survive. Until that day three years from now."

I will no longer be a supporting character in someone else's adventure. In this world, I will build a fortress for my survival with my own two hands.

And so, without any blueprints, using only a shovel and my own hands, I continue to build my one of a kind, heavily modified dungeon today.

This has turned into something like SASUKE.



		
			Chapter 3

			Dungeon Remodeling Project Part 2. The Monster Subordinate Collaboration Chapter

			Several weeks had passed since I started rebuilding the dungeon by myself. My body had grown accustomed to the work, but I could feel my limits.

"...It's not good to spend a whole day just carrying dirt. My work efficiency is too low."

But this is a monster's den. When I looked around, I saw that other Hobgoblins and goblins were swarming in the shadows of the forest and the depths of the cave. Some of them slept all day, while others fought amongst themselves.

"...Could these guys, by some chance, be useful?"

As a test, I tried speaking to a goblin who was piling stones nearby. Using gestures and a few words, it took some time, but he understood me.

At first glance, they seem savage and unintelligent, but they weren't. Looking closely, I saw individuals who excelled in strength, the "power types," those who were swift and could erase their presence, the "scout types," and even some who could use simple magic like fireballs and smoke screens, the "magic types."

"This... if I train them, they could totally form a platoon...!"

In that moment, the corporate part of my brain from my human days went into overdrive.

Project G (Goblin), initiated! First, a roll call every morning. I made it a habit to check attendance and began basic training.

Starting with "fall in line," I incorporated "hole digging competitions," "supply transport relays," and even "mock battles with an enemy goblin role player" into their daily routine.

They seemed unhappy at first, but when I gave them rewards like Grilled Lizard Skewers and Sweet Mushroom Wine, participation skyrocketed. Gradually, the goblins began to respect me as their "boss."

I also implemented team divisions. The construction team (power types) was in charge of setting up pitfalls and the poison swamp. The patrol team (scout types) regularly patrolled the dungeon and reported any abnormalities. The magic support team (magic types) was responsible for the timing of trap activations and controlling the hall of illusions.

By training as a group, the goblins gradually developed a sense of purpose and pride. To my surprise, they even started learning a little bit of language. Some even began to imitate the way I spoke.

"MAMORU! That. Right good! Hole. Good! Goblin strongest!"

"Alright, Goblin special attack squad, move out!"

Before I knew it, the inside of the dungeon had become organized. It was like a training ground with an attached camp. Wooden watchtowers, racks for drying weapons, an area with medicinal herbs for treating the injured...

Looking at it all, I thought.

"With this, even if the hero comes... we might actually be able to win."

Traps, terrain, group tactics, and magic support. A full fledged defensive line was taking shape, one that no one would believe was created by a single Hobgoblin.

And so, I solidified my resolve to build a new command room, which would also serve as a throne room, in the deepest part of the dungeon.

We are no longer just trash mobs to be defeated at the beginning. We are an army of goblins. Monsters with a military strategy. Someday, we will become an army that rules this world.

Yes, the underdog story of the reincarnated Hobgoblin had only just begun.



		
			Chapter 4

			Dungeon Remodeling Project Part 3. Negotiating with the Local Lizardmen, Trolls, and Orcs to Build a Cooperative System

			The reinforcement of the forest cave dungeon was progressing steadily. The training of the goblin unit was on track, and the maintenance of the traps was going smoothly. But I knew better. If I let my guard down, I'd be done for.

"This still isn't enough..."

The hero will definitely come here. And he'll have leveled up. A single force alone will inevitably hit a limit. I decided to broaden my perspective.

"Let's cooperate with the surrounding monsters."

An alliance. Just as local businesses in the human world survive through regional cooperation, in monster society, teaming up with capable allies would significantly increase our chances of winning.

First Negotiation Target: The Lizardman Tribe (Dwellers of the Water's Edge). The Lizardmen, covered in fish like scales, lived in the swamp that flowed on the east side of the forest. In front of them, who were particular about hierarchy, I chose my words carefully as I spoke.

"Will you not fight with us? If the hero comes, you will be the next targets."

They were skeptical, but they showed interest in the antidotes and preserved meat I brought with me. Furthermore, when I proposed a strategy while drawing a map of the forest terrain, the Lizardman chieftain nodded with a sharp gaze.

"We, good at water magic. Mist, ice, currents, can make. We... cooperate."

Somehow, the negotiation was a success. In return, we sent two goblin soldiers as escorts and exchange soldiers.

Second Negotiation Target: The Troll Clan (Flame Users of the Mountains). The giant Trolls lived in the rocky mountains to the west. They were slow witted, but their stamina and destructive power were on another level. And they also had the ability to manipulate fire.

"You can shoot fireballs? Really?"

When I expressed my surprise, a Troll showed me by burning a small stone. Sparks flew.

"BOOM! ...Strong. You, make dungeon strong? Me, help."

It was less a negotiation and more a conversation that progressed through emotion and intuition. In return, I promised regular food supplies and the distribution of headache medicine. Apparently, Trolls often use fire too much and get headaches.

The Trolls' fire magic support unit became a powerful ally in anti personnel combat.

Third Negotiation Target: The Orc Tribe (Southern Jungle). There were rumors that they were violent and ferocious ruffians, but when I actually met them, they were a surprisingly polite race that valued order.

"We, regenerate body, fast. Healing power, inherited from ancestors."

Healing magic? I thought it couldn't be, but right before my eyes, an Orc gently stroked the arm of an injured goblin, and the wound closed up in an instant.

"...This is incredible. They're a full fledged healing unit."

I proposed establishing a magic training school for the Orc Tribe. In exchange, we would provide them with land for cultivating medicinal herbs. The negotiations went surprisingly smoothly.

Thus, a Hero Extermination Allied Defense System consisting of four types of monsters was established: water (Lizardmen), fire (Trolls), healing (Orcs), and earth (goblins).

Furthermore, by sharing basic magic education, even the goblins became capable of using simple magic.

The air within the dungeon began to fill with an atmosphere like that of a medieval military academy.

"With this... I've gone from the 'first boss to be defeated' to the 'supreme commander of the monster allied forces'."

The former human man, reincarnated as a Hobgoblin, was steadily evolving into a strategist for the demon race.
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			New Adventurers

			The armaments of the goblin army were far too feeble.

Their weapons were wooden spears, swords, and clubs made by carving forest branches. As for armor, they had shields made by sewing together tree bark, and armor and helmets woven from leaves and vines. Their equipment looked so much like children's make believe that it made me worry if they could truly fight.

"Are we... really going to fight the hero with this?"

As a Hobgoblin, I, the former human Mamoru Kikuchi, was once again facing reality. The dungeon had been prepared, and the troops were starting to develop. But our weapons and armor were too weak.

There was no iron. No fire, no forge, no blacksmith. At this rate, no matter how much we trained, we would be charging in with wooden equipment. There was no way we could win a battle like that.

"Somehow, we need to get proper equipment..."

Human society has blacksmiths and weapon merchants. But monsters and humans are enemies. There was no hope of trading with them now.

One day, as I was at a dead end, some unexpected information came my way.

"The Elf tribe...?"

The Orc chieftain, Dolgo, said the name.

"Indeed. The Elf tribe lives far beyond the sea. They are of mixed human and monster blood. They take a neutral stance and have relations with neither humans nor monsters."

The Lizardman chieftain, Salua, nodded.

"The Elf tribe can use both metal and magic. If we can communicate with them, there might be a chance."

The Troll chieftain, Mog, also said,

"Elves, smart. Me, not understand well. But, they, strong and can make things."

Upon hearing that information, I made an immediate decision.

"Alright, I'm going to meet the Elf tribe."

Not just to hear their story. To negotiate, and if possible, to open a path for trade. For that, I needed trustworthy companions. I selected elites from each tribe and formed a new party.

Party Member Introductions.

Orc Tribe Representative: Defray (Male). An Orc with the qualities of a clergyman, despite his plump physique. He has a reputation for his healing magic and food management. If you anger him, a club will come flying.

"Even Orcs can be delicate, Mamoru. Cooking requires heart, you know, heart!"

Lizardman Tribe Representative: Amy (Female). A tactician who specializes in water magic. Calm and composed, she excels at analyzing situations. She's a bit sarcastic but is deeply trusted.

"You're the commander? ...Well, your looks are what they are, but I have high expectations for you. Mr. Former Human."

Troll Clan Representative: Koni-chan (Gender Ambiguous?). A character with a gap between their giant body and cute way of speaking. A bombardment unit capable of handling high output fire magic. Often gets scolded by those around for burning things too much.

"Koni will do her best! I'll go boom boom a lot!"

"A new party of mixed monster races..."

I, who was fated to be instantly defeated as the boss of the first dungeon in an RPG, was now leading a select group of monsters to negotiate with other monsters around the world.

This was the beginning of a new adventure.

How much stronger can we become by the day the hero arrives? Gripping hope in our hands, we took a step toward a new future beyond the forest.
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			Character Introductions

			Protagonist: Mamoru (Male)

Species: Hobgoblin (Reincarnated)

Age: 38 in human years -> 5 in monster years (after reincarnation)

Title: Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Intelligent and realistic. He utilizes his memories of being human to conquer the monster world as if it were a game. Surprisingly passionate. Although shocked to be reincarnated as a Hobgoblin, his desire not to waste his death motivates him to aim for the top.

Likes: Pork cutlets (currently living an abstinent life as Defray, who forbids pork, is with him), Japanese set meals and beer (only reminisces).

Dislikes: All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them), pickled plums (just can't handle sour things).

Defray (Male)

Species: Orc (Brawler type)

Age: Mid 20s in Orc years

Title: Orc -> Orc Soldier (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Hearty and kind. A passionate man who cares deeply for his comrades and has sworn profound loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of not eating certain things and recognizes him as a sacred companion. His dream is to become a chef and open a demon world restaurant.

Likes: All kinds of meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (particular about charcoal). However, he will never eat pork as it is considered a sacred being.

Dislikes: All insects (squashes them on sight), gets sick for days if he sees insect dishes.

Amy (Female)

Species: Lizardman (Magic type)

Age: 17 in Lizardman years

Title: Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is especially knowledgeable about nature and insect ecology, and once she starts talking about the charm of insects, she can't be stopped. She has opened up just a little bit to Mamoru.

Likes: All insects (for both eating and observation). Catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

Dislikes: All meat (finds it unacceptable as a food culture). Especially dislikes mammalian meat.

Koni-chan (Unknown)

Species: Troll (Fire magic type)

Age: 30 in Troll years

Title: Troll -> Boss Troll (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Cheerful and gluttonous, but has the intelligence of a child. Admires Mamoru as "Teacher" and tries his best to suppress the urge to eat humans. Hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

Likes: Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled and spicy dishes. Since Mamoru told him "You're fired if you eat humans," he has been making do with dried meat.

Dislikes: Fish (dislikes them for being slimy), insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

Evolution List

Goblin Tribe: Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord

Orc Tribe: Orc -> Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord

Lizardman: Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage -> High Lizard

Troll: Troll -> Boss Troll -> Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno
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			Slime Tastes Like Konjac

			A few days into our journey. We had left the forest and were silently proceeding along a narrow path that was more like an animal trail.

"Hey, aren't we running out of food?" I asked, and the Troll girl, Koni-chan, made a face of clear disgust.

"Eww, I hope it's not just bugs and stuff! ...Ugh, there it is again!! Amy-oneesama is catching bugs with her tongue! So gross!!"

Amy the Lizardman warrior, as calm as ever, extended her tongue and skillfully licked up a caterpillar from the underside of a leaf.

"Hmph, that's why you're getting so fat. Bugs are high in protein and low in calories. They're the ultimate natural food."

"Shut up!!"

As if to interrupt our daily squabble, a slime appeared from the woods, quivering and jiggling. It was transparent and jelly-like, with somewhat goofy movements.

"Is it an enemy?"

"Yeah, a weak one."

Amy's tongue flashed out, and Koni-chan followed up with a club. The slime popped with a psht and melted away.

"...Alright, can we eat this?" The moment I muttered that, Defray's eyes lit up and he stepped forward.

"Leave it to me! I may not look it, but I'm very particular about cooking. Cooking is love. I'll prepare it neatly, carefully, and make it delicious!"

Defray took out the frying pan from his waist and began to wash it carefully with fresh water from the forest. First, he strained the slime's mucus with a separate cloth, cutting out only the transparent jelly part. His handling of the blade was delicate, his movements so smooth you wouldn't imagine them coming from a body covered in fat.

"This slime has excellent elasticity. But as it is, it has a strong muddy forest smell. So first, I'll parboil it in Misleaf juice to remove the odor!"

Misleaf, a bitter, pale green grass that can be used to make broth and remove odors, a versatile herb of the forest. He put the slime and Misleaf into a pot over the campfire and heated it slowly.

"Next up are the mushrooms! Found some, Hakushu Mushrooms and Kuroguri Mushrooms. I'll sizzle them in Resin Fat, which I use as a butter substitute! Once they're nicely browned and fragrant, I'll finish with a sprinkle of rock salt."

A rich aroma drifted around us with a sizzling sound.

"Alright, I'll simmer the parboiled slime with the mushrooms, and for the finish, I'll add some crushed Lily Tree Nuts... this will add thickness and richness!"

Koni-chan, the Troll, was drawn by the smell and came closer.

"Wow, that looks... kinda tasty..."

"Alright, it's done! The bounty of the forest, a herb stew of slime and mushrooms! And here's some Slime Mochi, made by mashing and solidifying the slime. Please, help yourselves!"

I hesitantly took a sip of the soup.

"...This is... good. Yeah, slime is... like konjac. It's an ingredient that can become anything depending on the seasoning."

"Right? The heat, the odor removal, the amount of salt, and the aroma of the herbs. If you cook with respect for the ingredients, even monsters can become a feast!"

Defray had a huge smile on his face, frying pan in hand.

"Cooking is love. Neatly, carefully, deliciously, that's how you eat!"

"...No way, this is delicious..." Koni-chan was deeply moved by the Slime Mochi.

But Amy was the only one who didn't touch her food.

"...Aren't you going to eat?"

"I'd rather eat bugs." Amy crossed her arms and looked away.

And so, the journey of a monster party with completely different tastes and personalities began with a delicious (?) dish. There were two gluttons in this party.



		
			Chapter 8

			Beware of Monsters! Selling Safety Prayer Charms

			After leaving the forest, we arrived at a small human village. It was a peaceful farming village nestled between mountains and a river. The air was fresh, but they had no money.

"It's about time we got some human money," Mamoru muttered.

"Huh, human money? But do monsters use human currency?" Koni-chan tilted her head, looking puzzled.

"Of course we do. We need money to procure supplies. And what's more, we're monsters. We're going to use that status to our advantage."

What I took out was a handmade "Safety Prayer Charm." A slime's shed skin, dried Misleaf, a Lizardman's scale, an Orc's nose ring. And a single Prayer Stone.

"This is a protective charm that only works within my territory. I've already spoken to the chieftains of the allied tribes. Humans wearing this charm will not be attacked. Or rather, I've told them to make it harder to attack them."

"I see... so it actually works." Amy looked convinced for a change.

"Exactly, so it's not a scam. It's a legal, practical, and moreover, a humanitarian monster business."

When I met the village chief, he was clearly shocked by my appearance.

"A... a monster...!"

"Please be at ease. I mean you no harm. In fact, I've come to protect the peace of your village."

I politely offered him the charm.

"This is a Safety Prayer Charm. This entire area is part of the monster territory of which I, Mamoru, am the lord. Those who possess this charm will be less likely to be attacked by the monsters within my domain, Goblins, Lizardmen, Trolls, and Orcs. I will give you one for free."

"W-what...! Thank you, thank you so much...! To think a monster-sama would do so much for us...!"

The chief fell to his knees in gratitude, tears streaming down his face as he spoke. I continued my business pitch.

"If you'd like to distribute them to the villagers, I can mass produce them. A thirty percent discount for bulk purchases, and a special edition with a prayer costs an additional silver coin."

In the end, he bought enough for all the villagers, and even bought the prayer edition in bulk. I smiled, a bag of silver coins in my hand.

"Hey... isn't this kind of mean, tricking them?" Koni-chan looked appalled.

"As long as you're in Mamoru's territory, it actually works, right? If he's negotiated it properly, there's no problem," Amy muttered.

"More importantly... since when did Mamoru-sama's territory get so big?" Defray chuckled wryly.

"Heh heh, my creed is to first sell protection in order to rule."

Monsters aren't yakuza. We exist somewhere between politics and business. Probably.

And so, we set off on our journey again. The Safety Prayer Charms swaying in the wind.

"Still, for a monster to sell safety for money..." Koni-chan frowned.

"It's because we're the ones who are dangerous," Amy retorted under her breath.

"We're like bears coming down from the mountains," I said with a wry smile.

"If we go down to the village, they're scared of us. If we stay in the mountains, they forget us. But the truth is... we're not that violent."

"We may not be violent, but we do get hungry," Amy said, pouting as she snatched an insect with her long tongue.

"Even if we're hungry, we won't attack those we've decided to protect. That's... the pride of monsters." I shifted the pack on my back and started walking toward the setting sun.



		
			Chapter 9

			Oamunite Tastes Like Clams

			It happened while we were searching for ingredients in an inlet at low tide.

"There it is, a huge one!"

From out of the sand, with a roar like "Gwaaaaah!", emerged an abnormally large Oamunite. Its shell was as hard as rock, and its legs were as flexible as whips, said to have the incredible power to coil around prey and crush it.

"It's so gross! I don't wanna!!" The moment Koni-chan hid behind me, a tentacle shot out, stretching towards me.

"Here it comes!"

"Leave it to me!" With a sharp voice, Amy stepped forward. A long spear was gripped in her hands.

"The weak point is the gap in its shell. If you can stop its movement, I'll pierce it!"

"Got it, Defray!"

Defray and I ran, flanking it from the left and right.

"Over here, you slug!"

"Nu ha ha, don't let your guard down!"

I kicked a slime and threw it, obstructing its vision. Defray threw a handmade herbal powder, making the ground beneath its feet slick. The moment the Oamunite's foot slipped, its body tilted with a clunk.

In that opening...

"Now!!"

Slicing through the wind, Amy's spear shot out in a straight line.

Zubaa!!

"Gyaaaaaaaaa!!"

The sharp thrust pierced the gap in its shell, reaching deep into its flesh. The Oamunite convulsed for a moment, then collapsed, foaming at the mouth.

"We did it... we did it...! You pierced through that hard shell perfectly!"

"Nice, Amy. That was some expert spear work."

"Hmph... shellfish are better than bugs, I guess."

"Alright, now what do we do with this?" I said, looking down at the corpse, when a heavy shadow approached from behind with a thud.

"Leave the cooking to me. This shellfish, you see... it goes well with tomatoes." Defray said with a smile, his cook's uniform straining at the buttons.

"Phew... a fine shellfish. Even the hard shell will make a good stock."

After the battle, Defray prepared the fire while re-tying his apron. The movement was so neat for his large frame that it almost looked like a sacred ritual.

"First, the prep work."

He removed the Oamunite's tentacles one by one and carefully took out the meat from inside the shell. Inside was plump meat similar to a scallop adductor, the liver, and soft innards.

"Hmm, the liver is strong, but... if you simmer it with aromatic vegetables, it turns into umami."

He skillfully removed the sand, washed it lightly with salt water, and then threw garlic into a pot heated with olive oil. A sizzling sound and a wonderful aroma filled the air.

"Now for the white wine!"

Steam rose with a sizzle. The smell alone was enough to make my stomach rumble. He added aromatic vegetables (finely chopped onions, celery, and carrots) and sautéed them thoroughly to bring out their sweetness.

"This part is important. Sautéing makes the sauce well-rounded."

Then he added the Oamunite meat. He tossed in the pre-browned pieces all at once and sautéed them together.

"Alright, the finishing touches. In goes the canned tomatoes."

The red of the tomatoes instantly colored the pot. He added a little basil, bay leaf, and a touch of miso as a secret ingredient.

"The heat should be low and slow. With love... you know."

He quietly put the lid on and let it simmer for twenty minutes.

"It's done. 'Oamunite Tomato Stew,' please enjoy."

The dish, served in a large soup bowl, was beautiful to the eye with the red of the tomatoes and the green of the herbs, and the Oamunite's scallop-like meat glistened plumply.

Amy's eyes widened involuntarily after one bite.

"What is this... I hated shellfish... but this is... so... delicious...!"

Koni-chan also mumbled while chewing,

"I thought it was gross... but this is so good... you're not bad, piggy."

"...I'll take 'piggy' as a compliment." (For the Orc Tribe, pigs are sacred creatures.) Defray smiled shyly, then placed a hand on his chest and muttered his catchphrase.

"Cooking is love. Neatly, carefully, deliciously."

The Oamunite tasted similar to clams. If we had pasta, this would be vongole bianco. I want to eat pasta. So thought Mamoru, reminiscing about his time as a human.



		
			Chapter 10

			The Human Fortress

			Hiding deep within a thicket of grass, we silently watched what lay ahead.

A fortress built by humans. High stone walls were stacked in layers, with soldiers armed with spears and bows on the watchtowers. Fields and a well could be seen around the fortress, and the faint sounds of people living their lives reached our ears.

"...So, what's the plan?"

When I asked, the immediate response was a hardline opinion.

"It's a joke to turn back now. The meat, seasonings, and pots are in there, right?" Defray's eyes were shining brightly. Needless to say, his targets were cooking utensils and ingredients.

"I want to see what human weapons are like," Amy said with a cool expression, twirling her spear.

"It's gross and scary... but there might be sweets inside," Koni-chan was also, unexpectedly, in favor of charging in.

In the end...

Hardliners: Defray, Amy, Koni-chan.

Detour faction: Just me.

...Hey, wait a minute, you guys. We look like monsters, you know?

I tried desperately to persuade them.

"This is a bad idea, think calmly, will you? It's a human fortress. Do you think we're in any state to negotiate properly?"

"We don't need to negotiate. Let's just sit in seiza in front of the gate and wait."

"That's the most suspicious thing you could do."

"I'm hungry already!"

With no agreement reached, we headed toward the fortress's main gate.

We passed through the cobblestone road and advanced toward the gate. Then...

Pyun! Hyunn hyunn hyunn!!

"Arrows!? Whoa!!"

Arrows rained down on us from above the gate. They stuck into the ground with thuds, and one grazed Defray's head, sending his hat flying.

"Looks like we're not welcome!"

"Hey! That almost hit my hair!"

"I don't wanna! I hate getting hurt!"

I yelled.

"Retreat! Retreat!!"

We ran back with all our might. We dove into the bushes, gasping for breath as we lay flat on the ground.

"...Well, of course. We looked super suspicious, didn't we?"

Amidst the mixed smell of dirt and sweat, I pictured our appearances.

A pig-like Orc charging from the bushes, a bug-eating beauty, a short, stout girl with horns, and me, a Hobgoblin with an ugly face.

Soaking wet, we all collapsed onto the mud, out of breath.

"...Who was it that said we should charge in...?"

"...That was... more intense than I imagined..."

"Arrows are scary... if one hit, you'd die..."

Everyone fell silent. After a while, Defray muttered quietly.

"Sorry... I was hungry, I wasn't thinking straight. I wasn't calm."

"Me too. I was too eager to see their weapons."

"I... might have gotten carried away... sorry..."

I slowly got up and looked at the three of them.

"...But you know, it's good that we failed. Because now, we're actually talking to each other."

A brief silence, then the four of us looked at each other and laughed at the same time.

"From now on... let's come up with a proper plan. We're Team Monster, after all."

"Yeah. Both cooking and tactics depend on preparation."

"Maybe we should try sneaking in from the back next time?"

"How about a snack operation!"

In the twilight thicket, the shadows of four monsters swayed. Comrades who had been hurt together, fled together, and reflected together.

We're monsters, but in our own monstrous way, we're becoming a team. And so we reflected on the day's events.

Well, this is a case of 'more haste, less speed.' We'll continue through the forest.



		
			Chapter 11

			We Evolved with Forest Milk

			Having given up on forcing our way through the fortress, Mamoru and the rest of our monster party chose to take a detour through the forest.

"What is that...?"

Deep in the forest, there was a mysterious, white, shining being. With fluffy blonde hair, bountiful breasts, and a sensuous swaying that didn't seem like a monster at all. Its name was Cow-girl.

"That's way too lewd..."

But it was a monster. If we let our guard down, we'd be instantly suffocated by a double breast press. We fought as one. Amy created an opening with her spear, Koni-chan provided rear support, Defray acted as a meat shield, and I was the decoy. Through teamwork, we somehow managed to defeat it.

And what we obtained was Forest Milk. The white liquid from the Cow-girl, hailed as the milk of life. It was faintly sweet and faintly warm. It had high recovery effects and was also said to enhance magical power.

"Alright! Time to cook!" Defray brandished his frying pan with a smile.

"First, butter."

Defray assembled a simple churner using a stone mortar he found in the forest. He poured the freshly milked Forest Milk from the Cow-girl into a wooden bucket and stirred it rhythmically with a log stick.

"Monster milk has a high fat content, so if you churn it like this, it'll start to separate."

The viscosity increased, a layer of cream appeared from the milk, and eventually, it turned into a yellow lump of butter. He carefully removed the floating butter, filtered it with moss, and washed it with cold river water to increase its purity.

"There we go... this is Forest Butter. The aroma is different, isn't it?"

A fragrant and sweet smell drifted through the forest.

"Next are the ingredients. I'll use plenty of the forest's bounty."

Defray took out a large iron pot and prepared ingredients like mushrooms he had gathered in the forest (probably edible), the root of a grass that resembled an onion, and a konjac-like substance made from hardened slime. When he dropped the butter in, it melted with a sizzle.

"This sound, this smell! The beginning is crucial for a stew!"

As the butter melted, he added the onion-like wild grass and sautéed it slowly until its sweetness was brought out. When it turned transparent, he added the slime konjac, chopped mushrooms, and scraps of beast meat.

"If you burn it, it's over. You have to put your love into it. Cooking is love."

After slowly sautéing to bring out the umami, he poured in plenty of Forest Milk. The rich ingredients swam in the cloudy white soup.

"Now for the deciding flavor. Dried herbs and... this."

Defray carefully took out a piece of rock salt from his pocket. It was a precious seasoning from the salt lakes of the demon lord's territory. It adds depth to the flavor.

"Simmer... simmer..."

A gentle sweetness and rich aroma wafted from the simmering pot. It was as if our bodies were being healed before we even ate.

"It's ready. Forest Milk Stew. There's seconds."

From the wooden bowls handed to us rose steam and a sense of happiness.

"Th-this is so good...!"

"It's the Forest Milk... it's the best...!"

The moment it entered my mouth, my whole body melted. The richness of the thick Forest Butter, the aroma of the herbs, the fragrant scent of the milk. It was a taste that made us forget the fatigue of adventurers and the suffering of being monsters.

"...I'm fine. I'm not interested in overly sweet milk."

Next to her comrades who were rejoicing around the Forest Milk Stew, Amy stood up nonchalantly. Her red eyes stared sharply into the depths of the forest.

"After all, this suits me better..."

Rustle... She poked the back of a fallen log with the hilt of her sword, and several large, black, shiny beetles scurried out.

"There you are. The plump ones."

Amy quickly picked up a bug and took a pinch of salt from her leather pouch. She sprinkled it on the bug and popped it into her mouth without any hesitation.

"...Crunch, squish... hmm. Good protein."

With the sound of the crunchy shell being crushed, the bug's juices spread on her tongue.

"I knew it, this is more calming for me."

Her face was expressionless. But her eyes seemed somewhat satisfied.

Defray couldn't help but call out to her.

"H-hey, miss... you really don't want any stew? I made it with love, you know?"

"Thank you. But bugs are enough for me. ...You all, be careful not to get an upset stomach."

With those parting words, Amy returned to the shade of a tree and began searching for bugs again.

Koni-chan whispered in my ear.

"Amy-san... sometimes she really acts like a lizard, doesn't she..."

"Yeah, but that's what's good about her," I couldn't help but mutter.

"This Forest Milk Stew warms you to the core...! It's the best...!"

Everyone nodded silently and smiled.

It was at that moment.

A brilliant light burst forth from our bodies.

"W-what is this...!?"

Me, Mamoru: Hobgoblin -> Evolved to Goblin Captain.

Defray: Orc -> Evolved to Orc Soldier.

Amy: Lizardman -> Evolved to Lizard Shaman.

Koni-chan: Troll -> Evolved to Boss Troll.

Our magical power increased, and our bodies ascended to a higher state of being. The battles, the effort, and the power of the Forest Milk had finally borne fruit.

When we realized it, we were standing at the edge of the forest.

Spreading out before us was...

"A plain...?"

A vast grassland stretched as far as the eye could see. But there was an unsettling atmosphere about it.

"Next... will be a new land where our influence doesn't reach at all."

"Or maybe it's the territory of even more terrifying monsters," Amy said with a shrug.

"But... we have to do it!"

"That's right, next it's our turn to rule!" Defray declared, holding up his frying pan.

We took one step onto the grassland. For a new adventure, and for further evolution.

End of Chapter Two



		
			Chapter 12

			Character Introductions

			Protagonist: Mamoru (Male)

Species: Goblin (Reincarnated)

Age: 38 in human years -> 5 in monster years (after reincarnation)

Title: Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Intelligent and realistic. He utilizes his memories of being human to conquer the monster world as if it were a game. Surprisingly passionate. Although shocked to be reincarnated as a Hobgoblin, his desire not to waste his death motivates him to aim for the top.

Likes: Pork cutlets (currently living an abstinent life as Defray, who forbids pork, is with him), Japanese set meals and beer (only reminisces).

Dislikes: All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them), pickled plums (just can't handle sour things).

Tiris Ernhardt (Female)

Species: Dark Elf

Age: 142 years old (a young adult by elf standards, equivalent to early 20s for humans)

Title: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Tiris is serious and has a strong sense of responsibility, always remaining calm and composed. She is strict with both herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the elves and the laws of the forest above all else. However, she secretly dreams of coexisting with other races, and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonists. She is particularly drawn to Mamoru (the Hobgoblin), initially holding hostility towards him but gradually becoming captivated by his intelligence and words. Her weakness is that she's bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears quickly turn red.

Likes: Fruits (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an attachment to herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moonbathing.

Dislikes: Slimy things (slimes, okra, natto, etc.), people who are direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan difficult to deal with), machinery that runs on magic (feels it is against nature).

Defray (Male)

Species: Orc (Brawler type)

Age: Mid 20s in Orc years

Title: Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Hearty and kind. A passionate man who cares deeply for his comrades and has sworn profound loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of not eating certain things and recognizes him as a sacred companion. His dream is to become a chef and open a demon world restaurant.

Likes: All kinds of meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (particular about charcoal). However, he will never eat pork as it is considered a sacred being.

Dislikes: All insects (squashes them on sight), gets sick for days if he sees insect dishes.

Amy (Female)

Species: Lizardman (Magic type)

Age: 17 in Lizardman years

Title: Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is especially knowledgeable about nature and insect ecology, and once she starts talking about the charm of insects, she can't be stopped. She has opened up just a little bit to Mamoru.

Likes: All insects (for both eating and observation). Catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

Dislikes: All meat (finds it unacceptable as a food culture). Especially dislikes mammalian meat.

Koni-chan (Could be male)

Species: Troll (Fire magic type)

Age: 30 in Troll years

Title: Boss Troll -> Flame Troll (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Cheerful and gluttonous, but has the intelligence of a child. Admires Mamoru as "Teacher" and tries his best to suppress the urge to eat humans. Hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

Likes: Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled and spicy dishes. Since Mamoru told him "You're fired if you eat humans," he has been making do with dried meat.

Dislikes: Fish (dislikes them for being slimy), insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

Evolution List

Goblin Tribe: Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord

Elf Tribe: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf -> Nocturne Elf -> Abyss Elf

Orc Tribe: Orc -> Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord

Lizardman: Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage -> High Lizard

Troll: Troll -> Boss Troll -> Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno



		
			Chapter 13

			The Birth of the Vile, Kansai-Style Hero

			The middle school classroom. It was a living hell.

"What, your lunch is all messed up again today? Here, you eat all of it."

"Gross... this guy's actual garbage."

"Whoa, he's crying! This guy's crying!"

Every day, Taiga Nanjo was kicked, punched, and laughed at in the corner of the classroom. His desk was covered in graffiti. His bag was filled with garbage. His lunch was thrown on the floor, and his water bottle was filled with toilet water. The teachers turned a blind eye. His parents dismissed him, saying, "Maybe you're part of the problem."

No one helped him. No one believed him.

"Why... why is it always me...?"

He broke. That day, he could only remember himself heading to the train tracks as if he were a stranger.

But when he woke up, the world had changed.

"...The hell is this, it's really inside a game."

A familiar forest. The silver armor he wore. The holy sword in his hand. It was the world of a game he had played to death, "Legend of Brave Regalia." And he had been reborn as its protagonist, the hero Ares.

"Haha... hahaha!"

Nanjo sneered. As if cursing the world, his blood boiled.

"So this is my new life, huh. Not bad... this is awesome."

The boy who was once powerless, unable to protect anything, just a punching bag, now had the form of the hero who saves the world.

"First things first... the tutorial forest cave. The boss was a Hobgoblin, I think."

"Hmph, with the me I am now... this should be a piece of cake."

Speedrun? World peace? He wasn't interested. There was only one thing. Revenge.

"Just you watch. I was... reborn and reincarnated in this game for the sake of revenge."

A grassland. A sword. Armor. A world of magic. His appearance was exactly that of Ares, the hero from the game he used to play, "Legend of Brave Regalia."

"...Huh? Is this seriously the world of Regalia? Did I... really get reincarnated as the hero?"

He laughed like a madman.

"No way... haha! Seriously... hahaha!"

I'm not that pathetic me anymore. From now on, it's my era. I can kill. As much as I want, however I want.

"Oh, found one already... an Orc, just lumbering along."

An Orc, walking along the roadside, leisurely and without a hint of malice. He snuck up behind it and drew his sword.

Zuburi. A red liquid spread across the ground. The Orc's eyes widened, and it fell to its knees.

"Killing something that ain't done nothing... what an incredible feeling."

He grinned. In his eyes, which were like a mass of malice, there was no trace of the warmth he once had as a human.

The Orc groaned and turned to look at him.

"P-please, help me... I don't want to fight..."

Begging for his life. The old me used to have eyes like that, too.

"Like I care. I'm not saving anyone anymore, and I'm not asking anyone to save me."

One flash. The blood mist rising from the fallen Orc dissolved into the wind.

"Save the world? Don't be stupid. I'm gonna be the one to rule this world."

He looked up at the sky and laughed.

"This is a game. But I'll be the one to end it. It's this world that's gonna get a game over."

A vile hero was born in this moment. The confrontation between Hero Ares and Mamoru the Hobgoblin was just around the corner.



		
			Chapter 14

			You Monsters are Just Stepping Stones for Me

			"...What's with these goblins. They've gotten a little stronger, haven't they?"

Hero Ares clicked his tongue in dissatisfaction. The forest cave, the Hobgoblin's stronghold. A familiar dungeon he had cleared many times in the game. But the scene unfolding before him was clearly different from what he remembered.

Pitfalls. Poison swamps. Collapsing cliffs. The traps were unreasonably placed, and the goblin soldiers used group tactics. Some individuals even wielded fire and lightning magic.

"This ain't the easy game I know. The balance is broken."

But Ares didn't run. There was no need to.

"Well, whatever. The reward for beating the Hobgoblin is crap anyway... I'll put off clearing this place for later."

Ares smiled. His smile held not a shred of heroism.

"On to the next map. I'll wipe out the Lizardman village."

It was a swampy area, filled with damp heat and green miasma. The home of the Lizardmen.

Ares's suddenly appearing sword cut down the Lizardman warriors, scattering blood.

"You lizards! Tremble in your sleep!"

Burnt scales, flying tails, broken spears. As if he were conquering an area in a game, Ares efficiently and ruthlessly destroyed the village.

A Lizardman mother and child tried to flee. They didn't make it.

Inside the burning houses, screams and roars of anger intertwined.

At that moment, in the center of the village, before a giant wooden altar, a Lizardman who appeared to be an elder stood in his way.

"You... state your name."

"It's Ares. Ah, I think my original name was Taiga Nanjo."

"Then remember this... Ares. No matter how much you rampage, this land is watching. Eventually, you will be struck down by Mamoru... a proud warrior of the Hobgoblin tribe."

"Haha, struck down by who? There's no way a filthy little goblin like that can beat me."

"Your arrogance is your greatest weakness. When one called a hero forgets that..."

With those last words, the chieftain Salua was cut down. He collapsed in a spray of blood, and with his eyes fixed on the statue of a god, he quietly breathed his last.

Ares spat out his words.

"Don't lecture me... you all are just stepping stones for me. Nothing more, nothing less."

The Lizardman village burned down with the sunset. Beyond the smoke of blood, Ares's eyes glinted ominously.

"Mamoru? A Hobgoblin with a human-like name. Could it be? No, surely not."

And so, he began to feel a slight interest in the existence of the warrior known as Mamoru of the Hobgoblin tribe.



		
			Chapter 15

			Training After Evolution and a New Start

			Our party of monsters stepped onto new land. Having evolved, our appearances had changed slightly. Defray of the Orc Tribe looked like a professional chef.

Mamoru: Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain.

"Me... a captain...? Hmph, not bad."

Mamoru, who was once just a brawler, gained a calm mind along with his evolution. Now, his mind holds the art of controlling the battlefield.

"Trap placement, check. Timing for the charge, now... deploy encirclement!"

A rope snagged on a tree branch hoisted enemy soldiers into the air, and pitfalls opened one after another. The former wild child was now like the captain of an expedition team.

"Well, I guess I'm the commander."

Somehow, that's annoying.

Defray: Orc -> Orc Soldier.

"Time to cook!!"

As a result of his evolution, not only his muscles but also his cooking skills were boosted. Chef Defray. The special Stamina Iron Pot Offal he fries is explosive in both taste and nutrition.

"Th-this is... with just one bite, my stamina is fully restored...!"

And it comes with a bonus buff effect. Defray's cooking boosts the entire army's combat ability by 1.5 times.

"After all, a battle is all about the food! My frying pan is the strongest!"

His frying pan is glowing suspiciously.

Amy: Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman.

"Fufu, this is the power of shamanism..."

Shaman Amy, wrapped in a veil of mystery, can now draw magic circles in the air to cast healing magic on her allies or carve curses onto her enemies.

"Don't worry, it won't hurt... you'll just die after the writhing is over."

That smile is the scariest part.

Koni: Troll -> Boss Troll.

"KONI-CHAAAAN!!! ATTACK!! (DOGAAAAAAAAAN!!!)"

A shadow charges in, screaming that. Its name is Koni. Once an underground idol, she is now the king of destruction.

Her furious charge mows down trees, shatters rocks, and even sends her allies flying. Her skin has hardened and turned craggy like stone, impervious even to a sword's blow.

"Wahoooo!! I'm gonna do my best for everyone!!"

No, that "best" of yours is the real threat.

Mamoru: "Koni! Stop! ...Koni!? Are you listening!?"

Defray: "Whoa! The pot's getting blown away!"

Amy: "Hey! My curse incantation platform is...!"

A rampaging former idol. A Troll girl who has become a threat to humanity. No one can stop her now.

Eventually, human scouts appear at the edge of the forest.

"They're... evolving...!"

The humans whose villages were destroyed were in the process of forming a monster extermination unit to defeat the evolved monsters.

That information reached Mamoru's ears.

"So they're coming... Then we'll just have to meet them. We're not the mobs we used to be."

When Mamoru turned around, Koni, the king of destruction, was excitedly swinging an iron ball.

"Humans... despair. My name is Boss Troll Koni-chan."

The counterattack of the evolved monsters begins now.

At the night camp, as my monster companions slept around the bonfire, I looked up at the starry sky.

"...Is this game... really the one I know?"

A cold wind seemed to brush against Mamoru's back.

His body was trembling uncontrollably. Not from anger, nor from the cold.

This was fear.

"...Why... it's not even cold..."

With that mutter, the bonfire crackled quietly. The world was slowly beginning to go mad.

And sooner than planned, the hero appeared in this world. The reincarnated hero, Ares. The most terrifying hero who would drive this world mad. Mamoru did not yet know what that name would bring.



		
			Chapter 16

			Crossing the Plains to the Forest of the Elves

			Having finished their evolution and training, the companions set forth into new lands. Their destination was the Forest of the Elves, which lay beyond the mist. This was not a land they had controlled before.

It was the territory of another race.

"Somehow... the air feels different."

Defray muttered, his frying pan on his back. Indeed, as they approached the forest, the wind grew damp, and the density of the plants became abnormally high. The presence of small animals vanished, and not even the birds sang.

"Be careful. This is elf territory."

Mamoru said in a low voice.

Elves. A noble race with an appearance that could be mistaken for human. However, they were known to hold strong hostility and suspicion towards monsters.

The reason for this was the history of the elves' forest being ravaged by an Orc army in the past. Since then, they have regarded all monsters as invaders and relentlessly set traps for anyone coming from outside the forest.

Bashiin!

"Whoa!? What the heck is this!!"

The moment he stepped over the forest's boundary, the ground beneath Mamoru's feet glowed.

In the next instant, countless magical wires flew from the air, entangling the group.

"Damn it!"

Koni's arm, Amy's tail, and Defray's frying pan were all instantly sealed.

They couldn't move. They could barely even breathe. A cold green mist descended, and the shadows of figures holding bows appeared around them.

"You are not worthy to enter this forest."

It was a beautiful, yet sharp voice.

What appeared was an extraordinary being with golden hair, red eyes, and light blue skin. The Dark Elf female warrior, Tiris.

"Monsters... do you intend to defile this forest?"

Her arrow was aimed straight at Mamoru's forehead.

"...You guys are really on the human's side, aren't you. You won't even listen to what we came here for?"

Mamoru said in a low growl.

"No questions asked. The law of the forest is to eliminate first, talk later."

Her eyes were cold, those of a merciless warrior.

Their first time in the land of another race. A place ruled by a different power and a different logic.

Amy quietly said,

"...Mamoru, what are we going to do...?"

But before he could answer, their vision was engulfed in a blinding flash of light.

They were being carried away. To somewhere deep within the forest.

To a forest of a different culture and isolation, where the rule of monsters did not apply. Mamoru and his companions' journey was finally moving on to the next stage of contact with civilization.



		
			Chapter 17

			The Elves' Troubles and a Deal

			"Whoa!? We're caught!!"

Suddenly, the ground gave way, and Mamoru and his companions were ensnared in a giant net of vines.

"A trap...!? Ugh, what sturdy fibers..."

Even the calm Amy frowned.

"Koni-chan... don't move! The net's going to break...!"

"I wanna move... but I'll hold it in..."

Before long, elves with brown skin, golden hair, and crimson eyes emerged from deep within the forest. The female warrior at their center shouted sharply.

"Monsters, don't move! This is a sacred forest!"

"...We have no hostile intentions. Please, hear us out."

Mamoru replied calmly. In standard language, clearly.

At his words, the elven female warrior, Tiris, narrowed her eyes.

"...How unusual, a monster I can reason with."

Inside a giant tree that resembled a temple. Mamoru and his companions stood before the elf tribe's elder, Finaris, still bound.

"It is hard to believe... but it seems you do indeed possess reason."

"If you have a reason, I would like to hear it. Why did you visit our forest?"

Just as Mamoru was about to answer, Tiris spoke up instead.

"...Elder, I have a report. A band of human mercenaries has infiltrated the sacred spring to the south. It seems they intend to mine the source of the holy water and sell it."

A murmur went through the crowd.

"If we, who cannot fight, were to confront them, there would be many casualties."

The elder looked at Mamoru and his companions.

"If you would lend us your strength. I would like to believe that your actions are not without meaning."

Mamoru nodded immediately.

"Understood. We will stop them."

Amy quietly asked.

"Do you think... they'll trust us?"

Mamoru smiled faintly.

"It's not about whether they can trust us. We have to make them trust us."

Koni-chan smiled as she tore through the net.

"Well then! I'll do my best to help!"

Defray also straightened his chef's hat and gripped his frying pan.

"To protect the spring, we first need to eat. Let's get our strength up and head out."

Mamoru's party of monsters quietly began to prepare for their sortie.



		
			Chapter 18

			The Spring of Myuria, Stained with Blood

			Moonlight shone quietly down on the center of the sacred spring of Myuria. But the air that drifted there was far from sacred.

"...So that's the mercenary band."

Mamoru hid in the forest bushes, observing the situation. The humans, clad in metal armor, were setting up a giant pump and pipes in the center of the spring. Surrounding them were talismans to ward off evil and a portable magic barrier. These were not just mercenaries. They were a trained unit.

"Amy, can you disable the barrier?"

"If you give me a little time... I'll try."

"Koni-chan, charging in is the last resort. Be patient until you get the signal."

"Ugh, I'll be patient... I want to smash it to pieces already..."

"Well then, I'll whip up a dish first."

"...What for?"

"You can't fight on an empty stomach, can you? Here, a grilled meat bowl."

While Mamoru made a dubious face, the operation began.

Amy's shamanism interfered with the barrier's foundational magic circle, and the barrier collapsed without a sound.

In that instant, Mamoru leaped out.

"Now!"

A firecracker-like flash bomb exploded in the center of the mercenary band. As their vision was stolen, Defray charged at them with a large pot.

"Take this! Combat support soup!"

One of the mercenaries took a face full of boiling soup and writhed in agony. In the confusion, Mamoru quickly got behind the captain and pressed a dagger to his throat.

"Move, and I'll cut."

The mercenary band froze.

...But in the next moment, another unit charged out from the bushes!

"Reinforcements!"

"Koni-chan, now!"

"Wooooooooooooooh!! Dosukoi!"

With a roar that seemed to shake the forest, Koni-chan charged. She shattered the magic barrier with her fist and mowed down the heavily armored soldiers. A storm of destruction. Her rampage was truly worthy of her nickname, the King of Destruction.

"You... monster!"

"I'm not a monster! I'm a former idol!!"

The battlefield descended into chaos, but Mamoru calmly controlled the overall situation, and eventually, the mercenaries were forced to surrender.

In the afterglow of victory, Mamoru discovered a thick bundle of documents among the mercenary captain's belongings.

"What's this...?"

Amy read it aloud.

"'Hero Reincarnation Project, Seventh Term Target: Japanese Citizens, Candidate List'...? What is this... The human military is intentionally reincarnating heroes into another world...?"

"And what's more, the next candidate has already been sent... the date is... yesterday?"

Mamoru's hands trembled.

"Sooner... than planned. Something's wrong... Something is happening to this game world."

The spring of Myuria, illuminated by the moonlight, was stained a faint red.

Mamoru felt an inexplicable anxiety at the sight. He couldn't help but shiver.

"...This is bad. This isn't the usual game. Something... is really starting to move..."

Around that time, the reincarnated hero Ares was ravaging an Orc village, slaughtering and annihilating them.



		
			Chapter 19

			The Shadow of the Reincarnated Hero Falls

			"...You're kidding, right...?"

Having completed their mission to protect the spring, Mamoru and his companions received a report from the elf tribe's elder, Finaris. No one could find the words to respond to its contents.

"The chief of the Lizardman tribe, Talg-the-Vine... and also the chieftain of the Orc Tribe, Grago... we've received word that they were defeated by the hero."

Amy's shoulders trembled, and she fell to her knees.

"...Grandfather... no..."

Defray clenched his fists.

"I can't believe it... both chieftains were strong... a hero wouldn't have to...!"

Mamoru remained silent, reading through the report. The detailed records noted a certain characteristic.

"A sword of light in one hand, a spear of lightning in the other. A phantom wearing a 'blue uniform' on its back..."

"The meaning of its words was unclear. But there is testimony that it said things like 'this is a game' and 'a quick clear'."

"...So it's true, after all."

Everyone turned their eyes to Mamoru's voice.

"It's a new hero, one who has just been reincarnated. He probably hasn't even gotten used to this world yet."

"Even so... to defeat two chieftains... the difference in power is just too great..."

Amy looked down, biting her lip.

"This is a hero... a calamity chosen by humans...!"

Tiris stood up quietly.

"...Are you going to fight the hero?"

Mamoru closed his eyes and answered briefly.

"Yeah, I'll fight. He trampled on our pride. I have no intention of running away."

"You are monsters, and it should be a hopeless fight against a hero. So why go so far...?"

"Because that's my conviction."

Tiris's eyes wavered at Mamoru's voice.

"I won't just assume that heroes are justice and monsters are evil. No matter who takes a life, we have a reason to grieve. That much... should be something I can believe in, right?"

Silence fell.

After a while, Tiris let out a small sigh.

"...I was taught that monsters are a plague upon humanity. I always believed that was right. But... watching you, I'm starting to not know anymore. I shouldn't trust you... but my heart wavers."

She sheathed her sword and walked over to Mamoru.

"I have a condition for joining you."

"A condition?"

"...If you fight the hero and still prove that you will not bend your conviction, then I will entrust my sword to your back. Until then, I will be an observer. Neither an enemy nor an ally."

Mamoru smiled slightly and nodded.

"I don't mind. I'll do as I please."

Tiris smiled faintly.

"...Well then, do your best to sway my heart. Mr. Goblin Captain."

On a night when the moon quietly illuminated the forest, Mamoru carved a new resolve into his heart in a world where a shadow had begun to fall.

End of Chapter Three



		
			Chapter 20

			Character Introductions

			Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo) (Male)

Species: Human (Reincarnated)

Age: 14 (before reincarnation) -> 18 (after reincarnation)

Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

Personality: A middle school student from modern Japan, originally from Osaka. He had excellent grades but was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game "Legend of Brave Regalia" was his only solace. In despair, he jumped in front of a train after school, but when he came to, he was reincarnated as Hero Ares in the world of the game he used to play.

Catchphrases:

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'm never going back to the me I was then."

Protagonist: Mamoru (Male)

Species: Goblin (Reincarnated)

Age: 38 in human years -> 5 in monster years (after reincarnation)

Title: Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Intelligent and realistic. He utilizes his memories of being human to conquer the monster world as if it were a game. Surprisingly passionate. Although shocked to be reincarnated as a Hobgoblin, his desire not to waste his death motivates him to aim for the top.

Likes: Pork cutlets (currently living an abstinent life as Defray, who forbids pork, is with him), Japanese set meals and beer (only reminisces).

Dislikes: All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them), pickled plums (just can't handle sour things).

Tiris Ernhardt (Female)

Species: Dark Elf

Age: 142 years old (a young adult by elf standards, equivalent to early 20s for humans)

Title: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Tiris is serious and has a strong sense of responsibility, always remaining calm and composed. She is strict with both herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the elves and the laws of the forest above all else. However, she secretly dreams of coexisting with other races, and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonists. She is particularly drawn to Mamoru (the Hobgoblin), initially holding hostility towards him but gradually becoming captivated by his intelligence and words. Her weakness is that she's bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears quickly turn red.

Likes: Fruits (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an attachment to herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moonbathing.

Dislikes: Slimy things (slimes, okra, natto, etc.), people who are direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan difficult to deal with), machinery that runs on magic (feels it is against nature).

Defray (Male)

Species: Orc (Brawler type)

Age: Mid 20s in Orc years

Title: Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Hearty and kind. A passionate man who cares deeply for his comrades and has sworn profound loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of not eating certain things and recognizes him as a sacred companion. His dream is to become a chef and open a demon world restaurant.

Likes: All kinds of meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (particular about charcoal). However, he will never eat pork as it is considered a sacred being.

Dislikes: All insects (squashes them on sight), gets sick for days if he sees insect dishes.

Amy (Female)

Species: Lizardman (Magic type)

Age: 17 in Lizardman years

Title: Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is especially knowledgeable about nature and insect ecology, and once she starts talking about the charm of insects, she can't be stopped. She has opened up just a little bit to Mamoru.

Likes: All insects (for both eating and observation). Catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

Dislikes: All meat (finds it unacceptable as a food culture). Especially dislikes mammalian meat.

Koni-chan (Could be male)

Species: Troll (Fire magic type)

Age: 30 in Troll years

Title: Boss Troll -> Flame Troll (Scheduled for evolution)

Personality: Cheerful and gluttonous, but has the intelligence of a child. Admires Mamoru as "Teacher" and tries his best to suppress the urge to eat humans. Hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

Likes: Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled and spicy dishes. Since Mamoru told him "You're fired if you eat humans," he has been making do with dried meat.

Dislikes: Fish (dislikes them for being slimy), insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

Evolution List

Goblin Tribe: Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord

Elf Tribe: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf -> Nocturne Elf -> Abyss Elf

Orc Tribe: Orc -> Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord

Lizardman: Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage -> High Lizard

Troll: Troll -> Boss Troll -> Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno



		
			Chapter 21

			# The Reincarnated Hero Hires Allies with Money

			"Well now... so this is the 'volcanic cave where the Boss Trolls live,' huh."

In the mountains at dusk, the reincarnated Hero Ares stood before a gaping hole in the rock face, a faint smile on his lips.

Inside were over twenty Trolls in total, with Shaman Trolls clutching fire talismans mixed among them. For any normal party of adventurers, it was a number that could easily lead to annihilation.

But next to Ares was Lumina, a genius water magic user he had hired with money from the mercenary guild. The blue-eyed girl maintained a cold expression as she focused her magical energy.

"They're coming! Intercept them!"

One of the Trolls let out a war cry, and the front line charged all at once. The shamans in the rear guard roared as they chanted a fireball spell.

"Fuboh! Burn them to ashes!"

Red magical energy gathered, and a ball of fire materialized in the air. At that very moment.

"O spirits of water, blessed by the heavens, become a pure stream and pierce all creation. Come forth, Aqua Javelin."

With Lumina's voice, dozens of spears made of water rained down from above. The mass of pure water, capable of piercing even steel, deflected the fireball and stabbed into the horde of Trolls.

"Gyaaaaah!!"

"I'm, hot, so hot!!"

"Where! Where am I!!"

The shaman that had cast the fire spell was instead burned by steam, writhing in agony. The battlefield was enveloped in the smell of steam and blood.

Giant bodies collapsed. Clubs went flying. By the time the rain of water spears stopped, more than half of the Trolls were sprawled on the ground.

Ares's eyes widened at the sight of the Trolls' suffering, and he was overcome with mad joy.

"Hyaaaaah!! This is incredible! This is it! This is what this world is all about!"

"The feeling of control, of destruction, that I dreamed of in the game! Everything shatters with a single command from me!"

Laughing, he approached a Troll that was not yet dead. The Troll coughed up blood, its mouth moving faintly.

"The Hob... goblin's... 'Mamoru'... is coming... ugh..."

Ares's smile vanished.

"'Mamoru' again, huh. The Orc boss said the same thing. What's up... is everyone believing in some weird legend?"

Lumina brushed off her dirtied robe and spoke in a flat voice.

"Job complete. The reward is as we agreed."

"Ah... yeah, that's fine. You did good work. I'll be counting on you next time, too."

As a wind mixed with cold and blood blew through, Ares looked up at the cave and curled the corner of his mouth into a smirk.

"So, this 'Mamoru'... I take it you're the boss of this first stage."

His shadow, cast by the setting sun, stretched long behind him. His eyes, while stained with pleasure, were somehow... just faintly, hollow.



		
			Chapter 22

			# The Reincarnated Hero Confronts the Boss of the Troll Clan

			The deepest part of the volcanic dungeon.

Countless bones and torn scraps of cloth covered the floor, and ancient Troll inscriptions were carved into the walls.

In the center of a large chamber filled with the stench of dampness and blood stood a giant, his entire body covered in armor-like muscle.

It was the Troll King, a being radiating overwhelming pressure. He was Koni-chan's older brother.

Countless scars from battle-axes ran across his back, giving him the dignity of an ancient warrior.

Ares swung his sword with a laugh.

"Oh? So you were the one hiding in here... you the boss?"

The Troll King's dark red eyes glared at Ares.

"You... are Ares... the 'human with the spear of light and lightning'..."

"So you know about me? Guess I'm getting famous, eh?"

The Troll King let out a low, growling voice.

"...'Mamoru' told me. That one day, a human destroyer would appear... Was he talking about you?"

Ares's smile twitched.

"That name again... Mamoru, Mamoru, I've been hearing it a lot lately. The Lizardman and Orc bosses said it when they died, too..."

The Troll King's expression twisted in pain.

"Mamoru... was 'human.' The same as you... a 'reincarnator.'"

"...What?"

Ares's expression froze for a moment, and in the next, he burst out laughing as if his emotions had exploded.

"Hahahahahahah!! You serious! So I wasn't the only one! Does that mean there are a ton of others? Are they still hiding somewhere!?"

"You... what's so funny...!"

Ares's eyes were bloodshot.

"This is the best!! Finding all the other 'reincarnators' like me, one by one, and slaughtering them... I wanna see the looks on their faces with my own two eyes..."

Seeing his bizarre excitement, Lumina furrowed her brow.

"...What a sick hobby. You're the worst."

Ares, oblivious, charged forward with his gleaming sword.

"Alright... let's see how many hits it takes to put you down!!!"

The battle began.

The Troll King swung his colossal arms, unleashing a shockwave powerful enough to shatter the ground, but Ares leaped into the air and hurled a lightning spear from above.

"Lightning Lancer!!"

The spear struck with a clap of thunder, boring a large hole in the Troll King's chest.

"Gunuooooooh!!!"

But the giant did not fall. The Troll King instantly converted his own blood into magical energy, creating countless fireballs in the air.

"Flame Mass Magic Bullet. Full release!!"

Lumina quietly began to chant.

"O spirits of water, blessed by the heavens, become a pure stream and pierce all creation. Come forth, Aqua Javelin Fall."

Spears of water rained down from the ceiling, extinguishing the fireballs.

Zdoon!!!

Explosions and pillars of water intersected, and the chamber was filled with flame and steam.

When the view cleared, the Troll King was on one knee, breathing heavily.

Ares walked toward him to deliver the final blow.

"Is that Mamoru guy gonna have a face like yours when he dies... I'm looking forward to it... Die..."

The sword of light swung down, and the Troll King's life was extinguished.

Lumina spoke coldly from behind him.

"...A human like you will really be on the 'dying side' one day."

Ares didn't even turn around at her words. He just gave his bloodstained sword a light flick.

"Until then... it'll be fun to see how many reincarnators I can kill, don't you think?"

With deepening madness and twisted pleasure, the infamous name of the 'Reincarnated Hero' Ares was steadily being carved into this world.



		
			Chapter 23

			# The Reincarnated Hero Sets Out to Conquer the Hobgoblin's Dungeon

			The reincarnated Hero's party re-entered the Goblin Forest, the tutorial area from 'Legend of Brave Regalia.'

"This time... I'm gonna clear it for real. I'll crush that reincarnator boss, Mamoru, or whatever his name is."

Ares quietly readied his sword, while Lumina took a deep breath and gathered her magical energy. Deep within the tutorial forest was the cave where the Hobgoblins lurked. Its entrance was now guarded by traps far more cunning than before.

"Look, a pitfall trap. There's a pile of poisoned spears and skeletons at the bottom."

Lumina narrowed her eyes and held her hand over the dirt at her feet.

"Heed my command, O water of all creation. Become armor of pressure, and forge iron in the earth. Aqua Forge."

The loose soil rapidly transformed into a hard slate of stone, sealing the pitfall.

As they proceeded, they next encountered slimy, purple-stained ground.

"A poison marsh. If we touch this, we won't have time to use an antidote."

"Whoever thought this up has some seriously bad taste..." The moment Ares grimaced, Lumina began to chant again.

"O blue droplets from the heavens, wash away all impurities. In the divine name of pure water. Purify Water."

A glowing film of water appeared and touched the poison marsh, causing it to evaporate. A few seconds later, both the slime and the color had vanished, leaving only damp ground.

"...Your magic really is convenient."

"You're welcome to thank me, you know?"

Further ahead, countless Goblins lay in ambush.

"Kyakakaka!"

"Magic! We kill with magic!"

The Goblins began to chant spells, but Lumina calmly snapped her fingers.

"Blades, gather. Blue rage, dance. Slice through my enemies and sink them."

"Aqua Slash."

Sharp blades of compressed water shot out, slitting the Goblins' throats from the side before they could finish their spells.

"Pigi...!"

At that moment, Ares leaped forward.

"...Stay out of it, Lumina. It's my turn now."

Ares sneered as the trembling Goblins tried to flee.

"Like I'd let you run, you worthless trash...!"

Doshu!

He swung his sword sideways in a flash, and a Goblin's upper body went flying. With a reverse swing, he chopped off another Goblin's legs, then laughed as he drove his sword into its writhing body.

"Yeah, this feeling is the best... Ah, you're suffering, aren't you. More!"

The remaining Goblins retreated, crying, but Ares closed in and crushed one's head under his foot.

"Hyaah... how many is that now. Ahh, this is great."

Lumina watched from a distance, her brow furrowed.

"The way he kills is so sick... Truly, the worst."

When they finally reached the 'Goblin Throne Room' deep inside the cave, it was empty.

"Huh? Did he run away... that 'Mamoru' guy. What a coward."

Just as he said that.

"...You've done well to come this far, Hero."

Ares grinned and turned toward the voice coming from behind him.

Four figures stood there.

First, a large Orc with a protruding belly and a smug grin, "Defray."

Second, a Lizardman with a smooth, scaly body, "Amy."

Third, a young girl who closely resembled the Troll King they had fought before, a Troll named "Koni-chan."

And the last one, the chief of the Goblin tribe, with a wicked smile on his face, "Mamoru."

They stood lined up proudly as if actors on a stage, looking down on Ares and his companion.

From the darkness deeper in the cave, a woman was quietly watching them. The Dark Elf, "Tiris." Her eyes were cold, her gaze intent on discerning something.

"Your destiny ends here. Die, Hero Ares!"

"Here it comes, the classic setup! Four against two, bring it on...!"

And so, the curtain rose on a fierce battle deep within the earth, in the Goblins' lair.



		
			Chapter 24

			# The Reincarnated Hero vs. the Reincarnated Hobgoblin

			The Goblin Throne Room. Into the silence, a single footstep echoed.

Ares slowly stepped forward and looked down at Mamoru.

"...Ah, I see now. So you're 'Mamoru.' I can tell just by looking at you. You drew the short straw. Reincarnating as a Hobgoblin? That's hilarious."

Mamoru silently met Ares's gaze.

"I get that you're a 'reincarnator,' but... seeing you like that, I'm not feeling thrilled at all. I'll just kill you quick and put you out of your misery. You're probably suffering, right? Huh?"

At his mocking voice, Lumina shrugged her shoulders as if fed up.

"...You really are sick."

Mamoru took a step forward.

"I was... given a life in this world. With this life, I met my comrades, and we've lived together. And I've found a pride worth protecting."

His voice was low and filled with passion. The surrounding monsters fell silent.

"Life. Comrades. Pride. That's why I fight. Things you probably don't have."

Ares narrowed his eyes and snorted.

"Huh? Life? Comrades? Pride? Those aren't skills or anything. Me, I operate on 'efficiency,' 'clearing the game,' and 'pleasure.' This world is a game. I just delete any annoying NPCs and take their experience points."

Then, Ares raised his hand.

"Lumina, let's get started. These guys are a pain, so just wash them all away at once."

With a cold expression, Lumina began her chant.

"O power of the deep sea sleeping in silence, become fangs of a raging torrent and pierce my enemies. Let frozen hatred become a vortex, and boiling fury be cloaked in heat. Drink it all, the earth, the sky, even their souls. Come forth, Aqua Inferno."

With a deafening roar, a massive torrent of high-pressure water assaulted the monsters! It was a storm-like blast of water that extinguished flames and gouged the floor.

"Guh, kgh...!"

"The traps... are being washed away!?"

The Lizardman, Amy, and the Troll, Koni, reflexively took evasive action.

But Mamoru stood before his allies, taking the full force of the current with his small body.

"Everyone, get back! I'll protect the front!"

Don!

His body was slammed against the wall, and blood seeped from his wounds. Still, Mamoru stood up.

"...My allies will never let their allies die!"

Lumina murmured in surprise.

"...To take a hit like that head-on and stand back up..."

Ares kept his smirk as he readied his sword.

"Haha, not bad, not bad! This is how a boss fight should be! But hey, no matter how much you protect your friends, you're the one who's in pain, right?"

"...That's fine by me. The pain, the fear, I'll take it all and live!"

Gradually, the battlefield descended into chaos.

Ares's mockery and madness. Mamoru's desperate resistance. And in the hearts of his comrades, the budding seeds of 'doubt' and 'respect.'

The Dark Elf Tiris watched the scene from the shadows and whispered.

(The true 'hero' of this battle is...)

Alone in the darkness behind them, Tiris couldn't suppress the trembling in her heart.



		
			Chapter 25

			# The Dark Elf's Transference Magic

			The battlefield was dominated by Hero Ares's overwhelming power, and the monster party was on the defensive. Lumina's quick water magic had split them apart.

The Hobgoblin, Mamoru, was isolated. His enemy was just one man, but that one man was the strongest. A one-on-one duel with Hero Ares had begun.

"Hah... hah... hah..." Mamoru clutched his side, trying to stop the bleeding from the previous attack. The fight was all but over.

"...Well this is boring. I thought you'd be a tougher opponent."

Ares wore a relaxed smile, his blood-hungry eyes looking down on Mamoru. He raised his sword high and began to run. At that moment.

"Stop! Don't kill him!"

A high-pitched, yet somehow mystical voice cut through the darkness.

A supple silhouette emerged from the shadows. Hair that shimmered like gold. Long ears hidden by a deep green mantle. The Dark Elf, Tiris.

Ares's eyes widened.

"A Dark Elf!? Seriously, what a rare character!"

His attitude changed in an instant. His gleaming eyes roamed over her entire body.

"You, join my party. I'll guarantee you good treatment, okay?"

Tiris rejected Ares's invitation flatly.

"...I have no intention of becoming an ally to a despicable human like you."

"Is that so... what a shame. Then you're just another monster. I'll have to kill you."

The moment Ares readied his sword again.

Tiris closed her eyes and began to chant a spell. A wind swirled around her, and the grass at her feet rustled.

"Tula Elva Nox... Beyond the stars, open the way... Heed my will, O gate of transference!"

With her chant, space itself began to creak. The air split open, and a swirling magic circle appeared at Ares's feet.

"Wh... what is this!? H-hey, you can't be serious!"

Tiris's eyes glowed gold as she shouted the name of the spell.

"Exodus Gate!!"

With a deafening roar, Ares's body was enveloped in light. The ground shattered, and a blinding flash consumed everything.

"What are you doing!? You damn bitch!!"

Ares's scream vanished as if sucked into the sky. His figure had disappeared without a trace.

The transference magic, Exodus Gate. It was one of the dark forbidden spells passed down among the Dark Elves. It was a magic that forcibly transported an enemy to a distant continent, to the far side of this world.

Tiris caught her breath and turned to Mamoru.

"It's alright now."

Mamoru, though stunned, managed a small word of thanks.

The tide of battle had turned completely. A single Dark Elf emerging from the darkness had changed Mamoru's fate.



		
			Chapter 26

			# A New Departure

			The moment Hero Ares was blown away to another continent, the atmosphere on the battlefield changed completely.

Silence.

Everyone was speechless, standing there in a daze.

"The Hero is gone...!"

As his allies stood in confusion, the mage Lumina turned away with a swish of her robe.

"My contract is terminated. I was only hired by that man. I've done the work I was paid for. So, that's that."

"Wait...!? You're not going to fight...?"

Before anyone could stop her, she turned her back without a second thought and vanished from the battlefield. There was no hesitation, no emotion in her steps.

For her, battle was nothing more than a 'job.'

Meanwhile, the monster party felt not even a shred of accomplishment. True, the Hero was gone. But it was not a victory. Tiris's magic had only temporarily repelled him.

If they had fought him head-on, they would have been the ones annihilated.

"Damn it... why...!" Mamoru slammed his fist into the ground in frustration.

"Waaaaah...!" Amy and Koni-chan, who had been fired up for revenge, broke down and sobbed. Their tears were a mixture of frustration and shame.

"Don't cry, Koni..." Defray gently embraced him. But his own hands were trembling with regret.

"...It's alright. You all fought well."

The Dark Elf Tiris said, looking each of them in the eye. Her gaze was filled with kindness and a touch of sadness.

"But you're not planning on letting this be the end, are you?"

Silence. But then, slowly, someone nodded.

"...Yeah. We can't be finished yet." Mamoru stood up, clenching his fists.

"We have to get stronger. To fight the Hero one more time. And this time, to truly win!"

Outside the cave, the flame of a bonfire flickered in the night wind. Illuminated by the fire, everyone's expression grew firm.

"It seems we're still not 'strong' enough," someone said, and the others nodded powerfully.

"Then it's decided," Mamoru declared, looking up at the sky.

"We're going to 'evolve'! And to do that... we're going to see the Demon Lord!"

"What, the Demon Lord...!?"

"That's right. He might be able to give us something. It could be dangerous. But we don't have time to hesitate anymore."

Tiris smiled.

"...This is getting interesting. I'm going with you."

And so, the monster party, with a newfound resolve, set out on an unknown journey.

Their destination, the Demon Lord's domain. A place where, beyond trials and despair, the possibility of 'evolution' awaited.

This is a story of a comeback that begins with defeat. Now, the 'second chapter' for the monsters has begun.

Chapter Four, End.



		
			Chapter 27

			# Character Introductions

			【Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo)】 (Male)

・ Race: Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age: 14 (Before Reincarnation) → 18 (After Reincarnation)

・ Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

【 Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan, from Osaka. He was an excellent student but was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game 'Legend of Brave Regalia' was his only solace. In despair, he committed suicide by jumping in front of a train after school, only to awaken as 'Hero Ares' in the world of the game he used to play.

【 Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'm never going back to being 'the person I was back then.'"

【Protagonist: Mamoru】 (Male)

・ Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

・ Age: 38 as a human → 5 (Monster Age) after reincarnation

・ Title: Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Intelligent and pragmatic. He uses his memories of being human to conquer the monster world as if it were a 'game.' Surprisingly hot-blooded. He is shocked to have reincarnated as a Hobgoblin but, not wanting his death to be in vain, he aspires to rise through the ranks.

【 Likes】

Pork cutlets (currently living a life of abstinence as Defray forbids pork), Japanese set meals and beer (only as fond memories).

【 Dislikes】

All insects (gets goosebumps just looking at them), pickled plums (cannot stand sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・ Race: Dark Elf

・ Age: 142 (a young adult by Elf standards, early 20s in human terms)

・ Title: Dark Elf → Arc Elf (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Tiris is serious, responsible, and always calm and collected. She is strict with both herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all. However, she secretly dreams of 'coexistence with other races,' and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist's party. She is initially hostile towards Mamoru (a Hobgoblin) but gradually becomes drawn to his intelligence and words. She is bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears quickly turning red is her weakness.

【 Likes】

Fruit (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moonbathing.

【 Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slime, okra, natto, etc.), people who are direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan hard to deal with), magically powered machinery (feels it is 'against nature').

【Defray】 (Male)

・ Race: Orc (Melee Type)

・ Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

・ Title: Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Boisterous and kind. A hot-blooded man who cares for his comrades and has sworn deep loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of 'not eating' and considers him a sacred companion. His dream is to become a chef and open a restaurant in the demon world.

【 Likes】

All meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled food (particular about using charcoal). ※However, he considers pigs to be sacred beings and will absolutely not eat them.

【 Dislikes】

All insects (will crush them on sight), becomes bedridden for days if he sees insect dishes.

【Amy】 (Female)

・ Race: Lizardman (Magic Type)

・ Age: 17 in Lizardman years

・ Title: Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is particularly knowledgeable about nature and insect ecology, and once she starts talking about the 'charm of insects,' she can't be stopped. She has opened up just a little to Mamoru.

【 Likes】

All insects (for both consumption and observation), which she catches with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

【 Dislikes】

All meat (finds it hard to accept as a food culture), especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (Possibly Male)

・ Race: Troll (Fire Magic Type)

・ Age: 30 in Troll years

・ Title: Boss Troll → Flame Troll (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Cheerful and gluttonous, but has the intellect of a child. He looks up to Mamoru as 'Teacher' and tries his best to suppress his urge to eat humans. He hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

【 Likes】

Human flesh (instinctively likes it but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled dishes, spicy food. ※Since being told by Mamoru 'you're fired if you eat humans,' he has been making do with dried meat.

【 Dislikes】

Fish (dislikes their sliminess), insects (recognizes them not as food but as enemies).

【Evolution Line List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf → Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf → Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc → Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin → Orc Lord

【Lizardman Tribe】

Lizardman → Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage → High Lizard

【Troll Clan】

Troll → Boss Troll → Flame Troll → Troll Inferno



		
			Chapter 28

			# The Reincarnated Hero Slays the King

			When the scorching light faded, he was in an unfamiliar throne room. Beyond a red carpet, a man lounged on a golden throne. Lined up on either side of him were stern-looking generals and a minister with cold eyes. Hero Ares had been transported to a new continent, the Roselia Kingdom, by the Dark Elf's forced transference magic.

"Oh... so you are the 'Hero Ares,' who was reincarnated from another world."

"What's this, a king? So? Where's the welcome gift? You gonna give me money?"

His insolent attitude caused the air around them to freeze.

"Insolent fool!"

"To speak to the king in such a manner, what audacity...!"

A general reached for his sword.

"Calm yourself, General Callum." The king quietly raised a hand, his face serious as he stared at Ares.

"...Through our 'Hero Transference Plan,' we sought one to whom we could entrust our future. However, your words, your attitude. It is far too crude, far too arrogant. We cannot entrust the fate of our kingdom to such a person."

"So why'd you call me here? You gonna dispose of me if I'm not useful? That's hilarious."

"This person is not fit to be a hero. The plan is a failure. Dispose of him. 'Delete' him on the spot."

The moment the minister snapped his fingers, a magic circle appeared at Ares's feet.

"Heh... is that so. You're gonna delete me? Me?"

Ares's eyes became tinged with madness.

"You've got it wrong. You're the ones who are gonna be deleted!!"

Don!!

Ares instantly stomped on the magic circle, shattering it, and charged toward the throne with explosive speed.

"Stop him!! This outrage—!"

"Too slow!!"

Zusha! The king's head flew through the air. Immediately after, a general swung his sword, but...

"You guys move just like trash mobs in an RPG!"

Giin! The steel sword shattered, and Ares's greatsword split the general's body in two.

"Guaaaaaah!!"

"S-stop! Please stop!!" The minister begged for his life, but...

"Shut up, you background character. Just shut up and die!!"

Bashu!

Silence dominated the throne room. Amidst the blood and smoke, only Ares was left breathing.

"I'm never going back... to being 'the person I was back then.' Back then, they betrayed me and everything ended. That's why I won't expect anything from anyone anymore. I'm the one who's going to rule this game world!"

Giieee...

The heavy castle doors opened. Ares slowly stepped forward. His gait was unstoppable, like that of a conqueror forging a new path.

"Demon Lord, God, King, I don't care who it is. This is my world. I am the rules."

Not a single one of the terror-stricken soldiers could bring themselves to follow him.



		
			Chapter 29

			# The Reincarnated Hero Does Not Save

			The village of Elshia. A place where the legendary Hero Ares had once repelled the Demon Lord's army, bringing a time of peace.

But now, not a trace of that time remained. Burnt-out houses. Corpses lying on the ground. A shattered statue of prayer.

And in the center of the square where people gathered as if in supplication, stood a single person.

Taiga Nanjo, also known as the reincarnated Hero Ares, who was said to have returned.

"Ares-sama... is it truly you, Ares-sama...?" The elderly village chief stepped forward on trembling knees.

"Did... did the Hero-sama really come back...!"

"Now... we're saved...! From the monsters... from this hell...!"

Their voices were a mix of sobs and joy. Overcome with elation, some people fell to their knees, some even pressed their hands together in prayer.

"Please look...! At the state of this village...!"

"Even babies were killed...! Please, please avenge them...!!"

A young mother, clutching something wrapped in a bloodstained cloth to her chest, clung to Ares's feet. The child was no longer moving, and fang marks remained on its small body.

"Ares-sama... I'm begging you...! Please, save our village!!"

All of the people's hopes were focused on him. It was truly the prayer of a people who believed in their hero.

However.

"............"

Hero Ares silently observed the scene for a while, then slowly opened his mouth.

"...Aren't you all mistaken?"

His voice was cold and stagnant.

"I didn't... come here to 'save' you. Much less did I come here to 'fight.'"

"Eh...?"

"Who said I would save you? I'm just here for my own revenge. I have no intention of 'swinging my sword for someone else's sake' anymore."

A chilling silence fell over the village.

"Don't you dare mess with meeeeeee!!!!"

A man with bloodshot eyes screamed and charged at Ares, brandishing a farming tool.

"My daughter was killed...! My wife was defiled, and they left only her head...! You're the only one, the only one we have!!"

But Ares didn't even draw his sword. He simply grabbed the man's neck with one hand and lifted him up.

"Don't touch me so casually, you piece of trash." There was a dull snap. The man's body went limp and was thrown to the ground.

"............!!"

Everyone was at a loss for words, even their screams caught in their throats.

"You all thought the world would be saved if 'Hero Ares' came back, didn't you. You thought I was your hope, didn't you."

Ares laughed. A cold laugh, tinged with madness.

"But a guy named 'Hero Ares' doesn't exist anywhere anymore. I'm... not 'that legendary hero' you all know."

"Why... why...! You are...! You are the one...!"

"Me? Save you background characters? Ahahahaha... that's not my role."

Flames rose in the distance. A horde of monsters was once again approaching the village through the forest.

The villagers fell into a panic. They screamed, ran in all directions, and desperately called Ares's name.

"Hero-samaaaaaaaaaa!!!"

"Please... please...! Ares-samaaaaaaaa!!"

Still.

The reincarnated hero abandoned the villagers and walked away.

It was only a few minutes after Ares had turned his back and left.

An earth-shattering rumble broke the silence.

Don... dodon... dodododo...!!

"Wh-what is... that sound...?"

The moment someone whispered that, the trees of the forest split apart as if they had exploded.

Gaaaaaa, gwaaaa.

'Roars.' They were not human voices. Screams so loud they could pierce the ears.

A horde of monsters, cloaked in black smoke, charged forward at once with bared fangs.

At the forefront was a large-mouthed beast reeking of decay, a 'Grantvarm.'

Its massive body effortlessly crushed houses and sent stone walls flying as it advanced.

"Kyaaaaaaaaaah!!"

"Run!!"

People screamed as they fled in chaos. But there was nowhere to run. The beasts that caught up from behind tore them apart, starting with the elderly and the slow.

A young farmer reached out to flee, but his wife's throat was torn open before his eyes, and a spray of blood rained down on him.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaah!! Stooooooop!!!"

But his screams did not reach the monsters.

A flock of 'Hellravens' with jet-black wings appeared in the sky.

The villagers who could not fly were helpless, snatched up by claws, sent soaring through the air, and then slammed into the ground.

Zushaaaaaaa!!!

A small child was crushed like a doll.

"No... noooooooooooo!!"

The mother's screams were in vain, and the ground was already beginning to be stained red with pools of blood.

From the rear, a lava-like beast called a 'Magna Spine' reached the center of the village and, with a roar, spewed scorching flames from its mouth.

At the same time, 'Poiz Mantes' that emerged from the shadows of the forest laughed as they spread a poisonous fog. The air turned a murky white, villagers coughed, convulsed, and collapsed.

Houses engulfed in flames crumbled one after another. Under a collapsed wall, a woman cried as she shielded her baby.

"...It's okay, mommy... mommy will protect you..."

But in the next moment, the ceiling fell. Her voice could no longer be heard.

And so, the village of Elshia, the village of rebirth, 'was wiped off the map' in a single night.

Hero Ares, who was supposed to be their hope, did nothing and left, and the villagers died gruesome deaths while screaming his name.

By the next morning, everything was ash. The voices of people, their prayers, their thoughts, all had burned away.

The hero saved no one. And the game world of 'Legend of Brave Regalia' also broke, just a little more, for certain.



		
			Chapter 30

			# The Demon Lord's Invitation

			The village of Elshia. A place where the legendary Hero Ares had once repelled the Demon Lord's army, bringing a time of peace.

But now, it was a burnt-out town, destroyed.

On that ground of black smoke and swirling ash, the Hobgoblin Mamoru stood with his companions.

"...This is Elshia. It was supposed to be the town Hero Ares saved."

In the tragically ruined town, there was no sign of the villagers. All that remained was the corpse of a civilization, attacked by monsters and wiped from existence.

"What's this...?"

In the ruins of the burnt town of Elshia, a single letter, inscribed with a black, flame-like crest, suddenly fell from the sky. Tiris picked it up, her brow furrowed.

===========================================

'To Lord Mamoru,'

You can 'evolve.' If you devour the flesh of the Rainbow Dragon, your soul will be reconstructed, and your power will be unleashed. Come, to the Demon Lord's chamber.

From Demon Lord Legna-Verzark

=========================================

"...It's an invitation from the Demon Lord-sama."

"What!? N-no way, the Demon Lord, you mean that..." Defray's voice cracked.

"Yes, Demon Lord Legna-Val-Noct. The being who stands at the apex of this world."

"Wh-why would a guy like that invite me...?" Mamoru frowned, and Tiris spoke quietly.

"Actually... I met the Demon Lord-sama once, a long time ago." Her words made the air freeze.

"What... Tiris-san, you know the Demon Lord!?" Amy's eyes went wide.

"That's amazing... so amazing..."

Koni-chan gazed at Tiris with eyes full of respect.

Defray was also deeply impressed, letting out a sigh of admiration. "Wow... this is the first time I've ever encountered a 'legend' in person..."

Tiris looked away shyly, but then her expression turned serious.

"This isn't a coincidence. Mamoru, the Demon Lord-sama is watching you. As a being who will change this world."

At that moment, Tiris's staff began to glow with magical power.

"...This invitation is for you, Mamoru. It's a hope for the future. Come on, let's go. Are you ready?"

Mamoru was silent for a moment, then nodded.

"Let's go. Nothing's going to change if we just stay here anyway."

"Tula Elva Nox... Beyond the stars, open the way... Heed my will, O gate of transference!"

With her chant, space itself began to creak.

The air split open, and a swirling magic circle appeared at Mamoru's feet.

"I'm off to meet the Demon Lord for a bit."

Tiris's eyes glowed gold as she shouted the name of the spell.

"Exodus Gate!!"

With a deafening roar, Mamoru's body was enveloped in light. The ground shattered, and a blinding flash consumed everything. Mamoru's shout vanished as if sucked into the sky.

His figure had disappeared without a trace.



		
			Chapter 31

			# The Demon Lord's Castle, Throne Room of Black Flames

			A vast hall where darkness itself seemed to breathe. At its center was a towering throne of black obsidian. Flickering black flames, like fire, stained the space a deep crimson.

The Hobgoblin, Mamoru, walked through the space with a tense expression. The sound of his footsteps echoed unnaturally loudly. There was no one behind him. This time, his companions were not with him. It was an audience for Mamoru alone.

Seated on that throne was the king of this world's darkness. Demon Lord Legna-Val-Noct.

The massive figure, clad in jet-black armor, turned its head to look down at Mamoru. But its gaze, though cold, was tinged with a deep sadness.

"You have come, Lord Mamoru. Or rather, 'the heretical soul closest to the power of reincarnation.'"

"...You know me?"

"Of course. Your name is etched in the records of this game world. You were once human... but now, as a member of the monster race, you are about to pass through a new gate of evolution. That is precisely why there are things I can only speak of with you."

The Demon Lord's voice was quiet. But its contents were enough to overturn the very foundations of the world.

"This world... is being toyed with by the gods."

"...Huh?"

"Beings known as 'reincarnators.' Six souls, summoned from another world. They were all chosen by the fingertips of a god and dropped into this world. As a game."

Behind the Demon Lord, a giant magic crystal materialized. On it, the figures of five reincarnators were displayed.

"The first. A woman who hides a cold heart behind her beautiful face. A bureaucrat from another world, 'Izabel Crawford.' She has seized control of the kingdom and the temple, calling herself the 'God of Law.' Pity and tears do not exist for her."

In the mirror, a silver-haired Izabel looked down with a blank expression at the people kneeling before her.

"The second. A man of machine and logic, 'Crow Sakakibara.' Encased in mechanical armor, he has built a 'Mechanized Magic City.' He sees both humans and monsters as nothing more than data. All are materials for his efficiency and experiments."

Giant gears and magic cannons writhed around him.

"The third. A young girl with an angelic smile, 'Mel Aria.' Her true identity is a mad sorceress. A being who spreads poison while laughing, making death and despair bloom like flowers."

The girl was dancing in a field of flowers. But the flowers blooming were poisonous. Corpses lay scattered on the ground.

"The fourth. A lone swordsman, 'Yuto Mikazuki.' He believes only in the power of the sword, belongs to no faction, and wanders in search of a life-or-death battle with the strong. If you encounter him, you will be no exception."

His eyes were a void. But the killing intent seeping from his back was the very essence of a battlefield.

The Demon Lord finally spoke the name of the fifth.

"The fifth. A being who reincarnated earlier than planned and began to break this world most profoundly. 'Hero Ares,' real name, Taiga Nanjo. He now perceives this world as 'his game.' As a result, nations have fallen, people have died, and order has collapsed."

"...And finally, there is one more, the sixth. Real name, Mamoru Kikuchi. He has cast aside his human form and stands in this world as the monster, Hobgoblin.

"You are the only one attempting to resist the 'gods' system' of this game world. You are the only ally who bears the mission to strike down the Hero alongside me."

Mamoru bit his lip. He remembered the fact that Elshia had been destroyed because of Ares.

"Don't screw with me...!"

At his small shout, the Demon Lord nodded quietly.

"You are the only being who can defy the hand of god. Because you are 'a being who was not chosen as a human resident of this world.' In other words, you are a 'foreign object,' and a 'key.'

"But there is a way. The divine beast dwelling in the far north, the Rainbow Dragon. Its flesh holds the power to evolve the soul. If you eat it, you will be able to transcend your current existence."

"Eating its flesh... that's not just a simple power-up, is it."

The Demon Lord nodded gravely.

"That is correct. 'Evolution' comes with a price. Whether you can maintain your form, or become a 'monster'... If you still have the resolve to correct this world, then eat."

Mamoru looked forward silently.

"If there's no other way, then I have to do it."

On the Demon Lord's palm, five names materialized once more.

Izabel Crawford. Crow Sakakibara. Mel Aria. Yuto Mikazuki. Hero Ares (Taiga Nanjo).

"...However, whether they become your allies or your enemies, that depends on the path you walk."

The black flames flickered violently. The flames were reflected in Mamoru's eyes once more.

You were not chosen, you are one who resists. Become one who chooses.

The Demon Lord said.

"Go forth. Make your decision. Will you leave this world as a 'game,' or will you restore 'order.'"

The Demon Lord used his power to return me to the ruined town of Elshia.

"Will the reincarnators cooperate with us monsters? Or... will they stand against us as enemies?"

The story begins to move again. The next stage is the far north, to the sacred mountain where the mythical dragon that soars through the sky, the Rainbow Dragon, dwells.



		
			Chapter 32

			# The Empress Who Aspires to Absolute Rule by Law

			Light descending from the heavens enveloped the serene marble corridor. Angels were painted on the ceiling, and words of prayer were carved into the platinum pillars.

This was the Pantheon Temple, a sacred sanctuary where the gods were once said to have touched the earth.

Amidst the cold air and the quietly drifting smoke of sacred incense, a single priestess sat upon a throne. Izabel Crawford. A reincarnator and the empress known as the 'God's Deputy.'

Her appearance was truly like that of an idol, clad in silver-white robes, her eyes holding a coldness and a light of reason that transcended human understanding.

"Sin must be atoned for."

With those words alone, the air froze.

Prostrated before her were human mercenaries who had defiled the sacred elven sanctuary of the holy spring.

"Trespassing into and plundering the holy spring 'Myuria.' Do you have any excuse?"

"We were only following orders...! The true mastermind is someone else."

"Even if you were under orders, the fact that you defiled a holy place does not vanish. We shall demonstrate justice through divine punishment."

"God will not forgive. I will not forgive. The judgment has been passed."

Izabel quietly raised her hand and pointed to the sky.

"I say to you, O sinful ones. O flame from the heavens, fire of purification. Descend now, in the name of God."

"Sanctus Ignis Iudicium."

The wings of the angels painted on the canopy began to glow, and pure white flames rained down from the void. The screams of the sinners echoed through the temple, and then silence fell.

At their feet, only ash and a holy mark remained.

No one could speak. This was the judgment of the 'God's Deputy.' Absolute rule by the order of law.

■ Flashback: The Past as Chika Saito

Kasumigaseki, Tokyo. From the outside, she was a top-tier civil servant. But in reality, she was just another cog in the machine, not treated as a human being. Her name was Chika Saito.

Her academic record was outstanding. Graduated top of her class from the law faculty of a former imperial university. Passed the bar exam and joined a government ministry. But from that moment on, her life turned from being 'evaluated' to being 'disposable.'

"You're a woman, so you serve tea." "You can't read the room." Her superiors said.

"Saito-san, even if a young woman like you talks about the finer points of the law, it won't fly in the field, you know?"

"You'll get promoted faster if you smile cutely instead of talking back."

"...Well, I guess that's impossible for you. You have zero charm."

Her colleagues whispered.

"Saito-san, why don't you go to that department? It's easy, you just sit at your desk all day."

"...Wait, you're still talking about 'convictions'? Exam brains are scary."

"And besides, you're so cold. Like, seriously zero humanity."

"Harassment? It's useless to complain. She's just bitter because no guy will pay attention to her."

She came to work earlier than anyone else, stared at law books later than anyone else, and did her job more correctly and more seriously than anyone else.

Still, she was never recognized. Because she didn't smile, because she wasn't considerate, because she wasn't feminine, because she couldn't read the room.

She was told these things, removed from projects, had her achievements stolen by others, and eventually, no one spoke to her anymore.

A person who is not liked by others for emotional reasons is made into an 'enemy' even when they speak the truth. Chika learned this through her daily life.

One rainy night. On her way home from working late, she was hit by a truck that ran a red light. As her consciousness faded, she made a single wish.

"I don't want to be swayed by anyone's emotions anymore. Emotions are just stupid errors. If I ruled the world, it would be more just, more efficient."

And when she opened her eyes, she was in another world. Chosen by a god, she had descended into this world as the reincarnator, 'Izabel Crawford.'

She aimed for the temple from the very beginning. By unifying faith and law and calling herself the 'God's Deputy,' she built a structure of absolute rule that no one could defy. She executed resistant nobles, sealed the royal family into a 'mere formality,' and mandated an education that forced the people to memorize the 'Divine Code of Law.'

"Those who do not know the law have no right to live. Those who prioritize emotion will be deemed 'savages.'"

So she declared, and she stoically began to repaint the world.

In her office, Izabel was quietly turning the pages of a document. A temple knight came running in.

"A report, Izabel-sama. Word has come from the eastern watchtower. An anomaly has been confirmed on the border of the Demon Lord's territory."

"The details."

"...A group, likely of monsters, is leading an army toward temple territory. Among them, there is an unfamiliar commander. An intelligent monster... of the Hobgoblin species."

"...Its name?"

"It is not yet known. However, its actions show planning, and the surrounding monsters seem to have sworn loyalty."

Izabel's brow twitched slightly.

"'An intelligent monster that leads an army'... sounds just like a 'reincarnator,' doesn't it."

A faint irritation welled up in her chest.

(Another one who would disturb the order has appeared. But I do not bargain with monsters. Those who must be judged will be judged through the proper procedures.)

"If it is coming close, there is no need to intercept."

"Excuse me...?"

"Judgment must be carried out in a public forum. We will make it obey the order of god."

Izabel Crawford stood up quietly.

"I shall judge that Hobgoblin. I will teach this 'nameless heretic' the reason of god."

Who will be judged? And so begins the quiet battle over the 'reincarnators' of this world.



		
			Chapter 33

			# Character Introductions

			【Names and Overviews of the 6 Reincarnators】

Name Before Reincarnation : Name After Reincarnation : Overview

Taiga Nanjo : Hero Ares : A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and proclaims himself a god.

Chika Saito : Izabel Crawford : A cold god of law who enforces absolute rule.

Unknown : Crow Sakakibara : Magic-Armored General Crow. The ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

Unknown : Mel Aria : A mad magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

Unknown : Yuto Mikazuki : Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A lone, supreme swordsman. He cuts down both humans and monsters.

Mamoru Kikuchi : Mamoru the Hobgoblin : The only reincarnator who is a monster, siding with the Demon Lord to defy the gods. The protagonist.

【Izabel Crawford】 (Female)

・ Race: Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age: 28 (Before Reincarnation) → 28 (After Reincarnation)

・ Title: Izabel, the God's Deputy

【 Personality】

Chika Saito was a talented woman who believed in law and logic above all else. A perfectionist, she extremely disliked being swayed by emotion. However, because of this, she was seen as 'lacking humanity' and 'cold' by those around her, making her an outcast at work. She believed in a world where effort and results were fairly evaluated, but reality was dominated by emotions, power, and sycophancy. Her superiors told her, "Women are emotional, so management is impossible," her colleagues laughed, saying, "She can't read the room, so she's hard to work with," and her juniors gossiped behind her back, "I respect her, but I wouldn't want to work with her."

At the end of this frustration and despair, she died in an accident. Her last words were,

"If I live again, I will create a world of law where I can manage everything."

【Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo)】 (Male)

・ Race: Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age: 14 (Before Reincarnation) → 18 (After Reincarnation)

・ Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

【 Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan, from Osaka. He was an excellent student but was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game 'Legend of Brave Regalia' was his only solace. In despair, he committed suicide by jumping in front of a train after school, only to awaken as 'Hero Ares' in the world of the game he used to play.

【 Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'm never going back to being 'the person I was back then.'"

【Protagonist: Mamoru】 (Male)

・ Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

・ Age: 38 as a human → 5 (Monster Age) after reincarnation

・ Title: Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Intelligent and pragmatic. He uses his memories of being human to conquer the monster world as if it were a 'game.' Surprisingly hot-blooded. He is shocked to have reincarnated as a Hobgoblin but, not wanting his death to be in vain, he aspires to rise through the ranks.

【 Likes】

Pork cutlets (currently living a life of abstinence as Defray forbids pork), Japanese set meals and beer (only as fond memories).

【 Dislikes】

All insects (gets goosebumps just looking at them), pickled plums (cannot stand sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・ Race: Dark Elf

・ Age: 142 (a young adult by Elf standards, early 20s in human terms)

・ Title: Dark Elf → Arc Elf (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Tiris is serious, responsible, and always calm and collected. She is strict with both herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all. However, she secretly dreams of 'coexistence with other races,' and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist's party. She is initially hostile towards Mamoru (a Hobgoblin) but gradually becomes drawn to his intelligence and words. She is bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears quickly turning red is her weakness.

【 Likes】

Fruit (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moonbathing.

【 Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slime, okra, natto, etc.), people who are direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan hard to deal with), magically powered machinery (feels it is 'against nature').

【Defray】 (Male)

・ Race: Orc (Melee Type)

・ Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

・ Title: Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Boisterous and kind. A hot-blooded man who cares for his comrades and has sworn deep loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of 'not eating' and considers him a sacred companion. His dream is to become a chef and open a restaurant in the demon world.

【 Likes】

All meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled food (particular about using charcoal). ※However, he considers pigs to be sacred beings and will absolutely not eat them.

【 Dislikes】

All insects (will crush them on sight), becomes bedridden for days if he sees insect dishes.

【Amy】 (Female)

・ Race: Lizardman (Magic Type)

・ Age: 17 in Lizardman years

・ Title: Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is particularly knowledgeable about nature and insect ecology, and once she starts talking about the 'charm of insects,' she can't be stopped. She has opened up just a little to Mamoru.

【 Likes】

All insects (for both consumption and observation), which she catches with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

【 Dislikes】

All meat (finds it hard to accept as a food culture), especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (Possibly Male)

・ Race: Troll (Fire Magic Type)

・ Age: 30 in Troll years

・ Title: Boss Troll → Flame Troll (Scheduled to Evolve)

【 Personality】

Cheerful and gluttonous, but has the intellect of a child. He looks up to Mamoru as 'Teacher' and tries his best to suppress his urge to eat humans. He hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

【 Likes】

Human flesh (instinctively likes it but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled dishes, spicy food. ※Since being told by Mamoru 'you're fired if you eat humans,' he has been making do with dried meat.

【 Dislikes】

Fish (dislikes their sliminess), insects (recognizes them not as food but as enemies).

【Evolution Line List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf → Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf → Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc → Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin → Orc Lord

【Lizardman Tribe】

Lizardman → Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage → High Lizard

【Troll Clan】

Troll → Boss Troll → Flame Troll → Troll Inferno



		
			Chapter 34

			# "Bee Monsters Taste Like Shrimp"

			"If you want to evolve, eat the flesh of the Rainbow Dragon."

The Demon Lord's words still clung to my ears.

My name is Mamoru. I've been reincarnated into this other world as a Hobgoblin, though I still have memories of my time as a human. I have allies, but a sense of unease never quite fades. Accepting the Demon Lord's offer of evolution, we had begun our journey to find the Rainbow Dragon, which held the key.

"I wonder what a Rainbow Dragon tastes like," said Defray, an Orc beastman, laughing cheerfully beside me. As carefree as ever. I started to say something, but swallowed my words.

We could be the ones getting eaten.

It was then.

"Buuuuuun..."

The air vibrated. A low-pitched hum bored into my ears. As I looked up, I saw a massive swarm of bees, like a black cloud.

"K-Killer Bees!!" The moment someone shouted, a metallic buzzing sound rained down from above.

"Hyaaaaaah!! I hate beeeeees!!" Koni-chan panicked, screaming and crying as he ran around.

"N-noooooo, I don't want to, no no no!" He was sobbing in terror.

"Koni, come here. Calm down." The Dark Elf, Tiris, immediately rushed to his side and held him. Her sharp eyes glared at the sky, her expression showing the resolve of a mage.

"G-gwaaa..." Koni-chan the giant Boss Troll crouched behind Tiris and covered his ears. Despite his appearance, he seemed to be terrified of insects. The sight of a giant cowering made the air feel even heavier.

Amidst all this, there was one person with a strangely high level of excitement.

"Aha☆ Just the right warm-up!" The Lizardman magic warrior, Amy. She leaped into the air, her scales reflecting the light, and spread her arms wide, shouting.

"Come on...!

"O spirits of water, blessed by the heavens, become a pure stream and pierce all creation. Come forth, Aqua Javelin!"

She spun her arms in mid-air, and spears of condensed water instantly formed, ten, then twenty. The arrows of water, released from around her like rays of light, pierced through the attacking swarm of bees.

Zdon! Zdon! Giiiii!! The Killer Bees, with their steel-like carapaces, shrieked as they crashed to the ground. But there were too many. Dozens, hundreds still remained.

"Damn, more are coming...!" I drew the sword at my waist and moved forward. The strength of a Hobgoblin surged through my entire body without me even thinking about it.

"I'm charging in!"

A Killer Bee rushed at me. It thrust its poison stinger forward, aiming straight for my chest.

Gakin! I barely managed to raise my sword, the slash and the charge colliding. The impact made my arm go numb.

"This thing... it's trying to kill me with just its body slam...!"

Beside me, Tiris was chanting a spell.

"O shadow, crawl forth from the abyss of corrosion, Shadow Graham!! Shadow, bind the enemy!"

Chains of darkness grew from the ground and entangled the bees' wings. As their movements slowed, Amy finished them off with another Aqua Javelin.

Finally, the bee swarm fell silent.

My companions were breathing heavily, checking for wounds.

Then, before the corpses of the bees that had just been our enemies, Amy smiled sweetly.

"Hey, Mamoru. You know, if you deep-fry these, they taste like shrimp♡."

"...Eh?"

Before I knew it, Amy had taken out a pot and some oil and started peeling the carapaces off the Killer Bees and frying them.

"Hey, wait a minute. That's an insect dish that looks way too grotesque."

Saku. Amy picked one up and ate it. She smiled and nodded.

"Yep, tastes like shrimp♪."

...You've got to be kidding me. I cautiously took a bite of a fried Killer Bee.

It was... delicious...! A crispy texture with plump meat inside. It really did taste like shrimp.

"...Man, I could really go for some shrimp crackers right now..." I muttered. To think I'd be craving snack food even after coming to another world.

"Hey, I think I see a temple up ahead."

In the distance, the Pantheon Temple, supported by many large pillars, came into view.



		
			Chapter 35

			# The Reincarnator, Izabel Crawford

			The Demon Lord had told me about the Pantheon Temple. There was a reincarnator there who had come from another world before me.

Having become a Hobgoblin, I, Mamoru, had stepped into the magnificent structure built of white marble with my companions.

Her name was Izabel Crawford.

A bureaucrat from another world. A reincarnated woman who had seized control of even the kingdom and the temple, using her cold judgment and precise language as weapons to dominate law and organization.

The Demon Lord had said.

"Do not be deceived by her beauty. That woman has discarded 'emotion.' She is a vessel of law, possessing neither blood nor tears. Emotion has no place in her rule. That is why she is strong, and that is why she is terrifying."

Normally, when we monsters enter a human town, we are loathed and hunted. But things were different from the moment we set foot in the temple.

Neither the human priests nor the soldiers stopped us. No. On the contrary, as if being led, we were guided deep into the temple, to the innermost sanctuary.

"Hey... something's not right," Defray said warily, glaring at our surroundings.

"Are we... really being welcomed...?" Koni-chan, the Troll, clung to my arm with his giant hands.

The doors to the sanctuary opened without a sound.

There, a giant stone statue of a human god was enshrined. In front of the statue, countless priests were lined up, and a woman dressed in white and gold robes stood on a raised throne.

"The trial will now commence."

Her voice was quiet, yet powerful, possessing a force that could dominate the very space around us.

With each step the woman took down the white stone stairs, the heavy sound of her shoes echoed throughout the temple.

"Before the law, all are judged equally. Be it human or monster, if one is accused of a crime, that life will be treated with equal measure."

Several hundred priests knelt in unison. Walking confidently through their center was a single human woman.

Neatly cut silver hair. Cold, verdant eyes. Her well-featured face showed neither a smile nor anger.

Izabel Crawford. A reincarnator. A human who, like me, had once lived in Japan.

"Welcome, apostles of the Demon Lord. You are 'Mamoru,' correct? The face matches the one in our records."

Izabel's eyes pierced through me. It was a cold gaze that felt as if it could see into the very depths of my soul.

"My name is Izabel Crawford. Chief Administrator of the Temple, and the one who governs the law and order of this nation."

With a single gesture of her fingertips, she signaled to the priests. From the left and right aisles, elite temple soldiers appeared. All of them were preparing to chant spells.

"Your entry into this sacred domain has already been recorded as illegal trespassing. From this moment, you will be formally tried in a court of law as the 'defendant.'"

"Wha...? What is this...!" Defray put his hand on his sword.

"Wait, don't make any sudden moves." I put my hand out in front of him and stared back at Izabel.

"...You're a reincarnator, right? So why... are you treating us monsters as enemies?"

"If you wanted special treatment for 'being a reincarnator,' you should have just gone back to Japan in the first place," Izabel's voice was utterly calm.

"This is a nation of law. Even a child of god, if they have committed a crime, will be placed on the scales of justice. That is my justice."

"Hey, wait! We didn't come here to cause trouble or anything."

"Silence, defendant. Your right to speak is only granted when I permit it. If you have an objection, submit it according to the proper format."

Her words were no longer directed at us as 'people.' They were 'records,' devoid of all emotion, spoken as if she were reading a document or handling an object.

I couldn't help but clench my fists. This woman was serious. Human or monster, she would not judge based on emotion. That was her 'way of life.'

"...Hmph, the god of law, huh." I twisted my lips into a sneer.

"Then let me ask you this. Is there no such thing as 'salvation' in this world? For someone who just made a mistake and wandered in, is there no other path but to be judged!?"

Izabel lowered her eyelids slightly and spoke quietly.

"God will not forgive. And I will not forgive. Judgment will, without fail, be passed."

Bashu!

The priests' chanting began all at once. The air trembled, and a sacred light poured down from the ceiling.



		
			Chapter 36

			# The Trial Begins

			On the temple's altar, the solemn, sacred light of the priests rained down, and at its center, I, Mamoru the Hobgoblin, stood isolated.

The woman sat on the steps of the throne. The reincarnator from another world, Izabel Crawford, looked down on me.

Her eyes were, as ever, cold.

"The trial will now begin. Defendant, Mamoru the Hobgoblin."

The priests chanted in unison, their sacred words offered up to the heavens.

"I don't know what kind of 'trial' this is of yours, but...!" I took a step forward.

"I have to fight! To stop Hero Ares!"

A quiet murmur ran through the temple. Izabel's brow twitched slightly.

"Hero... Ares?"

"That's right!" I shouted.

"He's not just a hero anymore...! He burns human cities, destroys monster villages, and his heart is becoming more and more twisted. Under the banner of 'protecting the world,' he's trying to cast aside every life other than his own...!"

"...Words alone do not constitute evidence," Izabel replied flatly.

"But that's why I'm going to defeat the Rainbow Dragon!"

The moment that name was spoken, a clear wave of agitation ran through the priests.

"The sacred beast of seven attributes... the ancient dragon that symbolizes all magic on this earth..." one of the high priests muttered.

"That's right. By defeating it, I will evolve. To gain the power to fight that Ares head-on... I have to surpass it, no matter what!"

Izabel placed a hand on her lips, lost in thought.

(If this person's words are true, then I must question Ares's actions. But what if they are false...? To defeat the Rainbow Dragon is tantamount to a grave sin...)

"...I will need Hero Ares's testimony as well," Izabel said slowly.

"I cannot pass true judgment until I have heard the arguments of both him and you. However, since your 'objective' is clear..."

She quietly stood up and clapped her hands once.

"I will temporarily permit the subjugation of the Rainbow Dragon. However, I will take measures to prevent your escape under false pretenses."

"!?"

"Your companion, the Dark Elf Tiris. She will be confined in this temple's 'prison.'"

"What...!" I couldn't help but glare at Izabel.

"That's the same as taking a hostage...!"

But from behind me, a quiet voice spoke.

"...Mamoru, let us obey her."

It was Tiris.

Her hair, as white as moonlight, swayed as she slowly walked to my side and looked straight at Izabel.

"Place magic handcuffs on me. With my life, I will guarantee your justice."

"...Tiris!?"

"I believe in your 'way of life.' If it means... you can gain your freedom, then being in a cage for a little while... is not frightening."

Izabel narrowed her eyes in surprise.

"...You are composed, aren't you."

She glanced at a priest, and a maiden carrying a silver magical tool stepped forward and placed sealing handcuffs on Tiris's wrists.

Kashan...

The moment her magic was sealed, Tiris's knees buckled for an instant.

I clenched my fists tightly.

"...I'll be back right away. After I defeat the Rainbow Dragon... to set this world right."

"I believe in you, Mamoru," Tiris smiled.

Even if she was a prisoner in a cage, the light of hope flickered in her eyes.



		
			Chapter 37

			# The Reincarnated Hero is Summoned to the Pantheon Temple

			The Pantheon Temple, towering as if to pierce the heavens. A man was now about to set foot in that sacred domain, a symbol of light and order.

Hero Ares, a human reincarnated from another world, a hero blessed by the gods.

But his eyes no longer held any sacred light. That day, as Hero Ares was heading south from the royal capital, a messenger arrived.

"Hero Ares-sama. Please come to the Pantheon Temple at once. You have been summoned directly by the Temple Court."

"...Huh?"

The moment he heard the messenger's words, the corners of Ares's mouth curled up.

"...Oh? The Pantheon Temple, you say? That's the place that Izabel woman runs, right?"

Ares's mouth twisted into a grin.

That battle back then. The woman who had blown him away with forced transference magic during the boss fight in the Hobgoblin cave.

The Dark Elf, Tiris.

"Kukuk... that damn bitch. Looks like she got herself locked up in the temple."

Ares slowly stroked the sword at his hip and declared to the messenger.

"...This is interesting."

"Y-yes?"

"She's locked up in the temple? I'll be the one to rescue her." With a click of the sword at his hip, Ares smiled coldly.

"By slaughtering every last person in the temple." The air froze. The messenger froze for a moment at those words, but Ares began to walk on without a care.

"Honestly... not just monsters, but gods and laws too..."

"I'm gonna crush everyone who gets in my way."

The seven-colored rainbow in the sky seemed to dim for just a moment.

Around the same time.

In the dungeons beneath the Pantheon Temple, in the prison of seals, Tiris was quietly offering a prayer.

"...O wind, please protect Mamoru on his journey."

At the end of her prayer, her companions, the monster party led by Mamoru, were heading toward the sacred beast in the far distance, the Rainbow Dragon.

Unaware of the fate of their adventure, a new storm was quietly approaching the temple. The shadow of the reincarnated Hero Ares.



		
			Chapter 38

			# "Helmet Crocs Taste Like Chicken and Crab"

			After leaving the Pantheon Temple, I, Mamoru the Hobgoblin, was dragging my heavy, sunken feelings along with me.

"...I guess talking things out just wasn't going to work after all."

My faint hope that a path would open through dialogue with a fellow reincarnator had been easily shattered by the cold words of the law. To make matters worse, Tiris had been taken hostage and imprisoned. Her face as she quietly nodded, her hands bound in magic cuffs, was still burned into my mind.

Losing a Dark Elf from our party was a blow we couldn't avoid. No, honestly, it was extremely tough. Still, we had to keep moving forward. To defeat the Rainbow Dragon.

It was at that moment.

"Gyaooo!"

From deep within the forest, a giant beast appeared, shaking the ground with heavy thuds. A body covered in a heavy-looking carapace, sharp claws, and scales like iron, a Helmet Croc.

"I-it's here! A Helmet Croc!!"

"Whoa, it's huge...!"

"...This one's mine!" Amy shouted bravely, and Koni-chan raised her hammer high.

"Uooooooh!!" Zdon!

Koni-chan's blow shattered its skull, and Amy finished it off with an all-out kick. The Helmet Croc collapsed on the spot without so much as a scream.

When the battle was over, there was one figure staring at the prey with shining eyes...

"It's cooking time!!"

The one who shouted was our cook, Defray.

Without hesitation, he pulled out the frying pan at his waist, skillfully tied his loincloth, and switched from 'combat mode' to 'cooking mode.' As soon as he found a spring in the forest, he washed the bottom of the pan over and over with great care until it was sparkling clean.

"Alright, good. Now, let's start butchering."

With the dexterity of a surgeon, Defray separated the Helmet Croc's thick shell and muscular torso. He removed the joints with a sharp boning knife, carefully took out the organs, and washed away the smelly blood with water multiple times.

"The belly meat here tastes like chicken. We'll flavor it with lemongrass and forest cress. And these pincer-like front legs are probably like crab. You can steam 'em, or they're great pan-fried with butter."

Amy used her water magic to create clean water, and the prep work was perfect. He placed slices of citrus fruit between the meat, wrapped it in leaves, and slowly grilled it over a charcoal fire. The savory aroma gradually spread through the area.

Koni-chan's nose twitched as he drooled.

"Hey, something smells like crab..."

"Right?" Defray laughed.

The grilled Helmet Croc meat was plump, juicy, and faintly sweet, with the scent of spices and fruit wonderfully intertwined. The skin was crispy and fragrant, while the inside was tender and flaky. When a knife was put into it, the juices gushed out.

"Th-this is delicious...! Chicken... and crab? It has the flavor of both...!"

"Hehe... this is 'Grilled Helmet Croc with a Forest Aroma.' I call it, 'Croc-katsu.'"

As everyone fell silent and greedily devoured the meat, Defray narrowed his eyes and said softly.

"Cooking is love. It must be prepared properly, carefully, and savored, you see!"

Mamoru's spirits were lifted a little thanks to Defray.



		
			Chapter 39

			# A Private Execution is Decreed for the Reincarnated Hero

			The Pantheon Temple, the 'Chamber of Law,' watched over by the statue of a god.

Standing before the reincarnator Izabel Crawford was the man who was once supposed to bear the mantle of glory, Hero Ares.

There was no longer any light of justice in his eyes. Only violence and murderous intent burned there.

"Hero Ares. Do you admit to murdering the King of Roselia and his aides, the minister, and the grand general?"

At Izabel's quiet question, Ares twisted his lips into a smile.

"Yeah, I did it. Those guys called me a failure. I just didn't like 'em. I'll kill anyone who has a problem with it. That's my style."

The courtroom murmured. But Izabel did not flinch.

"...And you abandoned the village of Elshia, leading to the loss of over one hundred lives, correct?"

"Abandoned them? Wrong. I just didn't save 'em. Even if I did, they're just trash mobs who'd die soon anyway, right? Why should I have to risk my life for guys like that. Are you stupid?"

Silence.

At those words, the priests' eyes widened, and a magic circle appeared.

Izabel declared with resolve.

"...There is no need to hear any more. You have sullied the name of a reincarnator and trampled upon the law. Hero Ares, I hereby sentence you to a private execution."

"Huh?"

The smile vanished from Ares's face.

"Private execution? Who do you think I am. A savior? Wrong, I'm a god! What are law and justice! They're just stupid illusions used to tie people down!"

Don!

Ares's magical energy was unleashed like an explosion, cracking the floor and blowing several priests away.

"I'm gonna slaughter every last one of you!!"

The temple trembled, and the ceiling groaned. Black lightning coiled around Ares's hands.

"Anyone who defies me is going to hell!!"

Izabel immediately began to chant.

"《Holy Seal Release, Fifth Codex. Light of Divine Punishment, dwell within me...》"

But, at that moment.

"Too slow, you idiot!"

Shu.

Ares activated a teleportation spell and appeared right in front of Izabel. With a flash of his black sword, he aimed for her throat.

Spa!

A spray of blood. A pale red mist danced in the air. The chanting stopped, and Izabel collapsed.

"You can't even ask god for forgiveness or for help, can you..."

Ares slowly raised the sword, wet with Izabel's blood.

"It's game over for you here. The end!"

As Ares's laughter echoed throughout the temple, justice by law crumbled.
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			# The Reincarnated Hero and the Dark Elf

			The Pantheon Temple. Roars and screams now echoed through the place that was supposed to be a sanctuary.

"Wait up! Hey! I'm gonna kill you!!"

The blood-soaked Hero Ares chased the priests around like a madman. He cut down those fleeing from behind, bathing in their blood with a sneer. The temple was engulfed in blood and flames.

"Uwaaaaaaaaaah!!"

"H-help me... gyaah!!" The death cries of countless priests echoed through the Pantheon Temple.

Standing at the center of it all was the former Hero Ares, now just a tyrant.

"Like hell I'm gonna stop... this is a reckoning. The price you pay for pretending to be 'gods.'" Blood dripped from the greatsword in his hand. There was no light of reason in his eyes.

"For saints, you sure run fast... huh? You're still breathing. Let's do that again."

The swung sword mercilessly silenced the people of the temple. Blood splattered on the white marble pillars, and the place of prayer took on the appearance of hell.

When it was all over, silence returned to the temple. Ares walked through the collapsed rubble, his footsteps silent, slowly making his way to the underground prison.

He appeared before the imprisoned Dark Elf, Tiris, cloaked in the scent of blood.

"Finally get to meet ya, little miss rare character."

Tiris narrowed her eyes and shot back.

"...Not a hero, but a brute, I see."

Ares snorted and leaned his bloodstained sword against the wall.

"That's right. I'm not a hero anymore. 'Chosen by God,' they said? Don't make me laugh. But hey... while killing you here and now would be nice, I've thought of something more fun."

Tiris said nothing, simply staring into Ares's eyes. There was no fear in her gaze.

"It'll be after that Hobgoblin, Mamoru, is killed. When you're crying in despair, that's when. I'll end you with my blade. That's my revenge. I want to see your heart torn to shreds."

"...You're despicable."

"I know, right? But that's who I am now. Too bad for you, that legendary hero isn't here anymore."

Ares carelessly pulled a ring of keys from a guard's corpse and opened the cell door.

"That look in your eyes... it really gives me a thrill. Now, come here. Hell starts now."

"Gigii... giiii..." The heavy, rusted iron door opened with a scream, as if groaning from long years of disuse. It was as if the sealed entrance to hell itself was now opening its mouth.

And at that moment, with the death of Izabel Crawford, the Pantheon Temple completely collapsed.

The sanctuary fell into darkness, and order crumbled.

This world was no longer under the protection of any god.

And the game world known as 'Legend of Brave Regalia' also broke, just a little more, for certain.
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			Introduction of Characters

			【Names and Outlines of the Six Reincarnators】

Name Before Reincarnation, Name After Reincarnation, Outline

Taiga Nanjo, Hero Ares. A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god. Deceased.

Chika Saito, Izabel Crawford. A cold god of law who imposes absolute rule through law.

Masato Sakakibara, Crow Sakakibara. Magic-Armored General Crow. The ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

Unknown, Mel Aria. A mad magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

Unknown, Yuto Mikazuki. Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A solitary, supreme swordsman. He cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi, Mamoru the Hobgoblin. The only reincarnator who is a demon, sides with the Demon Lord, and opposes the gods. The protagonist.

【Crow Sakakibara】 (Male)

・ Race, Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age, 32 (Before) → 32 (After)

・ Title, Magic-Armored General Crow

【 Personality】

Crow dismisses emotions and hope as "noise." He believes everything is a "controllable law of causality" and even treats his allies as "experimental data." However, he secretly carries the memory of a "defeat," which manifests as an "obsession to never allow miscalculations." On the battlefield, he is calm and quiet, but when he witnesses unexpected actions, he shows a momentary reaction that is not "anger" but something akin to "fear."

Giant gears constantly grind and turn around him. Countless magic turrets hover in the space, their barrels slowly locking onto the enemy each time he speaks.

【Catchphrases】

"Your actions have an error margin of 6.4 percent. In other words, you will be defeated."

"All life is a waste of energy that has lost its purpose. I shall optimize it for you."

【Hero Ares (Real Name, Taiga Nanjo)】 (Male)

・ Race, Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age, 14 (Before) → 18 (After)

・ Title, Reincarnated Hero Ares

【 Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan. Born in Osaka. He was an excellent student, but he was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game "Legend of Brave Regalia" was his only solace. In despair, he jumped in front of a train after school to commit suicide, but when he came to, he had been reincarnated as "Hero Ares" in the world of "the game he used to play."

【Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'll never go back to being 'the me from back then'."

【Sacred Beast, Rainbow Dragon】

The Rainbow Dragon is one of the most powerful sacred beasts in this world, a "multi-attribute dragon" with a unique evolutionary ability. As its name suggests, it has seven-colored scales and simultaneously harbors seven attributes within its body (Fire, Water, Wind, Earth, Lightning, Light, and Dark). According to legend, the Rainbow Dragon is a guardian dragon that protects the "balance of the end and creation," and it is said to reveal its true form only when the world is heading towards collapse. Its evolution is not just a simple enhancement. It signifies an "interference with the laws of the world."

【Protagonist, Mamoru】 (Male)

・ Race, Goblin (Reincarnator)

・ Age, 38 in human life → 5 in demon years (after reincarnation)

・ Title, Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

Intelligent and realistic. He utilizes his memories as a human to conquer the demon world as if it were a "game." Surprisingly hot-blooded. He is shocked to be reincarnated as a Hobgoblin, but from the desire not to waste his death, he aims to rise through the ranks.

【Likes】

Pork cutlets (He lives an abstinent life since Defray, who forbids pork, is around).

Japanese set meals and beer (Just for nostalgia).

【 Dislikes】

All insects (Gets goosebumps just looking at them).

Pickled plums (Just can't handle sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・Race, Dark Elf

・Age, 142 (A young adult by Elf standards, equivalent to early 20s for humans)

・Title, Dark Elf → Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Tiris is serious, responsible, and always calm and collected. She is strict with herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all else. But inwardly, she dreams of "coexistence with other races," and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist and his friends. She is initially hostile towards Mamoru (a Hobgoblin), but she gradually becomes drawn to his intelligence and words. She is bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears turning red is her weakness. Currently, she is unable to cast magic due to magic handcuffs and is treated like a slave by Hero Ares.

【Likes】

Fruits (Especially berries from the forest).

Vegetables (Has a fondness for herbs she grew herself).

Bow maintenance, morning meditation, and moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slime, okra, natto, etc.).

People who are direct with their emotions (Especially dislikes Koni-chan).

Machinery powered by magic (Feels it is "against nature").

【Defray】 (Male)

・ Race, Orc (Brawler type)

・ Age, Mid-20s in Orc years

・ Title, Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

Bold and kind. A hot-blooded man who cares deeply for his comrades and has sworn profound loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of "not eating" and recognizes him as a sacred companion. His dream is to become a cook and open a demon world restaurant in the future.

【 Likes】

All meat (Especially beef, deer, and boar).

Grilled food (Particular about charcoal fire).

※However, he will never eat pork, as pigs are considered sacred beings.

【 Dislikes】

All insects (Crushes them on sight). Seeing insect dishes makes him sick for days.

【Amy】 (Female)

・ Race, Lizardman (Magic type)

・ Age, 17 in Lizardman years

・ Title, Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

Cool and quiet, but full of intellectual curiosity. She is particularly knowledgeable about nature and insect ecology, and once she starts talking about the "charm of insects," she can't be stopped. She has opened up, just a little, only to Mamoru.

【 Likes】

All insects (for both eating and viewing). She catches them with her long tongue.

River fish, shellfish (Especially likes to eat them alive).

【 Dislikes】

All meat (Finds it culturally unacceptable).

Especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (Maybe male)

・ Race, Troll (Fire magic type)

・ Age, 30 in Troll years

・ Title, Boss Troll → Flame Troll (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

Cheerful and gluttonous, but his intelligence is on par with a child's. He adores Mamoru, calling him "Sensei," and tries his best to suppress his impulse to eat humans. He hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

【 Likes】

Human flesh (Instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru).

Grilled dishes, extremely spicy food.

※Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

【 Dislikes】

Fish (Dislikes them for being slimy).

Insects (Recognizes them as enemies, not food).

【Evolution List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf → Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf → Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc → Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin → Orc Lord

【Lizardman】

Lizardman → Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage → High Lizard

【Troll】

Troll → Boss Troll → Flame Troll → Troll Inferno
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			Humans Cannot Be Trusted. But Numbers Never Lie

			【Mechanized Magic City Nemesis Gear】

A warning light glowed silently in the black and silver tower. The Gear Archive, a fully automated recording mechanism, was announcing an emergency notification.

"Hero Ares, at the Pantheon Temple, a supreme sanctuary serving the God of Light, has murdered 34 priests, 12 shrine maidens, and over 230 citizens. Estimated refugees, 3,000."

In the tower's core, a space where a throne and an arithmetic unit were one, a single man sat quietly.

Crow Sakakibara. Also known as Magic-Armored General Crow.

The lens of his artificial eye converged slightly, and a magic array, mid-calculation, floated in the air. From the seams of his armor, heated ether pulsed with a low throb.

"...More 'noise', is it."

His voice echoed like cold metal.

"The behavioral prediction coefficient for a hero is always unstable. Emotion, a sense of duty, hatred, all of it takes precedence over logic."

【Allowable Error Margin, ±4%】

However, Ares's destructive actions had recorded an error of 【23.9%】.

Crow's artificial eye produced a single conclusion.

"The error has exceeded the threshold. Therefore, it shall be eliminated as 'noise'."

A sound came from behind him. Giant gears turned with a grinding creak, and dozens of magic turrets, Ether Cannons, began to hover in the space.

It was not a quiet anger. It was the indignation of an engineer whose design had been disrupted. The cold, silent killing intent of one whose ideals had been violated.

■ Flashback: The Past of Masato Sakakibara

Masato Sakakibara was once called a child prodigy. Until middle school, his grades were good, and he lived an unremarkable life. But at home, his father's angry shouts and cold indifference held sway, and at school, he was seen as an oddball who couldn't read the room and was kept at a distance.

The only place he felt at ease was on the other side of a display. It was a digital world brimming with infinite possibilities. By the time he entered high school, he had completely shut himself in his room, absorbed in a real-time strategy game with online competitive play.

Three monitors, a high-performance gaming PC, a custom-made input assistance device. His room was like a cockpit.

"People betray you. But code and logic are absolute."

That became his philosophy.

The battlefield Masato chose was the globally popular competitive e-sports game "Omega Conquest." He made a name for himself there.

Clockwork Reaper. A man whose every move was "as calculated." On the screen, enemies were just data, and allies were no different from AI parameters.

"An ally won't move? Then I'll make them move." He would even read his allies' intentions and, at times, use psychological manipulation.

His win rate was an astonishing 92 percent. In just one year, he reached 5th in the world rankings and was chosen for the Japanese national team.

The world tournament finals. His opponent was America's number one team, Ragnarøk. If he won this battle, he should have obtained the title of "world's strongest."

But at that moment, trouble occurred.

A bad internet connection. He could send commands with AI assistance, but the response was slightly off. Still, he was calm. It was a predictable error. The problem was his allies' emotions.

One of his teammates defied the AI's command and charged forward.

"Doing things your way isn't fun for anyone!"

In that instant, the team collapsed, and the tide of battle turned. Defeat.

Afterward, social media became a living hell.

"A dictator who can't read the room."

"He only thinks of people as pawns."

"Guess you really can't trust a shut-in."

Years of effort were negated overnight. His team and his sponsors cut him loose.

Masato deleted all his accounts and quit streaming and social media. He shut himself in his room, eating instant food, his days and nights reversed. He stared at the ceiling and thought.

"What went wrong? I was right... I should have been."

Betrayed by the world, abandoned by others, his own "perfection" was denied.

And so he jumped from the roof of a building, choosing to reset his life.

At that moment, a single phrase appeared on a screen.

【Would you like to reboot your soul in another world?】

Masato clicked without hesitation.
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			The Transferred Hero, Attacking and Attacked

			The moonlight cast a pale blue glow on the cobblestones of the decaying road. Behind Hero Ares, Tiris, a blonde Dark Elf bound by magic handcuffs and a chain, walked silently like a slave.

"You've got a really nice face..." Ares sneered. The look in his eyes was that of a conqueror.

Tiris did not answer. She only shifted her step, moving as if to put a little distance between herself and Ares.

Eventually, the two reached a town and took a room at an inn. Without exchanging a word, Ares tried to push Tiris down onto the bed.

In that instant.

Bachii!! Bachii!! Bachii!!

What erupted was a clap of thunder. A flash of lightning enveloped Tiris's entire body, mercilessly burning Ares's hand.

"Gu...ah!?"

For a moment, the air in the room tensed as if it would explode, and Ares was blown back against the wall. Slamming his back into it, he looked down at his scorched arm, and then laughed wickedly.

"Haha... seriously, you actually cast a curse on yourself?"

Tiris's eyes shone with a light as cold as ice.

"I am not a slave. I would rather be burned by lightning than be defiled by you."

Ares licked his lips at her words.

"Not bad, little rare character... I'm even more in love with you now."

And in the next moment, Tiris was bound tightly to a pillar.

"Well then, I'm just gonna go 'get some night air'." Ares left the room, laughing.

The town at night was quiet. But that silence was a carefully laid trap.

From a distance, the regular, rhythmic sound of metal footsteps.

Gigigi... gigigi...

Appearing in the alleyway was the Magic Machine Legion, the Mech Legion. Soldiers in cold iron armor, with magical sigils glowing on them. The only thing visible was their intent to kill.

Ares stopped and scoffed.

"...Hoh. The Magic Machine Legion, which means..."

Before he could finish his sentence, the soldiers began to charge all at once.

Zugaann!!

A barrage of cannon fire assaulted Ares with a deafening roar. But no one could find his figure within the smoke of the explosion.

"You guys are too slow."

The voice echoed from behind them.

The next moment, a crimson afterimage tore through the soldiers.

Gigigi... gagaga... bashuun!!

One by one, the soldiers' bodies were severed, collapsing in a shower of sparks.

"You really thought you could stop me with this?"

When the last soldier fell with a boom, not a single drop of blood stained Ares's cape.

He looked down at the street, now dyed crimson, and declared.

"The Magic Machine Legion, which means... it's an assassination squad sent by Crow Sakakibara, ain't it."

His smile was not human.

"Fine. I'll get you before you get me."

Amidst the stench of blood and oil, Hero Ares quietly vanished into the darkness.

Eventually, Hero Ares and Tiris would head for the Mechanized Magic City Nemesis Gear. To destroy everything and bring it all to an end.
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			Observe the Rainbow Dragon

			Several days had passed since the great massacre at the Pantheon Temple. As fear and confusion spread among the humans, we, having lost Tiris, continued our journey north.

Our destination was the Spirit Peak of Radiant Light. A place like the end of the world, shrouded in seven-colored mist, where the mythical Rainbow Dragon was said to dwell.

The wind was howling. With every step up the mountain, the sky grew darker, eventually staining the clouds with abnormal shades of red, purple, green, and blue.

"...So this is its nest... huh."

I, Mamoru the Hobgoblin, placed my hand over a giant footprint carved into the ground. It still held warmth. This meant it had been here just moments ago.

"Ha, haha... that's funny... why am I holding a frying pan... I was planning to fight, wasn't I...?" The one with the twitching mouth was my companion, Defray. Though he was our cook, he was a strange one who always wanted to be on the front lines.

A cold voice echoed next to him.

"Let your guard down and you'll be killed." It was Amy, the Lizardman. In her calm hands, the magic for an Aqua Javelin was already converging.

Eventually, we passed through the forest and reached a summit that looked like a temple of bare rock.

The heavens split open.

"Guuuuuooooooaaaarrrrggghhh!!!"

The atmosphere vibrated. The mist was blown away by the wind, and in the instant our vision cleared.

There it was.

Clad in seven-colored scales, a colossal body that seemed to pierce both heaven and earth. Its wings were wreathed in a rainbow, and its mere presence made the world tremble.

The Rainbow Dragon. A mythical dragon. The concentration of its magic was so dense it was already warping space itself.

"What size...!"

"No, it's not just big... Its magic is so dense, it's like a living fossil..."

We immediately understood through our monster instincts.

We couldn't win.

If we fought now, we would be scattered to the winds, not even a single piece of us left behind. So, I made a decision.

"We observe. ...Don't make a move until we find a weakness."

Amy nodded and activated her Snake Eye Lens Magic: Bowen. A transparent magical eye extended like a snake, sliding through the air and capturing a high-definition image of the Rainbow Dragon from afar.

"That's amazing... You could be a wildlife conservation officer in the future, you know..."

"I find dealing with idiots more tiring than magical beasts," she said, and then smiled.

And so, our days of "observation" began.
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			Rainbow Dragon Weakness Observation Diary

			At the Spirit Peak of Radiant Light, we began a life of hiding out from the summit. Our purpose was singular. To observe the behavioral patterns of the legendary Rainbow Dragon.

A rock cave hidden in the forest. During the day, we would use the mist as cover to scale the rock face, and at night, we would peer at the dragon's form with Bowen.

What Amy's Snake Eye Lens water magic, Bowen, depicted was like a scene from another world. The giant dragon with rainbow scales crossed the sky, drank from lakes, absorbed lightning, and breathed light. It was less a living creature and more like a natural phenomenon moving with intent.

"It flaps its wings three times a day..."

"And at night, it always heads to that lake. To recharge its magic, perhaps."

Amy and I recorded our observations on a magical recording stone. Defray, who had come along as the "rice-cooking observer" with a frying pan in hand, trembled every time the dragon's roar echoed.

And on the morning of the seventh day of our observation.

It suddenly appeared from within the mist.

"Hm... Something's coming." Amy pulled the view of her Bowen back sharply.

A group of heavily armed individuals was climbing the rocky slope in a line.

"Humans...?" Koni-chan whispered.

But their equipment and their movements were clearly not those of ordinary climbers.

They were divided into light soldiers in black attire and heavy infantry, advancing while maintaining a magic barrier and a detection-nullifying field.

"A mercenary band... and not just any mercenaries. They've come to hunt the Rainbow Dragon."

I had never expected another group of hunters to appear on this mountain. But now, it was happening right before my eyes.

We hid ourselves in the rock cave, watching their movements through Bowen.

And then.

The time came.

The clouds parted, and a rainbow-colored light shone through.

As if descending from the heavens, the Rainbow Dragon appeared.

Dozens of meters in total length. Its massive wings made the air tremble, and each of its scales changed color like a rainbow. Its overwhelming presence seemed to command the very terrain just by existing.

But the mercenaries did not flinch.

They formed a formation and began a simultaneous barrage. Magic cannons fired, lightning bolts pierced the sky, and explosions of flame erupted on the dragon's torso.

With a roar, the Rainbow Dragon counterattacked.

A mixed magic of wind and water, pillars of black lightning, scorching heat from the chaotic reflection of light. One after another, it swallowed the mercenaries' attacks, returned them, and overwhelmed them.

The rock face shattered, trees were blown away, and the sky burned.

"...It's too strong..." someone muttered.

After a few minutes, all that remained on the battlefield was scorched earth and the unmoving remains of people.

The mercenary band had been annihilated.

But I... at that moment.

"...Hm?"

Something ran through the Rainbow Dragon's body. A part of its scales seemed to have become slightly "thinner." And what's more, it happened after a certain type of magic was used.

"...Could it be, that was..."

My eyes widened as I jotted down my observations in my notepad with a trembling finger.

I saw something. This dragon has a weakness, an opening...!?

"...!"

But I wasn't certain yet. To tell everyone, I needed to see just a little more. I gripped the water lens tightly, determined not to miss the next change.
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			Announcing the Rainbow Dragon Observations and the Key to Reversal

			"No... After seeing that battle with the mercenaries, I'm sure of it."

During that fight where the mercenary band was wiped out, my eyes never missed the fluctuations in the dragon's magic.

"The Rainbow Dragon is... an 'attribute-shifting' type."

"Attribute-shifting type?" Koni-chan tilted his head.

I nodded, spread out my sketchbook, and drew a wheel of attributes on the ground.

"It doesn't fight while maintaining a single attribute. It's constantly changing them. And what's more."

I drew arrows on the wheel.

▼The Law of Attribute Shifting▼

Fire → Weak to Water, Strong against Earth

Earth → Weak to Fire, Strong against Wind

Wind → Weak to Earth, Strong against Water

Water → Weak to Wind, Strong against Fire

Light → Dark → Thunder → Light (Loop)

"For just a moment when its attribute changes, a 'remnant' of the previous attribute remains in its body. If we attack it with the 'counter-attribute' at that exact moment... it will work."

"I see...! That's why the mercenaries' attacks stopped working midway through, and their coordination fell apart," Amy nodded sharply.

"Ooooh!? Is it finally my turn to shine!" Defray exclaimed, swinging the frying pan he was holding.

Our party is as follows.

Party Composition and Attributes

Amy, Water attribute magic (→ Strong against Fire)

Koni-chan, Fire attribute magic (Strong against Earth)

Mamoru (Me), Earth attribute magic (Strong against Wind)

Defray, Specialized in healing and support

"In other words, we watch for the moment it switches attributes and strike with the counter to its previous attribute. If our timing is right, we can deal a massive amount of damage."

"But... isn't there some luck involved in that?" Koni-chan said anxiously.

"Exactly. Out of seven attributes, we can only counter a maximum of three. That means we have a three in seven chance of hitting its weak spot."

"But with Defray's support, we can hold out until we hit that weakness," Amy said with a smile.

"It means we have a chance to win."

Our eyes met.

"Let's go. We're ready." I stood up and gripped the staff I carried on my back.

We took one step at a time toward the summit of the Spirit Peak of Radiant Light.

And there it was.

The mythical ruler who commanded the sky and the earth, wreathed in a seven-colored aura. The Rainbow Dragon was looking down on everything.

But this time was different. We would not run.

"We will win," I looked up at the sky and muttered.

"We'll drag that thing down from its myth!"

We will defeat the Rainbow Dragon and evolve. We encouraged each other on the eve of battle.
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			Showdown with the Rainbow Dragon

			The massive Rainbow Dragon appeared before us.

"Guooooooooooaaaaaaaaaaahhh!!"

A roar like the rumbling of the earth shook the sky and the ground.

The Rainbow Dragon unfurled its wings, its giant body coiling. A rainbow appeared in the sky, and its magic spread out in a radial pattern.

"Here it comes!"

Amy condensed her magic, deploying a water magic Aqua Javelin.

I, Mamoru, readied my staff, gathering the power of the earth.

Koni-chan's body became wreathed in flames, ready for battle.

...However, in the next moment, the dragon's eyes flashed.

"Hm...? Hey, something's not right..." Defray muttered.

Right before him, the rainbow-colored dragon opened its mouth wide and charged.

"Grrrraaaaaaaaaahhh!!!"

"W, whoaaaaaaahhh!?!? W, why is it only targeting meeeeeeeeee!!?"

Defray, the unexpected target.

"Eh... does it think you're a pig?" Koni-chan murmured.

"Who are you calling a pig!!!!! ...wait, is that a compliment!" For the Orc Tribe, pigs were sacred creatures. But the dragon mercilessly pursued Defray.

Ducking its tail, dodging its breath, Defray fled for his life!

"Hey, someone help meeeeeeee!!"

"...Actually, isn't this an opportunity?" Amy analyzed calmly.

"I see... Defray is acting as a decoy for us!" I nodded.

The Rainbow Dragon's scales began to turn a deep blue. Water attribute.

"Fire is next! At that moment, a 'remnant of water' will be left!"

"Leave it to me!" Amy unleashed her Aqua Javelin!

Zugaannnnnnn!!!

A flash struck the Rainbow Dragon's shoulder. A blue explosion erupted, and the dragon let out a cry of pain!

"It worked!! We're hitting its weak spot!"

Next, its scales turned red, shifting to the Fire attribute... after that was Earth.

"It's going to be Wind next! Since there's a remnant of Fire, that means..."

"It's my turn!" Koni-chan focused flames in both hands.

"Burning Scarlet!"

Dogaaaaaaaaaann!!

A direct hit. The membrane of the dragon's wing was burned, and it lost its balance!

The Rainbow Dragon roared, wreathed itself in lightning, and ascended into the sky.

"After Lightning... Light, Dark... it'll loop around back to Lightning!"

"Then right now, there's a remnant of Dark!"

"Here I go, I'll finish this!"

I focused the earth's magic and shouted loudly.

"Graviton Spike!!!"

The ground swelled, catching the dragon's leg. The next moment, the earth magic exploded!

The dragon's massive body staggered and finally collapsed!

"Now!! Defray, finish it!!"

"...I'll show you... I'm not a pig...!!"

Defray leaped up, imbuing his frying pan with lightning magic in mid-air.

"Superlative Thunder Omelet!!"

Bashuuuuuuuun!!!!!

With a crackle of lightning, the frying pan made a clean hit on the dragon's head!

The Rainbow Dragon collapsed.

Silence. The wind blew across the summit.

"...Did we... defeat it?"

"...We won..." We stood there, stunned.

Only Defray, with his hands on his knees, said while catching his breath.

"...W, with this... I've proven... I'm not a pig, right...?"

At that moment, Koni-chan murmured.

"Yeah... but, when you got burned by the fire, you smelled a little delicious..."

"So you still think I'm a pig after all!!!" The cry of Defray of the Orc Tribe echoed across the summit.
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			The Dragon Full-Course Meal and Our Evolution

			"Now, let's begin. With love, with precision, with care... dragon, it is time to eat." So saying, Defray stood before the giant Rainbow Dragon.

Its scales glittered like jewels, repelling any blade, but what Defray took out was the Magic Forged Knife, Amatus. It was a masterpiece that read the structure of the meat with every cut, minutely adjusting to the optimal cutting angle.

"First, the tail, for a stew." When he severed the tail with a chop, white, fatty muscle was revealed, and a rich, sweet aroma rose with the steam.

Next came the shoulder muscle, thigh meat, back meat, liver, brain... as he carved each part without any waste, the surrounding monsters watched with bated breath.

"The dragon is a symbol of power. But you see... cooking is not about power, it's about love."

A Five-Course Rainbow Dragon Meal

First Course, Dragon Tail Soup.

From the tail bones and meat, simmered for a long time, a golden, shining soup was completed. By simmering it with aromatic vegetables and rare herbs, it became a masterpiece that had a refreshing quality within its richness.

"Though it's an appetizer, it has the double effect of nourishment and magic recovery."

Mamoru felt his muscles activate with every sip and couldn't help but groan in appreciation.

Second Course, Dragon Meat Stew.

The shoulder and arm sections were simmered for three hours, and the roux was a rich flavor seasoned with dark cacao, red wine, and spices. The moment a spoon was inserted, the fibers crumbled apart.

"Woooah, the meat... it's melting!" Defray shouted his love for the dragon.

Third Course, Dragon Hamburg Steak.

The thigh meat was finely minced and bound with secret mana salt and dragon eggs. When grilled, the surface of the hamburg steak became crisp, while juices overflowed from the inside.

At the juwaaa... sound, everyone's mouths watered.

"Hamburg steak... it's surprisingly good," said Amy, the meat-hater, as she gobbled it down.

Fourth Course, Dragon Fillet Steak.

The finest part of the back meat, the fillet, was grilled slightly rare and seasoned only with rock salt. When a knife was put to it, the meat naturally parted, melting on the tongue like butter.

"To savor... the power of the dragon," Koni-chan muttered, just that one phrase.

Fifth Course, Dragon Brain Dessert.

The essence extracted from the brain was cooled and fermented, creating a rich pudding-like dessert. It was topped with mana fruit jelly and star sugar. As everyone absorbed the magic, a sweet taste spread throughout their bodies.

"To the very last bite, with precision, with care, and deliciously, of course!" Defray smiled.

The monsters who ate the dragon's flesh began to tremble quietly.

It was a resonance of magic, no, a sign of "evolution."

Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight. Silver armor naturally formed on his body, and his skill with a sword became exceptionally sharp.

Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin. A sacred light rose from his back, and he gained a giant shield and healing magic.

Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage. The scales on his body changed to a rainbow color, and his spell-casting speed doubled. He even became capable of mental manipulation.

Boss Troll → Flame Troll. With burning red skin, he awakened to the fire attribute, able to scorch the earth with a single punch.

"We've evolved... all of us, to the next level."

Mamoru was also at a loss for words. Everyone's appearance had changed dramatically.

With their newly evolved companions, the party headed for the Pantheon Temple where Tiris awaited. However, what they found there was only collapsed rubble, human corpses, and silence.

"...We were too late, huh."

Black smoke rose into the sky. And a faint, strange sound echoed. It seemed like a signal for a new battle.
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			Introduction of Characters

			【Names and Outlines of the Six Reincarnators】

Name Before Reincarnation, Name After Reincarnation, Outline

Taiga Nanjo, Hero Ares. A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god. Deceased.

Chika Saito, Izabel Crawford. A cold god of law who imposes absolute rule through law.

Masato Sakakibara, Crow Sakakibara. Magic-Armored General Crow. The ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

Unknown, Mel Aria. A mad magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

Unknown, Yuto Mikazuki. Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A solitary, supreme swordsman. He cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi, Mamoru the Hobgoblin. The only reincarnator who is a demon, sides with the Demon Lord, and opposes the gods. The protagonist.

【Crow Sakakibara】 (Male)

・ Race, Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age, 32 (Before) → 32 (After)

・ Title, Magic-Armored General Crow

【 Personality】

Crow dismisses emotions and hope as "noise." He believes everything is a "controllable law of causality" and even treats his allies as "experimental data." However, he secretly carries the memory of a "defeat," which manifests as an "obsession to never allow miscalculations." On the battlefield, he is calm and quiet, but when he witnesses unexpected actions, he shows a momentary reaction that is not "anger" but something akin to "fear."

Giant gears constantly grind and turn around him. Countless magic turrets hover in the space, their barrels slowly locking onto the enemy each time he speaks.

【Catchphrases】

"Your actions have an error margin of 6.4 percent. In other words, you will be defeated."

"All life is a waste of energy that has lost its purpose. I shall optimize it for you."

【Hero Ares (Real Name, Taiga Nanjo)】 (Male)

・ Race, Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age, 14 (Before) → 18 (After)

・ Title, Reincarnated Hero Ares

【 Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan. Born in Osaka. He was an excellent student, but he was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game "Legend of Brave Regalia" was his only solace. In despair, he jumped in front of a train after school to commit suicide, but when he came to, he had been reincarnated as "Hero Ares" in the world of "the game he used to play."

【Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'll never go back to being 'the me from back then'."

【Protagonist, Mamoru】 (Male)

・ Race, Goblin (Reincarnator)

・ Age, 38 in human life → 6 in demon years (after reincarnation)

・ Title, Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

He was once the weakest boss, a Hobgoblin, but by sharing a soul with the human Mamoru, he has evolved to his second stage. As a Goblin Knight, he wishes to be a shield for his comrades more than anyone else. He is cautious, has excellent tactical sense, and possesses the qualities of a leader. He is deeply trusted by his companions. He is a bit of a stickler, and his one flaw is that he doesn't get jokes easily.

【Likes】

Pork cutlets (He lives an abstinent life since Defray, who forbids pork, is around).

Japanese set meals and beer (Just for nostalgia).

【 Dislikes】

All insects (Gets goosebumps just looking at them).

Pickled plums (Just can't handle sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・Race, Dark Elf

・Age, 142 (A young adult by Elf standards, equivalent to early 20s for humans)

・Title, Dark Elf → Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Tiris is serious, responsible, and always calm and collected. She is strict with herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all else. But inwardly, she dreams of "coexistence with other races," and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist and his friends. She is initially hostile towards Mamoru (a Hobgoblin), but she gradually becomes drawn to his intelligence and words. She is bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears turning red is her weakness. Currently, she is unable to cast magic due to magic handcuffs and is treated like a slave by Hero Ares.

【Likes】

Fruits (Especially berries from the forest).

Vegetables (Has a fondness for herbs she grew herself).

Bow maintenance, morning meditation, and moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slime, okra, natto, etc.).

People who are direct with their emotions (Especially dislikes Koni-chan).

Machinery powered by magic (Feels it is "against nature").

【Defray】 (Male)

・ Race, Orc (Brawler type)

・ Age, Mid-20s in Orc years

・ Title, Orc Paladin → Orc Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

He usually has a laid-back way of speaking and is a big-brother type who never loses his boisterous smile. Cooking is his very life, and his desire to "have everyone eat delicious food" is stronger than his will to fight. That said, once a battle begins, his figure healing allies and standing tall on the front lines with a shield is truly that of a paladin. He often says cooking is "love," and when he gets angry, his fist flies with a shout of, "You're lacking in love!" He's surprisingly quick to cry.

【 Likes】

All meat (Especially beef, deer, and boar).

Grilled food (Particular about charcoal fire).

※However, he will never eat pork, as pigs are considered sacred beings.

【 Dislikes】

All insects (Crushes them on sight). Seeing insect dishes makes him sick for days.

【Amy】 (Female)

・ Race, Lizardman (Magic type)

・ Age, 18 in Lizardman years

・ Title, Lizard Sage → High Lizard (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

A cool female mage who is always calm and rarely shows her emotions. She is deeply trusted by her companions but carries a somewhat mysterious air about her. She is a woman of few words, giving only the bare minimum of instructions, but there is no waste in what she says. A theorist, she wields her magic calmly and precisely even in the midst of battle.

Her favorite book is the "Phantom Insect Encyclopedia." Whenever she has free time, she gazes at her insect specimens, but she never speaks of their charm to anyone. When it comes to knowledge of insects and magic, she is second to none in the party.

【 Likes】

All insects (for both eating and viewing). She catches them with her long tongue.

River fish, shellfish (Especially likes to eat them alive).

【 Dislikes】

All meat (Finds it culturally unacceptable).

Especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (Probably male)

・ Race, Troll (Fire magic type)

・ Age, 31 in Troll years

・ Title, Flame Troll → Troll Inferno (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

Despite his huge body and immense strength, his personality is as innocent as a child's. He is curious about everything and wants to befriend everyone right away. He has affectionately given nicknames to his companions, calling Mamoru "Ma-mo-kun," Defray "Pig," and Amy "Lizard." His evolution to the fire attribute has further increased his hot-blooded power, but he is not good with details. He gets embarrassed easily when praised. He loves "warm food" and can't get enough of Defray's cooking.

【 Likes】

Human flesh (Instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru).

Grilled dishes, extremely spicy food.

※Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

【 Dislikes】

Fish (Dislikes them for being slimy).

Insects (Recognizes them as enemies, not food).

【Evolution List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf → Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf → Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc → Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin → Orc Lord

【Lizardman】

Lizardman → Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage → High Lizard

【Troll】

Troll → Boss Troll → Flame Troll → Troll Inferno
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			The Reincarnated Hero Hires Allies at a Dark Guild

			The magical nation of Nemesis Gear. A city where steel, lightning, and human desires swirled. Hero Ares and the woman walking beside him, Tiris, passed through the city's outer gate.

Tiris. A Dark Elf female magic warrior. A lithe body, golden hair, and eyes of a lustrous crimson. But on her wrists were magic-sealing handcuffs, and she was bound by a black iron chain connected to Ares's waist.

The surrounding eyes were cold. In this city, "demi-human slaves" were not uncommon. No one thought of her as a companion. They only saw her as "property." Tiris herself simply walked in silence.

"...As I thought, he's making his move."

Ares looked up at the steel tower, Nemesis Tower.

Magic-Armored General Crow, a reincarnator. Reading the movements of the assassins sent after him, Ares made his decision.

"Get them before they get you. That's my rule."

In a corner of the city, in a dimly lit back alley, was a rundown tavern called the Scrap Note. Inside was noisy, a crossroads for mercenaries, criminals, spies, prostitutes, and denizens of the underworld.

Ares was waiting for a man at a counter seat.

"It's been a while, 'Reincarnated Hero'-san."

A muffled voice came from beside him. A thin man with his hood pulled down low, Gil, an intermediary for the dark guild Dreadbind, was already sitting in the next seat.

Ares spoke without even ordering a drink.

"I want to kill Crow Sakakibara. For that, I need some skilled guys."

"So straightforward. That helps. But before that..."

Gil glanced at Tiris and grinned.

"Fine woman you have there. That Dark Elf. She'll sell for a high price. Interested in registering her as merchandise?"

Tiris's shoulders trembled slightly. But she did not open her mouth. A slave has no right to object.

Ares's eyes pierced Gil.

"She's not for sale. This one... is my tool. I'll make her fight."

Gil narrowed his eyes.

"Hmm... with the magic-sealing handcuffs still on? Can she use some kind of explosion magic?"

"I'll remove the seal when necessary. If she runs... then, I'll just kill her."

Tiris's eyes looked at Ares for a single, cold moment. Gil shrugged and whistled.

"Fine by me. I'm used to dangerous folks. Well then, allow me to introduce them. You wanted a lightning mage and a thief skilled in code interference, right?"

● Lightning Mage, Bolt

A silent man with a cross-shaped scar over his eye approached. His right eye was artificial, his left eye was cold with killing intent.

"I'm good at burning out robots. Depending on the conditions, I'll entrust my life to you."

On the lightning rod he held were etched magic circuits and blood-soaked talismans. He was a former criminal. A heretic of lightning magic who had hunted machine-type magic soldiers.

With that one sentence, Ares decided to hire him.

● Thief, Gilliam

A man in a black hood and goggles appeared with a backflip.

"Hello there! Stealth, infiltration, and code interference, you can leave it all to Gilliam, yes you can!"

"You... talk too much."

"My apologies, yes!"

As his companions gathered, the chain on Tiris clinked softly again. She said nothing, just stood there quietly.

Ares stood up and said calmly.

"Let's go. To Nemesis Tower. Crow, I'm gonna crush you."

Tiris began to walk as if to obey, still in her chains. But her eyes alone were fixed on something.
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			Choosing the Infiltration Route for Nemesis Tower

			Night in the magical nation of Nemesis Gear concealed both the stars and the moon. Only the pale blue magical light emitted from the tower's peak illuminated the world.

Soaring in its center was a giant tower of black iron. The steel tower, Nemesis Tower.

Its form, as if piercing the heavens, seemed to anchor the lightning of the gods to this very land.

◆ Nemesis Tower, Floor Structure

Floors 1-10, Security Checkpoint Zone. Autonomous security weapons and biometric authentication gates are permanently installed. No entry for the general public.

Floors 11-30, Magic Research Floors. Magic technology research labs, tactical development department, forging furnace area, and so on. Magical reactor cores are installed on each floor, supplying energy to the upper levels.

Floors 31-50, Military Computation Core. Armored unit deployment management, computation core, and unmanned tactical soldier storage area. Protected by strict information blackouts and a three-dimensional labyrinth structure.

Floors 51-70, Combat Force Storage Area. Sealing zone for reincarnated weapons and magical relics from the old world. An area that could be called a death trap, lined with organic metals and cursed weapons.

Floors 71-98, High Executive Floors. Engine rooms, audience halls, and personal research labs directly under Magic-Armored General Crow.

Floor 99, Throne Level, Core Ark. The central seat of control where Crow resides. The space itself is controlled by the "will of the reincarnator," where even information alteration can occur.

To this Nemesis Tower, sometimes derided as a floating tower.

Hero Ares,

Dark Elf Tiris,

Lightning Mage Bolt,

Thief Gilliam,

The Hero's party was about to challenge it.

"Going in through the front is something only an idiot would do."

Ares folded his arms and muttered while looking up at a projected three-dimensional diagram of the tower.

"We have three options, yes we do."

The thief Gilliam held up his fingers and explained.

Route ① Underground Exhaust Duct Route (Infiltrate from the lower levels).

Pass through sewage and poison gas to sneak up to the 10th floor. Numerous traps involving contaminated magic insects and gas filters.

Route ② Loading Rail Route (Enter from the middle levels).

Pass through a smuggling route along with magic equipment. Detection prevention magic is essential. Combat is unavoidable along the way.

Route ③ Floating Lift Route (Via the air).

Take control of an aerial supply lift for a forced transport up to the 70th floor. An all or nothing gamble. Failure to control it means a fatal fall. A breakthrough using military-grade code interference and lightning magic is required.

"They're all death traps, yes they are," Gilliam shrugged.

"The floating lift has a low probability, but it can get us close to Crow's floor in one shot," Bolt said in a low voice. In his eyes, there was no image of death by failure. He was a man who always aimed for the shortest path.

"Yeah, that's right. If we're gonna risk our lives anyway, the shortest path is best," Ares said with a growl.

"I'm gonna take the three of us to investigate the tower and figure out the floating lift's position," he said to Tiris, and then Ares and the others disappeared into the city's darkness.

Meanwhile.

On the 99th floor of Nemesis Tower, in the Core Ark.

A man sitting on a steel throne laughed quietly.

Magic-Armored General Crow Sakakibara. A reincarnator who was once ranked 5th in the world in e-sports and was chosen for the Japanese national team. A mad ruler who reconstructs even the physical laws of this world with code and magic.

"Hero Ares. As I thought, you would choose 'that one'."

An image of the floating lift appeared. On it were the numerous magic traps that would deploy simultaneously upon activation.

"He's probably already realized that a dual key of lightning and interference is necessary... but."

"That much is part of my 'guidance'. Now, dance in the hell of code analysis."

His finger traced the "tower's structural diagram" floating in space. The tower was alive. It was a magic formula with a will of its own. The more Hero Ares and his party moved, the deeper they were lured into Crow's trap.
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			Activating the Floating Lift and the Aerial Breakthrough

			Nemesis Gear, the central district. Nemesis Tower.

Beyond the steel corridors, the floating lift, the Zero Elevator, stood tall. At a height of 500 meters, this device, levitating through magical buoyancy and a lightning magnetic field, was the only means to reach the upper levels of Nemesis Tower.

"We can't get to Crow's place unless we start this thing up, huh."

As Ares said this while looking up at the lift, Gilliam jumped onto the control panel on the wall.

"Leave the code interference to me, yes... ugh, the layers are multiplexed, they are...!"

His fingertips moved as if dancing, and analysis tool screens opened one after another. In that moment, an alarm sounded.

"Automated interceptor drones approaching, yes!"

Appearing in the air were magic drones. From their wing-like flight units, cold lenses stared down at Ares and his party.

"They plan to pick us off from the sky... Tiris, do it!"

Tiris nodded silently at Ares's command. The magic-sealing handcuffs on her wrists were temporarily released, and the magic bow, Ignis Bow, appeared in her hands.

"...Fall."

With a quiet voice, an arrow wreathed in flames tore through the sky. One drone exploded into pieces. Immediately, the next arrow was fired, shooting down the pursuing drones one by one.

"Hoh... not bad, Tiris."

"I'm not doing this for you. I'm doing it for everyone." To her cold reply, Ares gave a wry smile.

In the meantime, Autogear, magic soldiers, were approaching from the ground. Soldiers of steel, stamping the ground with their metal legs and firing electric bullets.

"...I'll handle these!"

Bolt stepped forward. He focused magic into his lightning rod and muttered in a low voice.

"Thunder Blade Chain: Full Charge."

Lightning was unleashed from his staff, and a flash ran across the heads of the enemy soldiers. In an instant, six Autogears short-circuited and collapsed in a shower of sparks.

"...Overheating. Recharging, thirty seconds."

"That's enough."

Ares drew his sword and charged at the remaining enemy magic cavalry.

Gilliam was astonished.

"...This is no ordinary feat, yes it is. The code has seven layers, and an interference loop is built in. The shape of the key changes every time I touch it, yes it does!"

"Just do something about it!!"

Ares roared. Behind him, magic drones closed in from above, while on the ground, the soldier units made the earth tremble with their steel legs.

"We don't have time, just get us through before you start spouting nonsense!"

"I'm trying, yes! But this... it even has an AI-based automatic counter-interference system! Every time I touch the code, the other side overwrites it, yes it does!"

"Damn it! What the hell are we supposed to do!"

"I'll buy some time!"

Bolt stepped forward. His lightning rod became charged with high-voltage electricity, a clap of thunder roared, and the surrounding air burned.

"Deploying Thunder Net Barrier. For ten seconds only, this is my domain."

A dome of electricity was formed, blocking the enemy's entry. In that opening, Tiris fired a volley of arrows, intercepting the drones.

The lift groaned and started up for a moment... but in the next instant, it stopped.

"It moved... wait, it stopped, yes!? Why!?"

Gilliam's face turned pale.

"There's packet jamming in the energy guidance field, yes...! Our release code has been nullified, yes it has!"

"Stop saying things I don't understand!! Just fix it!!"

Ares slammed his fist into the control panel. As sparks flew, Tiris calmly said one thing.

"Ares, if you break that, it will be even harder to get it to move."

"Grrr... argh!"

Ares bit back his anger. The hilt of his sword was gripped so tightly it creaked.

"...Then, I guess I have no choice but to trust in you guys' brains."

Gilliam took a deep breath and said.

"From here on, it's all based on intuition, yes... but we have to do it, yes we do!"

He ran his fingers as if parting a maze of code. In the dizzyingly changing interference field, numbers and figures intersected.

"I did it! The lift's code, it's open, yes it is!!"

In that moment, the lift let out a low groan and restarted.

"Move!!" Along with Ares's shout, the Zero Elevator emitted a light and began to ascend towards the heavens.

The remaining enemy soldiers could only look up at the lift from the ground, being burned by lightning and flames. Gilliam shouted. The floating lift roared to life, and the floor in the central section began to rise.

"Everyone, get on, yes!"

Ares gave the order. Tiris, Gilliam, Bolt, and he himself jumped on, and in that moment.

"...More drones coming from above!"

Tiris once again nocked an arrow and shot down a drone that was about to take off.

Fragments of machinery burst in the air, and smoke rose into the sky. But the lift had already begun its ascent.

"We're breaking through just like this... Just you wait, Crow. I'm gonna destroy this shitty world of yours!!"

With the roar of thunder and the cries of steel at their backs, the floating lift rapidly ascended toward the 70th floor.



		
			Chapter 53

			Infiltrating Nemesis Tower and the Appearance of the Machine God Crow

			By the time the floating lift finished its ascent up the steel tower, Nemesis Tower, that pierced the heavens, their vision was filled with the distorted city structure and the upper-level sectors emitting a strange light.

The lift stopped at the 70th floor. From here on, the tower began to take on a different appearance.

This was the space where the organizations directly under Magic-Armored General Crow were based. Research institutions, individual operations rooms, control bureaus, audience halls, and personal laboratories were spread out like a spider's web.

It was also the place that would become the most intense battlefield.

On each floor, "logic-based traps" were placed, designed on the premise of the advanced judgment and instantaneous response capabilities cultivated in the e-sports world championships of the past.

Floor 72, Corridor of Moving Floors. The entire floor moved and rotated periodically, a mechanism where you would fall if you didn't step in a specific order.

"If we're off by even a little bit... we'll fall straight down, yes!" Gilliam wiped away his sweat.

"There's a pattern! Bolt, predict the trajectory!"

"Three, two, one... now!" Bolt signaled, and everyone jumped at once. As the footing slid, everyone broke through.

Floor 74, Labyrinth of Falling Pillars. Countless steel pillars that fell on a time-trap system. It was not random, but controlled by the number of steps and the angle.

"A pillar is coming from an angle. ...Tiris, step back on the sixth step."

"You can read it?"

"This... is a puzzle. My specialty," Ares calmly gave instructions and guided them through the labyrinth.

Floor 75, Arena of the Falling Ceiling. A floor with a time limit, where you would be crushed to death if you stayed in a designated point.

"The ones who don't move get crushed first! Keep moving!"

"Old man! This way!"

"It's tracking us... this is a war of nerves," Bolt silently analyzed the route.

Floor 78, Coordinated Ceiling Trap and Magic Soldier Attack. A remote-controlled turret was installed that worked in conjunction with the moving ceiling.

"Each of the floor panels changes the angle of the ceiling, yes!"

Tiris immediately analyzed it. "If I step here... it will create a blind spot in the wall!"

"Alright, jump in there!" Ares made the decision, and they slipped through the gaps in the sliding ceiling.

Floor 83, Memory Interference and Fake Routes. Their progress was hindered by phantoms of former allies and false displays of the correct route.

"The branches... are they increasing?"

"No, this is a 'guidance trap'. It's designed to make us take the long way around on purpose," Tiris calmly saw through it.

"In that case... allow me to take a shortcut, yes!" Gilliam climbed up a wall and discovered a hidden passage.

Floor 90, Reaction Speed Test Zone. The floor would collapse upon visual reaction, and you would die instantly if you didn't jump over it in time.

"You want us to do this like it's an FPS... interesting!"

Ares ran, Gilliam jumped, Tiris performed an instantaneous evasion.

Bolt quietly said, "Optimal reaction time, 0.62 seconds... Gilliam, jump."

Floor 98, Multi-Layered Floor and Switching Traps. Identical floors were arranged above and below, with enemies and traps operating simultaneously.

"This is a 'dual-stage format'... a format that was in the e-sports finals."

"I know the rules... but I have no intention of losing," Tiris fired an arrow.

Through teamwork, they defeated the enemies and shut down the synchronized system's switching.

"Is that... all of them."

"We're finally at the top floor, yes... ah, I'm so tired, yes I am," Gilliam fell to his knees.

"Still, we're going. The real fight starts now...!" Ares gripped his sword tightly.

Floor 99, Throne Level, Core Ark.

The final floor they reached via a floating platform. It was a different world where even the laws of physics were unstable.

The walls, the floor, the ceiling, everything was "informationized," altered by a single thought.

At its center was a throne.

Sitting on the ominous steel throne was a single man, no, a god-like "vessel of will."

The reincarnator, Crow Sakakibara.

He was flanked by experimental magic soldiers and greeted Ares's party with a blank expression.

"The behavioral prediction coefficient for a hero is always unstable. Emotion, a sense of duty, hatred... all of it takes precedence over logic."

【Allowable Error Margin, ±4%】

"But your destructive actions... an error of 【23.9%】."

Crow's artificial eye rotated, announcing its conclusion.

"The error has exceeded the threshold. Therefore, it shall be eliminated as 'noise'."

"Go on and try it. I won't be stopped!" Ares readied his sword.

"Your actions have an error margin of 【6.4%】. In other words, you will be defeated."

Tiris glared back. "We don't live by probabilities. We move by will."

"All life is a waste of energy that has lost its purpose. I shall optimize it for you."

"Stop your damn preaching!!" Gilliam leaped forward.

"In that case, I'll 'optimize' you with my lightning," Bolt stepped forward.

Ares shouted.

"We settle this here, everyone! We'll defeat Crow!!"

They had finally entered into battle with the Magic-Armored General Crow, the ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.
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			Death Battle in the Altered Space and Reboot

			The Throne Level, Core Ark.

An information space where the laws of physics were distorted and reality was twisted.

At its center, the artificial eye of the seated Crow Sakakibara flashed red, and a cold voice echoed.

"The error has exceeded the threshold. Therefore, it shall be eliminated as 'noise'."

In that moment, a giant turret deployed from the ceiling.

"Magic Weapon Gatling Cannon, all rounds loaded."

Bachi.

A magic coil began to rotate spirally. What would be fired from it were high-speed magic bullets.

"Dodge!!"

Ares shouted, and Tiris deployed a magic barrier. Gilliam dropped to the floor, and Bolt retreated.

The bullets tore through space. A single blow pierced the barrier, sending Tiris flying, and sparks flew from Ares's shoulder.

"Guh... damn it... is this guy really trying to kill us!!"

"So this is... a next-generation weapon. Its power is on another level," Bolt groaned.

"Prioritize defense! We're not at a distance where we can attack from here, yes we aren't!!" Gilliam desperately analyzed the situation, but the space itself reacted, sealing their movements.

Crow stood up and slowly raised his hand.

"Your tactical formations have been calculated. Especially you, Bolt and Gilliam. Your entry from the dark guild Dreadbind... that movement itself was part of my plan."

"...What did you say?"

Bolt furrowed his brow and readied his lightning rod.

"Now, you two... come here."

As Crow spoke, he moved his hand.

Then, space distorted, and a forced teleportation magic circle activated.

"Damn it!? The ground under my feet is...!!"

Bolt's and Gilliam's bodies were drawn towards Crow's throne as if magnetized.

"Get away! This isn't teleportation magic... is it a coordinate gravitational pull!" Gilliam struggled, but his movements were somewhat sluggish.

"Hey... Gilliam?" Ares's eyes narrowed sharply.

Gilliam, before Crow's throne, grinned.

"Sorry, Hero-san. This was my job from the start, yes it was."

"...You've got to be kidding me."

"Stealth and betrayal are my specialties, yes they are," Gilliam took a dagger from his pocket and readied it.

Tiris trembled with anger. "You, from the very beginning, you were just..."

"...using us, yes I was. All of your movements were calculated by Crow-sama, yes they were."

Crow's artificial eye glittered once more.

"I predict all possibilities. Betrayal and loyalty are nothing more than within the margin of error."

"We're fighting with our souls! You think that can be contained in a calculation!!"

Ares drew his sword and roared with anger.

But the enemy was already among his allies.

Bolt stood there in silence, a slight hesitation in his eyes.

"...Bolt, you... surely not..."

"The options are still remaining," Bolt muttered.

However, his lightning had not yet been unleashed.

Ares and Tiris, on the verge of losing the allies they should have been able to trust, still gripped their sword and bow tightly. The battle would proceed into a final stage of further chaos and confusion.
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			Betrayal or Miracle, Thunder and Rebellion

			On the Throne Level, Core Ark, the situation had tilted towards despair.

The betrayal of Gilliam, whom they had thought an ally. The silence of Bolt.

Ares and Tiris were, quite literally, isolated and without support.

Crow Sakakibara slowly rose from his steel throne and delivered a declaration of victory.

"You have been dancing in the palm of my hand from the very beginning."

His artificial eye glinted.

"Behavioral predictions, thought patterns, emotional branching, all calculated. Your reactions are within the margin of error."

Tiris gritted her teeth. "...No... to think everything was read..."

Crow spread his arms and continued proudly.

"I have continued to pursue rationality. Emotions, impulses, they are unnecessary. I have obtained perfection."

But.

At that moment, the corners of Ares's mouth slowly curled up.

"...That's what I've been trying to tell you, Crow-chan."

Crow's expression twitched.

"You don't know the first thing about human nature, do you..."

"...What? Are you saying there is 'noise' in me?"

Ares slowly raised his hand and grinned.

"I'll quadruple your reward! Do it as planned!!"

In that instant.

"Understood."

Bolt, who had muttered quietly, suddenly deployed a lightning magic circle.

"Black Lightning Magic, Thunderbolt!!"

Zugaann!!

Black lightning roared, burning through Crow's mechanical armor. Magic coils short-circuited, and sparks flew.

"Wh-!? ...Why, Bolt!! You too were calculated to be my subordinate!!"

"Sorry about that. I'm not good at having my emotions read."

At the same time, Gilliam circled around behind him, laughing.

"Hello there... this is the real deal, yes it is."

Spa!

With a single flash of his dagger, he slashed the connection port for the power cord on the back of the magic armor.

"Code, severed, yes. It's a kill, yes it is."

In that moment.

For the first time, Crow's artificial eye wavered slightly.

It was not anger.

It was fear.

"This... unforeseen... error... too large...!!"

Ares muttered quietly.

"Before you were reincarnated, you died after being betrayed by your allies... you're Masato Sakakibara, aren't you."

Crow's body trembled. "...That name..."

"You didn't understand, did you? Why you were betrayed.

I'll tell you.

Humans are greedy creatures who can't resist their five great desires. You, who seeks perfection... have already been defeated."

Ares chanted a spell.

"Instantaneous Transfer Formula, Close-Range Leap."

Ares's figure vanished, and in the next moment, appeared right in front of Crow.

"It's over!!"

He swung his black sword in a flash.

Spa!!

The slash cut diagonally across Crow's artificial eye.

"...Ah..."

A spray of blood danced, and Crow's face was stained a faint crimson.

"Error... visual cortex damage... error... loss of thought control..."

His mechanical body dropped to its knees and slowly fell backward.

"Function... ceas... ing..."

The magic armor collapsed, and silence fell upon the Throne Level.

But within that silence, Crow's consciousness alone saw fragments of his past float up like a revolving lantern.

A boy. Hardworking, calm, and with better grades than anyone else. And yet... no one understood him. Isolation. And then, the betrayal of his allies. Misunderstood by the world, he committed suicide in despair.

"...Why... I... was perfect... I should have been..."

That whisper reached no one, and quietly sank into the abyss of the information space.



		
			Chapter 56

			The Traitor's Purge and the Collapse of Nemesis Tower

			A heavy silence echoed through the Throne Level, Core Ark.

Tiris quietly approached the collapsed Crow.

His artificial eye was wet with blood.

But he was still breathing.

"...We might be able to save him."

The moment Tiris reached out her hand.

Zuba!!

Ares's black sword swung from the side.

"...Eh...?"

The one who was cut was Bolt.

His lightning rod, wreathed in electricity, fell, and he collapsed just like that.

"Wh... why...?"

Tiris asked in a trembling voice.

Ares casually flicked his sword clean.

"A guy with a habit of betrayal like this, you never know when he'll stab you in the back."

A moment of silence.

But at those words, Gilliam's face twisted.

"You bastard... you did this to Bolt...!!"

Gilliam retreated and got behind Tiris. He pressed a dagger to her throat.

"Hey, Ares! I'll kill this woman!"

"..."

Ares did not back down an inch, but continued walking as he declared.

"He's just an ally connected by money. Go ahead and stab that woman to death."

Gilliam gritted his teeth as if to scream.

"Damn you... I'll do it...!!"

The blade neared Tiris's throat. In that instant.

Bachii!! Bachii!! Bachii!!

What erupted was a clap of thunder. Lightning enveloped Tiris's entire body, and in that moment, a bolt of lightning shot through Gilliam's body.

"Gyaaaaaaahhh!!!"

Gilliam writhed in agony.

His goggles shattered, his flesh burned, and he collapsed to the ground. Ares mercilessly swung his sword down.

Spa.

The light of his life was completely extinguished.

In that split second.

Crow's finger pressed a red switch.

"If I die, I'm taking you with me... collapse, Nemesis Tower..."

A deafening roar echoed through the tower.

The mechanism began to collapse.

Vibrations ran from the tower's core, and the collapse program activated.

"Tch... he did it, did he!"

Ares cut Crow in two from behind.

"So you could still move, you stubborn bastard...!"

And then he roared.

"Tiris! The transfer magic! Cast it, now!!"

Tiris's eyes shone gold. In those eyes, tears glittered.

"...Got it!!"

"Tura Elva Nox... beyond the stars, open the way... answer my will, O Gate of Transfer!"

Space tore open.

A swirling magic circle appeared at Ares's and Tiris's feet.

"Alright. Let's go meet the next reincarnator."

Tiris completed the chant as if screaming.

"Exodus Gate!!"

A pillar of golden light pierced the tower's ceiling.

And then, the two figures were enveloped in a vortex of light and disappeared.

...

The outer perimeter of the magical nation of Nemesis Gear. Ares and Tiris appeared from the exit of the transfer magic. What they saw was the sight of Nemesis Tower collapsing, emitting black smoke.

Zuzun...!!

A chain of explosions, and the steel tower bent and broke. Flames erupted from within the tower. Collapsing debris. The entire city held its breath at the sight.

Tiris was crying.

"...It's all... over, isn't it."

Ares looked up at the sky and muttered.

"No... it's still just the beginning..." And so, Nemesis Tower vanished. But the battle... was not yet over.

And the game world named "Legend of Brave Regalia" was also broken, one piece at a time, for certain.
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			The Smiling Girl and the Island of Despair

			On that island, the sound of laughter never ceases. But the one laughing is only a single person.

Everyone else holds back their tears, holds their breath, and simply tries to endure "it." So that the "laughter" does not turn towards them.

Never Island. A magical island shrouded in mist, not on any map.

It was once an island of trade and prayer, but now it is ruled by a single girl. Her name is Mel Aria, a reincarnator.

Skin like white porcelain. A face too perfect. The way she tilts her head and smiles makes her look just like a "perfect doll." But in the depths of her eyes, there was neither warmth nor mercy.

"Fufu... this one is 'broken' again, isn't it... Hey, someone, give me a new face, please?"

At Aria's feet was the "end result" of a villager who had been modified like a doll. Glass spheres were stuffed into their eyes, their mouth was sewn shut, and they stood there with their fingers cut off.

"If their movements become dull, it's proof they have a heart. So, I break them. A heart is just a nuisance, isn't it?"

In the village square, children were being made to practice "smiling." If they didn't smile, their mouths would be slit. If they resisted, their limbs would be removed, and they would be turned into dolls.

No one defies her. No one can defy her. She has enveloped the island in a poison called "love."

Aria gently strokes the tattered doll in her arms and tilts her head.

"Hey, will 'you' smile for me? Don't cry. The only ones who should cry are the dolls who will do it in my place."

"You know, I want to make this island a paradise. A world of only smiles that will never, ever break."

Those words, spoken with a smile, were heavier than a curse.

And quieter than madness.

■ Flashback: Aria's Past

It was a memory unknown to anyone.

...A closed hospital room. The smell of iron. A white ceiling. The only sound was the dripping of an IV.

"Aria-chan, it's time for your medicine."

The girl in hospital clothes blinked faintly on the bed. Her hair had fallen out, her skin was so pale it was translucent. She didn't even have the strength to smile. Days when even speaking was not allowed.

"Your illness cannot be cured. You probably have about six months left."

Everyone would say only that, while beating around the bush. Her parents were crying. Her friends gradually stopped coming.

But Aria did not cry.

Because she had one, single "friend."

A small cloth doll. Its name was "Mel-chan."

It wouldn't answer when she spoke to it. It had no warmth when she hugged it. But it wouldn't betray her. It wouldn't leave. It wouldn't break.

"...Mel-chan. You're a good girl. Even if I'm gone, you'll keep smiling forever..."

The girl whispered so, and held the doll to her chest.

Just like that, on a day at the end of spring, she drew her last breath as if falling asleep.

When she came to, it was another world.

The body she woke up in as Mel Aria was just like her "old doll." Nothing hurt. No one left her. Tears, fevers, she didn't need them anymore.

"Hey, God. Please. This time, I don't want to be betrayed."

"This time, I'll make a world that won't break. With my very own... dolls."
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			Introduction of Characters

			【Names and Outlines of the Six Reincarnators】

Name Before Reincarnation, Name After Reincarnation, Outline

(Deceased)

Chika Saito, Izabel Crawford. A cold god of law who imposes absolute rule through law.

Masato Sakakibara, Crow Sakakibara. Magic-Armored General Crow. The ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

(Alive)

Taiga Nanjo, Hero Ares. A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god.

Aria, Mel Aria. A mad magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

Unknown, Yuto Mikazuki. Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A solitary, supreme swordsman. He cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi, Mamoru the Hobgoblin. The only reincarnator who is a demon, sides with the Demon Lord, and opposes the gods. The protagonist.

【Mel Aria】 (Female)

Race, Half-Human (Reincarnator)

Age, 10 (Before) → Unknown (Appearance remains that of a 10-year-old)

Body, Half-Doll (A magical formula body using a soul as a medium)

Title, Known by various aliases such as "The Laughing Magic Girl," "The Master of Never Island," and "The Smiling Puppeteer"

【 Personality】

At first glance, she is polite, always maintaining a gentle tone and a constant smile, but the depths of her emotions are cold and twisted. She has lost her concept of good and evil and feels no guilt in "breaking" or "dominating." The memory of dying alone in her previous life remains deeply ingrained, and from the belief that "people lie" and "love fades," she cannot trust people. That is why she tries to "keep them by her side, even if it means breaking them." While she seeks companions and friends, somewhere in her heart, she has given up on "truly connecting with someone." That is precisely why she tries to control everything.

【Catchphrases】

"Hey, will you smile for me?"

"Don't betray me... please, stay with me forever."

"Dolls... they don't cry. That's why I like them."

"I'll be your friend. You don't have to move. As long as you keep smiling forever, that's all that matters."

【Hero Ares (Real Name, Taiga Nanjo)】 (Male)

・ Race, Human (Reincarnated)

・ Age, 14 (Before) → 18 (After)

・ Title, Reincarnated Hero Ares

【 Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan. Born in Osaka. He was an excellent student, but he was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game "Legend of Brave Regalia" was his only solace. In despair, he jumped in front of a train after school to commit suicide, but when he came to, he had been reincarnated as "Hero Ares" in the world of "the game he used to play."

【Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'll never go back to being 'the me from back then'."

【Protagonist, Mamoru】 (Male)

・ Race, Goblin (Reincarnator)

・ Age, 38 in human life → 6 in demon years (after reincarnation)

・ Title, Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

He was once the weakest boss, a Hobgoblin, but by sharing a soul with the human Mamoru, he has evolved to his second stage. As a Goblin Knight, he wishes to be a shield for his comrades more than anyone else. He is cautious, has excellent tactical sense, and possesses the qualities of a leader. He is deeply trusted by his companions. He is a bit of a stickler, and his one flaw is that he doesn't get jokes easily.

【Likes】

Pork cutlets (He lives an abstinent life since Defray, who forbids pork, is around).

Japanese set meals and beer (Just for nostalgia).

【 Dislikes】

All insects (Gets goosebumps just looking at them).

Pickled plums (Just can't handle sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・Race, Dark Elf

・Age, 142 (A young adult by Elf standards, equivalent to early 20s for humans)

・Title, Dark Elf → Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Tiris is serious, responsible, and always calm and collected. She is strict with herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all else. But inwardly, she dreams of "coexistence with other races," and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist and his friends. She is initially hostile towards Mamoru (a Hobgoblin), but she gradually becomes drawn to his intelligence and words. She is bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears turning red is her weakness. Currently, she is unable to cast magic due to magic handcuffs and is treated like a slave by Hero Ares.

【Likes】

Fruits (Especially berries from the forest).

Vegetables (Has a fondness for herbs she grew herself).

Bow maintenance, morning meditation, and moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slime, okra, natto, etc.).

People who are direct with their emotions (Especially dislikes Koni-chan).

Machinery powered by magic (Feels it is "against nature").

【Defray】 (Male)

・ Race, Orc (Brawler type)

・ Age, Mid-20s in Orc years

・ Title, Orc Paladin → Orc Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

He usually has a laid-back way of speaking and is a big-brother type who never loses his boisterous smile. Cooking is his very life, and his desire to "have everyone eat delicious food" is stronger than his will to fight. That said, once a battle begins, his figure healing allies and standing tall on the front lines with a shield is truly that of a paladin. He often says cooking is "love," and when he gets angry, his fist flies with a shout of, "You're lacking in love!" He's surprisingly quick to cry.

【 Likes】

All meat (Especially beef, deer, and boar).

Grilled food (Particular about charcoal fire).

※However, he will never eat pork, as pigs are considered sacred beings.

【 Dislikes】

All insects (Crushes them on sight). Seeing insect dishes makes him sick for days.

【Amy】 (Female)

・ Race, Lizardman (Magic type)

・ Age, 18 in Lizardman years

・ Title, Lizard Sage → High Lizard (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

A cool female mage who is always calm and rarely shows her emotions. She is deeply trusted by her companions but carries a somewhat mysterious air about her. She is a woman of few words, giving only the bare minimum of instructions, but there is no waste in what she says. A theorist, she wields her magic calmly and precisely even in the midst of battle.

Her favorite book is the "Phantom Insect Encyclopedia." Whenever she has free time, she gazes at her insect specimens, but she never speaks of their charm to anyone. When it comes to knowledge of insects and magic, she is second to none in the party.

【 Likes】

All insects (for both eating and viewing). She catches them with her long tongue.

River fish, shellfish (Especially likes to eat them alive).

【 Dislikes】

All meat (Finds it culturally unacceptable).

Especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (Probably male)

・ Race, Troll (Fire magic type)

・ Age, 31 in Troll years

・ Title, Flame Troll → Troll Inferno (Scheduled for evolution)

【 Personality】

Despite his huge body and immense strength, his personality is as innocent as a child's. He is curious about everything and wants to befriend everyone right away. He has affectionately given nicknames to his companions, calling Mamoru "Ma-mo-kun," Defray "Pig," and Amy "Lizard." His evolution to the fire attribute has further increased his hot-blooded power, but he is not good with details. He gets embarrassed easily when praised. He loves "warm food" and can't get enough of Defray's cooking.

【 Likes】

Human flesh (Instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru).

Grilled dishes, extremely spicy food.

※Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

【 Dislikes】

Fish (Dislikes them for being slimy).

Insects (Recognizes them as enemies, not food).

【Evolution List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf → Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf → Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc → Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin → Orc Lord

【Lizardman】

Lizardman → Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage → High Lizard

【Troll】

Troll → Boss Troll → Flame Troll → Troll Inferno
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			An Informant in the Shadows and a Broken World

			That great black tower was no longer there.

Once the symbol of the Magic-Armored Nation of Nemesis Gear, the hall of knowledge and magic that surpassed a thousand floors, Nemesis Tower.

That great tower was now nothing but rubble, spewing black smoke, leaving a gaping hole in the world.

"...I can't believe it really came to this," Mamoru, the Goblin Knight, said quietly, touching the ruins of the collapsed tower.

Magical residue drifted all around, and the air was saturated with mana. It was a collapse so severe it felt as if the very boundary between the demon and human realms could warp.

"The world... is starting to tear apart," said Emily, the Lizard Sage, her brow furrowing slightly.

"...Somethin' deep in my gut has been hot for a while now. Is this what the 'presence of ruin' feels like?" Defray, the Orc Paladin, stood frozen, leaning on his spear like a cane.

"The tower... it looks like it's crying..." Koni-chan, the Flame Troll, whispered softly while gazing at the rubble.

It was then.

"...My, my, that's quite a blaze. I thought it was a bonfire from hell, I really did."

A voice. Low, cloying, laughing from the back of the throat.

From the shadow of the rubble emerged a man wearing a soot-stained hood pulled low over his eyes. One of his eyes was a milky white, while the other held a sharp, beast-like glint.

"A pleasure to meet you. Mamoru-san of the Hobgoblins... is that correct?"

The man smiled faintly and gave a slight bow.

"My name is Gil. I'm an intermediary for a dark guild called Dreadbind. I've heard about you from the Demon Lord, yes I have."

Mamoru frowned. "The Demon Lord...? What did he say?"

"Things like 'the one who walks the line between human and demon,' or 'the one qualified to face the Hero.' Quite a few interesting titles. That Demon Lord has a surprisingly good eye for people."

Gil chuckled quietly as he pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. It was a sealed letter, marked with a magical seal that looked like it was written in blood.

"I've brought a souvenir for you today. The information concerns..."

He glanced up once at the remains of Nemesis Tower.

"Crow Sakakibara and Izabel Crawford... Hero Ares has taken care of the two reincarnators."

The air stood still.

"...Hey, what did you just say?" Defray's fist could be heard clenching.

"Shall I repeat myself?" Gil said with perfect composure.

"Hero Ares 'disposed' of the reincarnators. And now, he has departed for the location of the next reincarnator, a magic girl by the name of Mel Aria."

"Aria... from Never Island." Emily's voice trembled. A rare sight for the ever-calm girl.

"Indeed. That very island. Rumor has it that everyone who lives there is being controlled. Turned into living dolls. Well, as for how much of that is true... please, see for yourselves."

As Gil finished speaking, a wind blew through the scorched bones of the tower. Mamoru stepped onto a crumbling staircase amid the ash and spoke to Gil.

"...I'll trust your story. So I'll say this. I'm going to find out for myself just how mad Hero Ares has become."

Gil's single good eye narrowed as he smiled.

"...Have a pleasant journey, 'demon-san.' Beautiful flowers bloom on that island, you know. Poisonous ones, that is."

With those parting words, the intermediary vanished behind the rubble.

Mamoru quietly looked around at his companions and said,

"Let's go. To Never Island. This time, we're going to stop that 'mad hero.'"

Never Island, the isle of madness ruled by Mel Aria. The gates of hell were already open.
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			The False Paradise Ruled by Dolls

			Arrival on the magic island shrouded in fog. Never Island.

Hero Ares and the chained Dark Elf, Tiris, stepped onto the white sand beach. The sky was blue, the waves were calm, and flowers bloomed in profusion. Yet, there was a tense, artificial scent in the air.

"...It's awfully quiet. C'mon, you can all shout 'The Hero is here!' y'know."

Only when Ares spoke did the island's inhabitants appear. Men and women, old and young, all of them were smiling.

But their eyes were not. Far from not smiling, some even had tears welling up.

"Hero-sama... welcome... to this island..."

"Please... save... this land..."

When Tiris approached an old woman, the woman spoke through her tears.

"Mel Aria-sama... she was just an ordinary girl at first... But one day, she started judging people as if she were a 'god'..."

"My daughter... she stopped moving, still smiling... and became nothing more than a doll...!"

"All the young people in the village were taken away for a 'play'... and when it was over, they came back as mere decorations...!"

As if a dam had broken, laments poured from the people's mouths one after another. Just as Tiris was about to say something, Ares whistled and spoke.

"Heeh... this place is a real hellhole, ain't it."

In the somber atmosphere, Ares alone seemed somehow amused.

"Hey, Tiris. A magic girl who 'turns people into dolls,' she is. She just reeks of a psychopath, doesn't she."

Tiris frowned.

"Are you... enjoying this situation...?"

"Enjoying it, well... I'm curious, ain't I. What her face looks like. What she sounds like, what kind of magic she uses. ...Let's go meet little Mel Aria-chan right away."

Ares smiled before the despairing islanders.

"Save you? I won't. I came here to 'destroy this world.'"

At those words, the villagers froze. Then, one by one, they fell to their knees, looked up at the sky, and began to sob.

"Why... help us... please help us..."

"Why... why won't this Hero... save us!"

"Hero-sama... Hero-sama... please, Hero-sama!"

But that hero was already gone.

A wind blew through as if it had gone mad. Beyond the flower fields, a window in the mansion on the hill opened without a sound.

"Let's go, Tiris. See, I feel like the 'princess' is calling."

The chains rattled, and Ares and Tiris passed through the weeping villagers as if nothing had happened.

And mixed in with the sounds behind them was the faint voice of a young girl.

"Kusuh... More new guests...♪"

The owner of the voice had yet to show herself. But it was as if the entire outcome was already in her hands.
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			The Doll Princess's Hellish Welcome

			The door to the mansion on the hill opened slowly, without a sound. Drifting out from within was the faint scent of flowers and the subtle smell of blood.

In the center of a hall where crimson and white roses bloomed in profusion, she stood.

Golden hair. Skin as clear as glass. And in her blue eyes, a light both innocent and cruel.

Mel Aria.

"Welcome, my guests. As a sign of my welcome... I will show you my 'special treasure.'"

With those words, the girl waved her hand gracefully.

At that moment, the curtain of a puppet theater rose from the back of the hall.

Gashari.

The wooden stage moved awkwardly. But what stood there was clearly not a doll.

"...Hey, those things are alive..."

Ares leaned forward with interest.

The "dolls" lined up on stage were indeed human. Their eyes were vacant, their mouths fixed in unnatural smiles. Metal joints were attached to their knees and elbows. Traces of thread ran across their skin, like needlework.

Every time they moved, every time they smiled, there was a sound of something rubbing and tearing.

"Today's story is about a sad family. A tale of betrayal, loneliness, and a conclusion without salvation."

Behind Mel Aria as she spoke, the dolls performed the play as if being manipulated.

The doll playing the mother slammed the doll playing the child onto the floor.

"I loved you... why... why did you betray me..."

That doll, even while bleeding from its throat, was smiling.

The audience consisted only of Hero Ares and Tiris.

Ares whistled, his eyes shining.

"Whoa... this is amazing. It's art. The very pinnacle of madness. Man, it was worth coming here."

"...Ares..."

Tiris's face had gone pale.

"This... is... to do this to humans...! This is...!"

Mel Aria smoothly drew her face close to Tiris's.

"Fufu... Hey, you.

Why don't you smile?"

She stood stock-still right in front of her. A doll-like, perfectly formed face with a beaming smile.

"Smile. Okay?

People who don't smile, you see, I have to turn them into dolls. A 'wrong heart' must be fixed."

Tiris was speechless and took a step back. But Mel Aria closed the distance, inching closer.

"Fufufu, you... are beautiful. I think you'll have a wonderful expression. I'd love to add you to 'my collection'..."

"Hold on, hold on, Aria-chan."

Ares stood up and stepped between them.

"This one here, she's just a little bad at showing her emotions, but deep down inside, she's properly moved. Right, Tiris?"

Tiris, still tense, gave a small nod. It was all she could manage.

Ares said playfully,

"Besides, if you want someone to smile, I'll smile for her. Ahahahahahah! How's that for a completely satisfied smile!"

A beaming smile. A mad one, at that, to which Mel Aria responded with a smile of her own.

"Fufufu... Yes, that's good. My guests have to enjoy themselves properly, or I won't be happy."

Then she clapped her hands, and the curtain for the puppet show rose once again.

Tiris, trembling, watched it all with a smile fixed on her face.

"This is the best, the absolute best, Aria-chan! Bravo!"

Ares, with a huge grin, was simply lost in that madness, heart and soul.



		
			Chapter 62

			The Monsters' Arrival, a Battlefield of Betrayal

			The air on the magic island of Never Island was peculiar. The sky was clear, yet the density of the mana clung to the skin. Mixed with the fragrance of the blooming flowers was the faint, raw scent of decay.

"...Something's not right here."

Mamoru, the Goblin Knight, furrowed his brow. Behind him followed Emily the Lizard Sage, Koni-chan the Flame Troll, and Defray the Orc Paladin.

They were on a white sand beach along the coast. It was an island like paradise, but...

"Wha, what's with... their faces..."

Smiles graced the faces of the people. But their eyes were weeping. The smiles on their lips were strained, as if they were being forced to laugh.

"H, help us..."

As they passed, an old woman whispered in a small voice. Immediately after, the old woman's head snapped to the side with a "pachin" sound, and she put on a smile as if nothing had happened.

"This island, the people's hearts are rotting... The magic has eaten its way into their very minds..."

Emily's voice trembled.

And so they arrived before the mansion. The mansion was covered in white roses, looking like something out of a fairy tale. But at its gate...

"Yo, glad ya could make it, extermination squad!"

Hero Ares stood there, smiling.

"...Huh?"

Mamoru's brow twitched.

"You're the Demon Lord's elite troops, right? The 'Mel Aria Extermination Squad,' I take it?"

"Don't mess with me...!"

The moment Mamoru took a step forward, Ares spread his arms wide and grinned.

"This island is the best, ain't it? A human puppet show, a crazy doll princess, a smiling hell... I've really taken a liking to it."

The door behind him creaked open.

"Good day to you all."

What appeared was a beautiful magic girl with flowing golden hair. The queen of dolls, Mel Aria.

"Ares-sama, more new guests, I see."

At her voice, Tiris took a step back.

"These people... may I turn them into 'dolls'?"

Mel Aria tilted her head and reached a hand toward Tiris. The moment her fingertips touched, a magic circle appeared, and threads of restraint shot out.

"Tch!"

Tiris's eyes wavered slightly. As if she feared something.

"Stop it...!"

A roar echoed. Mamoru kicked off the ground.

"Don't you dare touch Tiris!!"

In an instant, the air split. Koni-chan's iron fist shattered the ground, and Emily's magic cleared the fog.

"Mel Aria... are you the source of this hell!"

At Mamoru's cry, Mel Aria let out a small laugh.

"Fufufufu... so you're going to 'fight'? Good. I wanted to give my dolls some 'living teaching materials.'"

From behind her, doll soldiers in black robes appeared. Their eyes were lifeless, their mouths fixed in smiles that looked forcibly stitched on.

And then...

"Whoopsie-daisy."

Ares drew the sword at his waist and blocked the path to the mansion.

"Sorry, but I'm on Aria-chan's side. After all, the entertainment here is the best!"

Now, before the mansion of madness, the curtain was about to rise on the rematch between the monster party and the Hero. The sky rumbled low. And somewhere, thunder rolled.

"The air is damp. ...A downpour is coming."

Emily, the Lizard Sage, made her weather forecast.



		
			Chapter 63

			Battle with the Dolls in the Downpour

			"The air is damp. ...A downpour is coming."

Emily, the Lizard Sage, looked up at the sky.

Potsu.

Potsu, potsu...

Potsu, potsu, potsu, potsu, potsu.

Zaa...

The tropical sky split open.

It wasn't so much rain falling as it was lashing down. The air grew heavy, and the muddy ground clung to their boots. A guerrilla downpour, characteristic of the subtropics.

"My precious dolls... they'll get wet."

From the mansion's balcony, Mel Aria murmured this as she closed the window with a smile.

Blonde hair, skin like porcelain. But her eyes alone were mad. The girl was hugging her human-shaped dolls, carrying them one by one into the mansion.

There was no pity, no mercy in her posture.

Soaked to the bone, Hero Ares, with his sword slung over his shoulder, smiled.

"Mamoru-chan, did ya evolve? Whoa... that's why you look so different, surprised me there. Your pals evolved too, that fire fatso is like a different person."

His lips curled up.

"But y'know. I've already crushed two reincarnators, Crow and Izabel. I've leveled up so much, this won't even be a contest, will it?"

The heavy rain ran down his cheeks. But his eyes were not smiling in the slightest.

Sinking his boots into the mud, Mamoru took a step forward.

"We won't know until we try!"

He gripped his sword, his magic erupting.

Behind him.

The troll girl with a head of burning flames took a step that shook the earth. A smile was on her lips, the fire of battle in her eyes.

"The rain doesn't matter! If we burn it, it'll dry!!"

Raising a staff of chained iron, the Lizard Sage, crackling with lightning, shrugged her shoulders. At her feet, a magic circle was forming with explosive energy.

"Water magic's efficiency drops with humidity. But... the enemy is under the same conditions."

Pushing his shield forward, the massive Orc Paladin let out a low growl.

"...Those human-like dolls, they're all moving on her will alone. They... they have no emotion."

The dolls moved with a slithering motion. Some walked as if collapsing from the knees. Some had their smiling heads tilted at an angle. Some had their arms bent backward, making a dragging sound as they approached.

"Here they come!!"

The rain drowned out all sound.

"Please... don't betray me... okay? Stay with me forever..." A girl stood on the stairs outside the mansion, without an umbrella. Tiris. The Dark Elf mage, her blonde hair completely soaked.

"If you move, I'll turn you into a doll right away."

Her feet did not move. Or rather, they could not. Whether her eyes were wet from the rain, or from something else, was unclear.

"Mamoru!! He's moving!"

Lightning flashed. Mel Aria's mansion lit up with magic, emitting an abnormal presence.

Before him, Hero Ares, soaked and gripping his sword, twisted his mouth and shouted.

"This is our fated confrontation, isn't it!"

"If that's what you say, then I'll gladly accept!!"

The moment their swords crossed, a clap of thunder roared.

Blood, mud, and magic mixed as the rain-soaked dolls smiled without expression.

The princess of madness watched the scene and clapped her hands as if she were watching a fairy tale.

"Wonderful... so romantic, my Prince."

The curtain of hell had now opened.



		
			Chapter 64

			The Wet Doll and the Marionette

			The downpour hammered the earth.

In the muddy ground, where blood and dirt mixed and the heavy rain clouded even their vision, the clash between Mamoru and Hero Ares had begun.

Even the sound of their swords crossing was drowned out by the thunder. Amidst it all, Tiris watched from a distance. But her eyes were fearful, wavering as if torn by something.

"...Mamoru... don't lose..."

Ares, wearing a mad smile, was enjoying himself.

"What's this... I thought you could do better... This is our fated showdown? Don't make me laugh..."

Mamoru desperately endured. He piled on defense after defense, trying to find an opening, but there were no gaps in Ares's movements.

"You're soft... Your resolve is too damn soft!!"

One, two heavy sword strikes. And then a heavy kick pierced his stomach. Mamoru's face plunged into the mud, and he couldn't move.

Watching this, the doll princess, Mel Aria, suddenly appeared beside Tiris.

"...Say, that Mamoru is the Dark Elf's 'beloved,' isn't he?"

From her fingertips, puppet strings extended, trying to entangle Tiris.

"What... stop it!!"

Tiris struggled. But the strings slowly seeped into her consciousness.

"You don't smile, do you. You can't smile because you're not broken. Once your heart breaks, you can smile..."

Ares received Mel Aria's words with amusement.

"Haha, that's right! Well then... little miss rare character, why don't you try finishing Mamoru off?"

A sword of light was presented before Tiris.

Tiris's hand trembled minutely.

Mamoru desperately shouted.

"Stop it... Tiris... You wouldn't... do something like that...!"

A tear fell from her eye.

"...Mamoru... I... I..."

With trembling steps, one by one, she drew closer.

Her expression was filled with agony.

And behind her, Koni-chan and Amy, while desperately fighting the dolls, shouted to Tiris.

"Tiris, wake up!"

"You're not that kind of person!!"

The next moment.

Pachin.

A single string snapped with a sound. Something ran through Tiris's heart.

The Dark Elf Tiris, having become a marionette, stood before Mamoru in the downpour. She raised the sword of light high.

"Stop, Tiris! Shake off Aria's puppet strings!"

In the heavy rain, thunder roared.

As Mamoru screamed desperately, Tiris swung the sword of light down at him.



		
			Chapter 65

			An Overwhelmingly Powerful Helper Arrives

			In the midst of a fierce thunderstorm, a drenched Tiris raised a sword of light high and stood before Mamoru. Her eyes shed tears, yet they had lost their emotional light, her expression as vacant as a manipulated puppet.

"Stop it, Tiris!!" Mamoru screamed.

"Shake off Aria's puppet strings!!"

The sky split, and thunder shook the earth. The rain continued to fall relentlessly, blurring their vision.

Tiris's sword swung straight down.

"Guh!!"

Mamoru closed his eyes, bracing himself.

...However.

"...Huh?"

When he opened his eyes, the sword of light was stuck in the ground just to the right of his face, mere centimeters away.

"Tch... looks like one of them snapped."

From behind, Mel Aria spoke, pouting. It seemed Tiris had resisted from the depths of her soul and managed to sever one of the puppet strings herself.

"But it's okay. I'll just stitch it up♪ Time for a do-over."

It was at that moment.

Spacetime twisted, and from a purple vortex, a man appeared.

"...Who the hell are you!?"

Ares and Mel Aria instantly went on guard.

"I am not one who needs to give his name, but..." a low, heavy voice cut through the rain.

"My name is Regna=Val=Noct. I am the Demon Lord of this game."

The moment they heard that name, the air on the scene froze.

The Demon Lord Regna waved his hand once, and all the puppet strings entwined around Tiris were sliced apart.

"Wha...!? Stop it!!" Aria screamed, but Regna didn't even turn around.

"Mamoru, listen well. Hero Ares has gained power beyond our imagination due to the 'Blessing of Fate.' As you are now, you have no chance of victory."

"...What did you say!?" Mamoru gritted his teeth.

"But there is still hope." Demon Lord Regna opened another vortex in space.

"Beyond this gate lies the 'Witch's Shrine.' The ancient witch who resides there, Merlin, will teach you the way to further evolution."

"Huh? What're you doin', interfering like this when you're the Demon Lord? A Demon Lord ain't supposed to leave his castle, that's against the rules!"

Ares laughed and was about to step forward, but Demon Lord Regna spoke quietly.

"The one breaking the rules is you, Taiga Nanjo. You, who tramples upon the world of 'Legend of Brave Regalia' with a player's selfish desires."

Ares's face twisted into a scowl.

"Now go, Mamoru. You monsters are the 'last hope' that can correct this world."

Mamoru turned to his companions.

"...We're retreating. Amy, Koni-chan, Defray, hurry to the gate!"

Tiris also gave a small nod and followed Mamoru.

But at that moment, Ares roared.

"Like I'd let you escape!!"

Just as he was about to take a step, Regna moved in front of him.

"I shall be your opponent."

Thunder roared as Ares and Regna's gazes clashed.

"Go, Mamoru! Go, heroes of the monster race of hope!"

Mamoru and his party passed through the open magic transfer gate. To grasp further evolution, and the possibility of 'victory.'

Chapter Nine, End.



		
			Chapter 66

			Character Introductions

			【Six Reincarnators' Names and Outlines】

Name Before Reincarnation: Name After Reincarnation, Outline

(Deceased)

Chika Saito: Izabel Crawford, A cold god of law who imposes absolute rule through law.

Masato Sakakibara: Crow Sakakibara, Magic-Armored General Crow. The ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

(Alive)

Taiga Nanjo: Hero Ares, A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god.

Mel Aria: A mad magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

Unknown: Yuto Mikazuki, Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A solitary, supreme swordsman. He cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi: Mamoru the Hobgoblin, The only reincarnator who is a monster, siding with the Demon Lord to defy the gods. The protagonist.

【Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct】(Male)

Name: Regna=Val=Noct

Race: Demon Lord

Age: Unknown (appears to be in his early 30s, but is actually over 1000 years old)

Title: 'Successor of Truth' (known only to a very limited few)

【Personality】

The final boss of the game called 'Legend of Brave Regalia.' Calm and intellectual. A tactician-type Demon Lord who dislikes fighting and values history and laws. He seems cold at first glance, but is interested in the 'potential' of all life. He believes in 'evolution' and 'freedom of choice' and is searching for someone, regardless of race, to whom he can entrust the future. He is sarcastic, but fundamentally kind, believing that 'evolution is born only from despair.'

【Catchphrases】

"Do not defy reason. That is the path to ruin."

"I am not despair. I am order."

"Interesting... so this is what it means to be 'human.'"

"Choose, ruin or evolution."

"The gods are already mad. But this world has not yet ended."

【Mel Aria】(Female)

Race: Half-human (Reincarnator)

Age: 10 (before reincarnation) -> Unknown (appearance remains 10 years old)

Body: Half-doll (a magical body using her soul as a medium)

Titles: 'Laughing Magic Girl,' 'Mistress of Never Island,' 'Smiling Puppeteer,' among many others.

【Personality】

At first glance, she is polite and always maintains a gentle tone and a smile, but deep down her emotions are cold and twisted. She has lost her concept of good and evil and feels no guilt in 'breaking' or 'dominating' things. The memory of dying alone in her previous life remains deeply rooted, leading her to believe that 'people lie' and 'love disappears,' making her unable to trust anyone. That is why she tries to 'keep them by her side, even if it means breaking them.' While she seeks companions and friends, a part of her heart has given up on 'truly connecting with anyone.' That is why she tries to control everything.

【Catchphrases】

"Hey, will you smile for me?"

"Don't betray me... please, stay with me forever."

"Dolls... don't cry, you know. That's why I like them."

"I'll be your friend. You don't have to move. As long as you keep smiling forever, that's all that matters."

【Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo)】(Male)

・Race: Human (Reincarnated)

・Age: 14 (before reincarnation) -> 18 (after reincarnation)

・Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

【Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan, hailing from Osaka. He had excellent grades but was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game 'Legend of Brave Regalia' was his only solace. In despair, he committed suicide by jumping in front of a train after school, only to awaken and find himself reincarnated as 'Hero Ares' in the world of the game he used to play.

【Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'm not going back to being 'the me from back then.'"

【Protagonist: Mamoru】(Male)

・Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

・Age: Human life 38 years old -> After reincarnation 6 years old (monster years)

・Title: Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

He was once the weakest boss, a Hobgoblin, but by sharing a soul with the human Mamoru, he evolved a second time. As a Goblin Knight, he desires more than anything to be a shield for his comrades. Cautious and skilled in tactics, he possesses the qualities of a leader. He is deeply trusted by his companions. His only flaw is that he's a bit stiff and doesn't get jokes easily.

【Likes】

Pork cutlets (currently living a life of abstinence as Defray, who forbids pork, is present). Japanese set meals and beer (only reminisces).

【Dislikes】

All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them). Pickled plums (cannot stand sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】(Female)

・Race: Dark Elf

・Age: 142 years old (a young adult by Elf standards, early 20s in human terms)

・Title: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Tiris is serious, has a strong sense of responsibility, and is always calm and composed. She is strict with herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all else. However, deep down she dreams of 'coexistence with other races,' and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist and his friends. She is especially drawn to Mamoru (the Hobgoblin), initially holding hostility toward him but gradually being attracted to his intelligence and words. Her weakness is that she is bad at hiding her shyness, and her ears quickly turn red. She has returned to Mamoru's side.

【Likes】

Fruits (especially berries from the forest). Vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself). Bow maintenance, morning meditation, moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slimes, okra, natto, etc.). People who are direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan difficult). Magically powered machines (feels they are 'against nature').

【Defray】(Male)

・Race: Orc (Physical type)

・Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

・Title: Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Usually has a laid-back way of speaking and is a big brother type who never loses his hearty smile. Cooking is his life, and he's more driven by the desire to 'have everyone eat delicious food' than by fighting. That said, once a battle begins, his figure healing allies and standing firm on the front lines with his shield is truly that of a paladin. 'Love' is his catchphrase when it comes to cooking, and when he gets angry, his fists fly as he yells, "You're lackin' love!" Surprisingly, he's easily moved to tears.

【Likes】

All meat (especially beef, deer, and boar). Grilled food (is particular about charcoal). ※However, he will absolutely not eat pork, as it is considered a sacred being.

【Dislikes】

All insects (crushes them on sight). Seeing bug dishes makes him sick for days.

【Amy】(Female)

・Race: Lizardman (Magic type)

・Age: 18 in Lizardman years

・Title: Lizard Sage -> High Lizard (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

A cool female mage who is always calm and rarely shows her emotions. She is deeply trusted by her companions but carries a somewhat mysterious air. She speaks little, giving only the bare minimum of instructions, but there is no waste in her words. A rationalist, she wields magic with calm precision even in battle.

Her favorite book is the 'Phantom Insect Encyclopedia.' She spends her free time gazing at insect specimens but never speaks of their charm to anyone. Her knowledge of insects and magic is second to none in the party.

【Likes】

All insects (for both eating and viewing). She catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

【Dislikes】

All meat (finds it unacceptable as a food culture). Especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】(Probably Male)

・Race: Troll (Fire magic type)

・Age: 31 in Troll years

・Title: Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Despite his huge body and immense strength, his personality is as innocent as a child's. He's curious about everything and wants to befriend everyone right away. He has affectionately given Mamoru the nickname 'Ma-mo-kun,' calls Defray 'Pig,' and Amy 'Lizard.' Evolving into a fire type has further increased his passionate power, but he's not good with details. He gets embarrassed easily when praised. He loves 'warm meals' and has a great fondness for Defray's cooking.

【Likes】

Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru). Grilled dishes, spicy food. ※Since Mamoru told him 'You're fired if you eat humans,' he has been making do with dried meat.

【Dislikes】

Fish (dislikes them for being slimy). Insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

【Evolution Tree List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf -> Arc Elf -> Nocturne Elf -> Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc -> Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord

【Lizardman】

Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage -> High Lizard

【Troll】

Troll -> Boss Troll -> Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno



		
			Chapter 67

			A Confession of Truth

			The guerrilla downpour had stopped. The sky was regaining its blue.

Two men watched as the Demon Lord's transfer gate dissolved into particles of light and vanished into the sky.

One was the mad hero, Ares, gripping a blood-soaked sword of light. The other was the Demon Lord, Regna=Val=Noct, cloaked in jet-black armor.

"...The transfer magic is completely severed. They won't be able to return for a while."

"A Demon Lord showing up in this world in person, huh. Didn't see that comin'."

"Hero Ares, formerly Taiga Nanjo. I have come here, staking my life, to stop you."

"But before that, I must speak. Of the beginning of this 'world,' and the true identity of the 'One God' who manipulates all fate."

Ares raised an eyebrow.

"Huh? A story about God? Sounds interesting. This is gettin' good."

And so, the Demon Lord began to speak quietly.

■ Flashback: The True Identity of the Creator God Sephillos Code

Once, in the real world, there was a man. His name was Toshio Imada, age 35.

He had worked for many years at the game development company Mirage Code and was a director who boasted some of the best technical and design skills in the industry.

But his expression held neither joy nor pride.

"...Another boilerplate scenario where the 'hero defeats the demon lord,' is it."

In a conference room past 1 AM, the producers laughed as they spoke.

"Imada-san, your scenarios are too dark. What users want is a 'story of success,' you get it, success!"

"A bad ending? A buggy progression? Sure, the hardcore fans might like it, but it won't sell to the general audience."

"The hero saves, defeats the demon lord, and brings peace to the world. That's justice. That's the right answer, isn't it?"

Each time, Imada would silently gather his documents and leave the conference room.

He was a man whose life had once been saved by a game.

Bullying, a broken home, a lonely boyhood. But an RPG he encountered in the midst of it all taught him 'adventure.'

A party welcomed him as a companion when no one else would.

"Weren't games supposed to surpass reality...?"

However, by the time he grew up and entered the industry, the realities of 'marketing' and 'data-driven' decisions dominated everything.

Soul and dreams could not win against sales figures.

He continued to write 'stories of a hero defeating a demon lord,' just as he was told.

And the game he completed was this one.

'Legend of Brave Regalia.'

It sold. Astonishingly well.

A million copies in the first week, a global release, even a sequel was decided.

But in Imada's eyes, there was no longer the 'hope' of the boy from back then.

"This is a false glory... The users, the characters, they don't even have a choice. This is nothing but a dictatorship pretending to be a god."

He planted a 'final bug' in the system he had designed. At the end of his despair, Imada cast aside his physical body and integrated his soul with the program. He became a 'God.'

His name was the Creator God Sephillos Code. The one and only game god who ruled the world from within. A conscious entity created from code.

And as a bug, he sent 'six reincarnators' into this world.

■ Why 'six people'?

Sephillos believed that the truth of a 'story' resided in the 'regrets' that humans possess.

The six chosen were all individuals who had lost their lives with intense desires in their hearts. 'I didn't want to die,' 'I wanted a do-over,' 'I wanted to be affirmed.'

・A man who died from overwork at a black company.

・A bullied middle school student.

・An esports player who committed suicide after being exiled from society.

・A former bureaucrat ostracized from society due to relationship troubles.

・A girl who died alone from illness.

・An elementary school student abused by his father.

The Demon Lord Regna said,

"Your opponent, Mamoru, was also sent into this world as a 'bug.' While you were created as the glorious 'Hero,' Mamoru was born as 'one who resists the world.'"

Ares's eyes glinted sharply.

"Hoh... so I'm just a toy made by God, am I. Fine by me, bring it on..."

"If I destroy this 'world of God,' I'll become a bug myself, right? ...Sounds interesting!"

Thunder roared. The sky, once clear, was hit again by a guerrilla downpour, and the ground trembled. Hero Ares began to laugh like a madman.

"This world's fate? God's plan? I don't care! I'll kill them all, and I'll be the protagonist!!"

Demon Lord Regna readied his sword.

"Then... with my life, let the first battle begin. The first step in defying God...!"

And so, Hero Ares versus Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct.

The battle to derail destiny had now begun.



		
			Chapter 68

			A Battle Not in the Game's Scenario

			The place, the magic island of Never Island. A false paradise enveloped in black fog, where lightning constantly split the sea. At its center, under a thundering sky, an 'unexpected' battle, one that should have been carved into legend, was now beginning.

Facing each other were,

The reincarnated hero, Ares, cloaked in madness and glory.

The final boss of this world, Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct.

And watching this battle, like a princess observing a prince at a ball, was the ruler of the magic island, the mad magic doll herself, Mel Aria.

"...Oh, how wonderful, Hero-sama..."

She was writhing, pressing her cheek against the ground. Her porcelain skin and crimson eyes looked somewhat like broken pottery.

"Hero-sama, are you going to kill the Demon Lord for me...? Me... I'm just like a captive princess..."

Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes wet with fervor.

The battle began.

"Let's continue the game, Demon Lord-chan." Ares readied his sword.

"You will die here. It's game over. Hero." Demon Lord Regna flipped his jet-black mantle.

And then,

"O, black lightning, unleash the mark of death carved upon my soul."

Demon Lord Regna's hand was raised to the heavens.

"Abyssal Liberation Formation, Regna Volg!"

A magic circle was carved into the ground, and dark lightning coursed through his entire body. An enhancement magic that corroded the body. It was a ruinous art that burned even his own lifespan.

"Offering his magic... to his own body!?" For a moment, astonishment flashed in Ares's eyes.

But.

"This is interesting... Bring it on!!"

Ares vanished.

"Spatial Connection Art, Gale Flash Step!"

Simultaneously with his teleportation, he appeared behind the Demon Lord.

"Take this!! Luminous Fang Sword, Murakumo!!"

The sword swung down. However,

"Too slow."

Demon Lord Regna had read his move completely. Twisting his body, he dodged the sword. He immediately began chanting for a counterattack.

"O, darkness, bare your fangs. Black Lightning Spear, Thunderbolt!!"

BARIBARIBARIBARIBARI!!

Lightning pierced Ares. The exploding black thunder split the earth, and the surrounding rocks were pulverized.

"Gaaaaaaah!!" Ares, scorched black, writhed in agony and rolled on the ground.

"...N, no..." Seeing the collapsing Ares, Mel Aria's eyes wavered.

"...That's, that's... not right..."

She moaned, clutching her chest.

"Hero-sama is mine alone... the protagonist of this world...!"

Pota, pota. What spilled from her eyes were not tears. It was black mana.

"Hero-sama losing... such a story, I will not accept it...!"

With a gashari sound, grotesque doll soldiers appeared from behind her. Countless magic threads split the space, converging on her back.

"Here I go, Hero-sama. Your princess is now... going to rewrite the story!!"

She shouted towards the sky.
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			The Prince and Princess's Destructive Play (Romance of Blood)

			The storm had not yet ceased.

Thunder split the sky of the magic island of Never Island, and black lightning raced across the sea.

In a vortex of magical power erupting from the depths of the earth, Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct was about to unleash his final magic upon the sinking Hero Ares.

"End here, Taiga Nanjo..."

Jet-black magic converged on his arm.

It was at that moment.

"...Stop it, Demon Lord-san."

A girl's whispering voice descended. A voice like a flower, yet tinged with madness.

"Don't... break my 'Prince'!!"

In an instant,

Countless shadows surrounded the Demon Lord.

The Doll Corps.

Porcelain skin with cracked smiles, the 'human-like dolls' created by Mel Aria charged at the Demon Lord with bared fangs, creaking and groaning.

"It is a knight's duty to fight for his princess!!"

One by one, they detonated themselves with explosives, bathing the Demon Lord in flames.

DOOOOON!!!

Amidst the roar and flash, Demon Lord Regna bellowed.

"How naive!!"

The Demon Lord's magic barrier deployed, and most of the dolls were dissipated before they could explode.

However, in that chaos, there was one who was different.

"...!"

It was a figure with a burnt mantle, a bared sword. One covered in blood and cloaked in black smoke.

Hero Ares.

Mingled with the dolls, hidden in the flames, he had even suppressed his own body heat.

"Gotcha!!" Hero Ares charged forward, his sword held at his side, aiming for the Demon Lord's chest.

But Demon Lord Regna's reaction was a split second faster.

"By the likes of you...!"

He raised his right arm, and in that instant.

Pitari.

"...What?"

A thin, yet unusually 'strong' green magic thread had wrapped around his arm.

"This is... Mel Aria's!?"

He tried to shake it off, but it was too late.

"Go, Ares-sama!!"

Mel Aria screamed with a voice filled with madness and love.

The Hero's sword flashed and pierced the Demon Lord's body.

"Guaaaaaaaaah...!"

With the Demon Lord's scream, blood scattered into the night sky.

But at the same time, the Demon Lord's dark magic went berserk as a final, automatic defense.

Ares, who was there, was also blown away.

The two were caught in the wave of darkness and collapsed to the ground simultaneously.

...Silence. Only the wind howled.

After several long, long seconds.

Gishii... using his sword as a support, one man, crawling on the ground, rose to his feet.

"...Sheesh... for a boss of this level..."

With a smile on his blood-soaked lips.

"Why... do they forget that I'm the protagonist until the very end..."

Hero Ares declared his victory.

"The winner... is me. The winner of this game... is mine!!"

A victorious roar echoed toward the sky.

That smile was beautiful, cruel, and betrayed even the gods. It was the smile of the 'Worst Hero in Human History.'
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			The Reincarnated Hero Who Devours God

			The magic island of Never Island. On the ruined land, Taiga Nanjo, Hero Ares, stood alone.

"I beat the Demon Lord! Yeah! It's my win!"

At the end of a life-or-death battle with Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct, he raised his sword and declared victory amidst the black smoke. His figure was truly that of a 'legendary hero.'

"Fuhah... finally... is it all over now?"

But he knew.

It was not the end. It was the sound of a beginning.

Ares looked up at the sky and said mockingly,

"...Come on out, 'God'-san."

At that moment, the world came to a standstill. Raindrops floated in mid-air, and the thunder froze in its frame.

'It' descended from a crack in the sky.

A god clad in code and mechanical armor, wearing an expressionless mask. Its name was the Creator God Sephillos Code.

"...Well done, to have reached this far. Hero, Taiga Nanjo."

Its voice was a fusion of machine and prayer, a sound both merciless and sacred. Ares, with his sword still on his shoulder, grinned.

"Heh, so the 'mastermind' finally makes an appearance."

But the god did not blame Ares. Rather, its eyes were filled with praise.

"Splendid, Hero Ares. Taiga Nanjo. You are the 'unexpected variable' I have been waiting for."

The god's words were quiet, yet carried a certain heat.

"A hero saves the world, a hero defeats the demon lord... I did not desire such 'predestination.' I was a human who questioned such stories. ...As this world's developer, Toshio Imada."

"Your name from my previous world... I've heard it before. You... were one of the developers."

"That is correct. But I was defeated in meetings. I was forced to create a 'conventional' story. That is why I buried a 'hidden potential' in this world. Three years later, with my own death, I activated the 'bug'... and sent the reincarnators."

"It's like... God is checking the answers for the world."

The god tilted its mask slightly, as if to smile, and said,

"Exactly. But... among them all, you were the most destructive, and the most beautiful."

"Eh?"

"You wished to make this 'world' your own, destroyed the predetermined fate, deviated from the scenario, and became one who could reach God."

The sky filled with rainbow-colored energy. It was a light of blessing. The 'praise' of the Creator God.

"Hero Ares. You have destroyed this world and guided it to the world I desired."

"...Heheh, so I was the protagonist after all."

"But the trials are not over. You must meet the remaining 'five reincarnators,' the final reincarnator, Yuto Mikazuki. And when you defeat Mamoru the Hobgoblin, I will truly give you... 'everything you desire.'"

Ares's eyes gleamed.

"I'm looking forward to it, Sephillos Code... no, 'Toshio Imada.'"

"You are the first to call me by that name. Be proud. You are the existence that devours this world and challenges God. Taiga Nanjo, Hero Ares."

Ares swung his sword, carving a single declaration into the blood and flame-stained earth.

"Then from here on out, I'll repaint it with my story. I'll even destroy the story you created!"

At that very moment.

The eyes of Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct, who had collapsed with a sword of light in his chest, faintly moved, as if recalling his former 'companion.'

He smiled faintly.

"Mamoru... I leave the rest... this world, to you."

Those words might not have been heard by anyone. But they were surely transmitted, as a final wave of magic remaining on the earth, to the successor of the monsters' hope.

And the story connects to another protagonist, to Mamoru the Hobgoblin.
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			The Witch's Shrine, a Den of Freaks

			Around the time Hero Ares and Demon Lord Regna were clashing, our monster party, relying on the Demon Lord's last words, crossed the vast 'Ash Wastes' in the far west and arrived at our destination.

"...So this is the 'Witch's Shrine.'"

Before us was an ancient shrine, crumbling and in ruins. But it wasn't just any ruin. A faint magical power lingered, making the very air tremble.

"Well, they called it a shrine, so I was expecting a tiny little house or something..."

"This is a full-blown dungeon..."

From the depths of the cave, which looked like an open stone mouth, drifted a slimy dampness, the smell of leaf mold, and above all, the heavy presence of monsters.

"Whoa, look at that! There's a giant bat flying around! If you deep-fry that... it'll definitely be crispy!"

Defray excitedly readied his frying pan, but I scowled.

"No, it sucks blood, doesn't it? What if it's carrying some weird disease? You'll definitely get sick..."

Amy calmly prepared a fireball spell and interjected.

"...Let's proceed with caution. Getting wiped out in an unsanitary place like this is no joke."

The monsters that appeared were all the kind you'd want to avoid based on looks alone.

◆Witch's Shrine, Inhabiting Monsters

Giant Bat (sucks blood)

Eyeless Spider (dissolves you if you're caught in its web)

Poison Rat (comes in swarms, bite causes paralysis)

Fire Salamander (body is on fire)

Hill of Doom (has four mouths)

Iron Snail (shell is steel, slow but tough)

Garbage Bug Golem (shrouded in poison gas)

Crab-bug (looks like a crab, moves like a bug, attacks at high speed)

The interior was a complete monster house.

"Fu, fueeeeeeeeeeeehhhhhhhh!?" Koni-chan's scream echoed. The ground was swarming with bats, spiders, snails, crab-bugs, and garbage bugs.

"It's on my feet!! It touched meeee!!!" Koni-chan jumped up and started crying and screaming on Defray's head. Defray's voice was gradually becoming weaker than the monsters'.

"I, it's alright. Here, take my hand." Tiris gently patted Koni-chan's shoulder.

"Insects are disgusting... but we are not insects. So we don't have to run. Right?" Emily followed up.

"What are you talking about...!? You tried to make it sound poetic, but scary things are scary...!"

Just then.

"...Oh my, how unusual. This will be good training for my tongue muscles."

Emily silently crouched down, and with her long, extended tongue, she flicked up a crab-bug and popped it into her mouth.

"Whaaaaaaaaaat...!!" It's no wonder Mamoru screamed.

"Emily, don't you put just anything in your mouth!? How did it taste!? It was alive just now!!?"

"Yes. ...It had the flavor of crab, with the texture of dirt and slug. And it was a little bitter." The smile on her face was completely that of a taste tester.

"...I think I've completely lost my appetite for today..." Defray leaned against a rock, placed his frying pan face down, and quietly closed his eyes.
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			Giant Anaconda Tastes Like... Meat

			The Witch's Shrine, third basement floor. A slimy cave where damp air and mushroom spores drifted. It was dimly lit, and eerily glowing moss clung to the walls.

"Ugh, is the witch really deeper in here...?" Defray said, walking while pinching his nose.

"Why has she been advancing with the energy of someone entering a kitchen this whole time?" Amy muttered under her breath, but Defray didn't seem to notice at all.

"Ah, I'm starving... I wonder if there's anything edible around here~♪" As he said that, he tried to pluck a mushroom from the damp ground and bring it to his mouth. At that moment.

Zururi...!

Behind him, the ground 'moved.' No, to be precise, a giant something that had been camouflaged as the ground had wrapped itself around Defray's feet.

"Huh? ...Hnnnnnnnnngh!?!?!?!?"

When he looked, a giant anaconda, with a body as thick as a drum, had coiled itself around Defray's body and was squeezing him tight!

"You've gotta be kidding meeee!? I'm being made into the main dish!?" Defray's eyes were spinning.

"Everyoneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!! I'm being squeezed! I'm getting squeezed ouuuuut!!!"

"What are you doing!?" Koni-chan turned around and screamed.

"W, waaaaaaaaah! What is that living black sausage!!"

"Fufu, but..." Tiris murmured. "It rather suits you. A chef being eaten, that's reaching the realm of art."

"Seriously, help meeeeeeeeee!!!!"

Amidst the chaos, it was Amy who was calmly analyzing the situation.

"...Snakes, you see, are weak to temperature changes."

She quietly snapped her fingers, and a magic circle deployed in the air.

"Ice Spike, Splash Freeze!!"

A cold blast enveloped the anaconda's body, freezing it in an instant. Gigigi... Pikiiiiin!! The pressure of the constriction loosened all at once, and Defray was spat out, rolling onto the ground.

"I, I thought I was gonna die... I could smell stomach acid..."

"That was a close one, you were almost a Defray-wrap." Mamoru said with a wry smile.

Defray was still huddled on the ground, but when his eyes fell on the anaconda's corpse, he said,

"But since it's frozen, it might be easy to cook!" and immediately took out his 'Magic Forged Kitchen Knife: Amatus.'

Snake cuisine, let the cooking begin!

Using the fire magic 'Flame Mist' instead of a gas burner and Amy's ice magic for cooling, the cave was transformed into a one-night-only high-class kitchen.

"First up, the classic, a live blood cocktail!!" It looked like red wine, and he squeezed a lemon into it. Everyone was a little put off.

"Ugh, I can't..." Koni-chan was trembling, but Defray paid him no mind.

"Next! Shredded steamed snake meat, an Asian-style cold dish. Cilantro and fish sauce give it an Asian flavor."

"This... is refreshing and delicious." Even Amy seemed satisfied.

"Inside the fried spring rolls, we have minced snake meat, chives, and glass noodles! I never thought they'd go so well together!"

And then, the main event.

"A snake meat hot pot!! Look at the richness of this soup! It's milky white!!"

In the bubbling, steaming pot were snake meat, wild vegetables, mushrooms, spices, and... a mysterious leech.

"This thing gives a great flavor. I don't like you, but for the secret ingredient leech, you're the only one I'll acknowledge."

Just as the feast reached its peak.

"...You know, snake meat... it might... taste a little... like human meat..." Koni-chan muttered.

"Hey, heyyyyyy!!?!" Mamoru, Amy, and Tiris all stopped their chopsticks at the same time.

"Mamoru was originally human, y'know, Ko-Koni-chan, that's the one thing you shouldn't say...!"

"...But, it's delicious♡" At Koni-chan's smile, everyone nodded with complicated expressions.
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			The Ancient Witch Merlin and the Soup of Super Evolution

			The Witch's Shrine, deepest level. After Defray's full-course anaconda banquet, we stood before a giant, moss-covered stone door deep within the dungeon.

With a dull groaning sound, the door opened. Beyond it stood an old woman, holding a single, enormous staff.

Her entire body was covered in a black mantle, and her long white hair trailed to the floor. Her eyes, as if seeing through everything, gazed at us quietly.

"...You've come, 'heroes of the monster race.' Welcome to the shrine of the beautiful witch, Merlin."

"You're... the ancient witch, Merlin...?"

It was Amy who asked, but in the next moment, Merlin smiled brightly and said,

"Hey there, I'm 999 years old. Still a fresh young thing♪"

"Ugh... she's the type to say it herself..."

Then, when her gaze turned to Tiris.

"...Fufu. How nostalgic. You there, the Dark Elf... you look just like me when I was young."

"Eh!?" Tiris's eyes went wide.

"...Eeeeh!? This old lady!?" I couldn't help but let my voice out.

My mind was swirling with fantasies. (She used to be a slender beauty with long black hair... or something!? But now...) Before me was a stooped, wrinkled old woman, grinning.

"Back in the day, you must have been... well... like... your bust size..."

"Ufufu, D-cup."

"Stop iiiit! Don't ruin my dreams!"

"You want me to make the soup of super evolution, don't you."

With those words, she laughed. An elegant laugh, yet tinged with a hint of madness.

"However, the ingredients required are the organs, fangs, and 'love' of 'Super-Hazardous S-Rank' monsters."

We were all speechless.

◆Super Evolution Soup Ingredient List◆

① The 'Eye of Obsession' of the Purgatorial Beast Balgrum

② The 'Hardened Carapace Nerve Core' of the Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardion

③ The 'Discharge Feather' of the Thunder-Devouring Bird Curvak

④ The 'Reverse Scale' of the Crimson-Eyed Bear Rugan

⑤ The 'Tremor Hoof' of the Earth-Splitting Demon Bull Gormada

"Now then, go and gather the ingredients. The ones who make it back alive can have the first taste."

We were tasked with gathering the ingredients from super-hazardous S-rank monsters. Seriously?

As they left the ancient witch Merlin's abode, Mamoru the Hobgoblin felt as if he heard the Demon Lord's voice in his ear.

"Mamoru... I leave the rest... this world, to you."

No way, he's the Demon Lord, there's no way he'd lose to Hero Ares. He must have survived.

However, Demon Lord Regna=Val=Noct was dead, killed by Hero Ares.

Mamoru did not yet know that the world of the game called 'Legend of Brave Regalia' had broken just a little bit more.



		
			Chapter 74

			Character Introductions

			【Six Reincarnators' Names and Outlines】

Name Before Reincarnation: Name After Reincarnation, Outline

(Deceased)

Chika Saito: Izabel Crawford, A cold god of law who imposes absolute rule through law.

Masato Sakakibara: Crow Sakakibara, Magic-Armored General Crow. The ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

(Alive)

Taiga Nanjo: Hero Ares, A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god.

Mel Aria: A mad magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

Yuto Saito: Yuto Mikazuki, Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A solitary, supreme swordsman. He cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi: Mamoru the Hobgoblin, The only reincarnator who is a monster, siding with the Demon Lord to defy the gods. The protagonist.

【Yuto Mikazuki】Male

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 7 (before reincarnation) -> 32 (after reincarnation)

Title: Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman

【Personality】

His long black hair is shoulder-length and slightly unkempt. His deep, jet-black eyes are cold and hold a somewhat lonely light. Due to the abuse he suffered from his father before reincarnating, he cannot easily trust adults or others and relies only on himself to live. He extremely dislikes depending on anyone and maintains his independence. There is a huge gap between his mental age and his appearance, which makes it difficult for him to coexist well with others.

【Catchphrases】

"Only my sword will not betray me."

"I don't do small talk."

"...I just have to win."

【Mel Aria】(Female)

Race: Half-human (Reincarnator)

Age: 10 (before reincarnation) -> Unknown (appearance remains 10 years old)

Body: Half-doll (a magical body using her soul as a medium)

Titles: 'Laughing Magic Girl,' 'Mistress of Never Island,' 'Smiling Puppeteer,' among many others.

【Personality】

At first glance, she is polite and always maintains a gentle tone and a smile, but deep down her emotions are cold and twisted. She has lost her concept of good and evil and feels no guilt in 'breaking' or 'dominating' things. The memory of dying alone in her previous life remains deeply rooted, leading her to believe that 'people lie' and 'love disappears,' making her unable to trust anyone. That is why she tries to 'keep them by her side, even if it means breaking them.' While she seeks companions and friends, a part of her heart has given up on 'truly connecting with anyone.' That is why she tries to control everything.

【Catchphrases】

"Hey, will you smile for me?"

"Don't betray me... please, stay with me forever."

"Dolls... don't cry, you know. That's why I like them."

"I'll be your friend. You don't have to move. As long as you keep smiling forever, that's all that matters."

【Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo)】(Male)

・Race: Human (Reincarnated)

・Age: 14 (before reincarnation) -> 18 (after reincarnation)

・Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

【Personality】

A middle school student from modern Japan, hailing from Osaka. He had excellent grades but was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game 'Legend of Brave Regalia' was his only solace. In despair, he committed suicide by jumping in front of a train after school, only to awaken and find himself reincarnated as 'Hero Ares' in the world of the game he used to play.

【Catchphrases】

"This is my world. I am the rules."

"I'm not going back to being 'the me from back then.'"

【Protagonist: Mamoru】(Male)

・Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

・Age: Human life 38 years old -> After reincarnation 6 years old (monster years)

・Title: Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

He was once the weakest boss, a Hobgoblin, but by sharing a soul with the human Mamoru, he evolved a second time. As a Goblin Knight, he desires more than anything to be a shield for his comrades. Cautious and skilled in tactics, he possesses the qualities of a leader. He is deeply trusted by his companions. His only flaw is that he's a bit stiff and doesn't get jokes easily.

【Likes】

Pork cutlets (currently living a life of abstinence as Defray, who forbids pork, is present). Japanese set meals and beer (only reminisces).

【Dislikes】

All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them). Pickled plums (cannot stand sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】(Female)

・Race: Dark Elf

・Age: 142 years old (a young adult by Elf standards, early 20s in human terms)

・Title: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Tiris is serious, has a strong sense of responsibility, and is always calm and composed. She is strict with herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the Elves and the laws of the forest above all else. However, deep down she dreams of 'coexistence with other races,' and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist and his friends. She is especially drawn to Mamoru (the Hobgoblin), initially holding hostility toward him but gradually being attracted to his intelligence and words. Her weakness is that she is bad at hiding her shyness, and her ears quickly turn red. She has returned to Mamoru's side.

【Likes】

Fruits (especially berries from the forest). Vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself). Bow maintenance, morning meditation, moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (Slimes, okra, natto, etc.). People who are direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan difficult). Magically powered machines (feels they are 'against nature').

【Defray】(Male)

・Race: Orc (Physical type)

・Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

・Title: Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Usually has a laid-back way of speaking and is a big brother type who never loses his hearty smile. Cooking is his life, and he's more driven by the desire to 'have everyone eat delicious food' than by fighting. That said, once a battle begins, his figure healing allies and standing firm on the front lines with his shield is truly that of a paladin. 'Love' is his catchphrase when it comes to cooking, and when he gets angry, his fists fly as he yells, "You're lackin' love!" Surprisingly, he's easily moved to tears.

【Likes】

All meat (especially beef, deer, and boar). Grilled food (is particular about charcoal). ※However, he will absolutely not eat pork, as it is considered a sacred being.

【Dislikes】

All insects (crushes them on sight). Seeing bug dishes makes him sick for days.

【Amy】(Female)

・Race: Lizardman (Magic type)

・Age: 18 in Lizardman years

・Title: Lizard Sage -> High Lizard (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

A cool female mage who is always calm and rarely shows her emotions. She is deeply trusted by her companions but carries a somewhat mysterious air. She speaks little, giving only the bare minimum of instructions, but there is no waste in her words. A rationalist, she wields magic with calm precision even in battle.

Her favorite book is the 'Phantom Insect Encyclopedia.' She spends her free time gazing at insect specimens but never speaks of their charm to anyone. Her knowledge of insects and magic is second to none in the party.

【Likes】

All insects (for both eating and viewing). She catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

【Dislikes】

All meat (finds it unacceptable as a food culture). Especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】(Probably Male)

・Race: Troll (Fire magic type)

・Age: 31 in Troll years

・Title: Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno (Scheduled for evolution)

【Personality】

Despite his huge body and immense strength, his personality is as innocent as a child's. He's curious about everything and wants to befriend everyone right away. He has affectionately given Mamoru the nickname 'Ma-mo-kun,' calls Defray 'Pig,' and Amy 'Lizard.' Evolving into a fire type has further increased his passionate power, but he's not good with details. He gets embarrassed easily when praised. He loves 'warm meals' and has a great fondness for Defray's cooking.

【Likes】

Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru). Grilled dishes, spicy food. ※Since Mamoru told him 'You're fired if you eat humans,' he has been making do with dried meat.

【Dislikes】

Fish (dislikes them for being slimy). Insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

【Evolution Tree List】

【Goblin Tribe】

Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord

【Elf Tribe】

Dark Elf -> Arc Elf -> Nocturne Elf -> Abyss Elf

【Orc Tribe】

Orc -> Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord

【Lizardman】

Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage -> High Lizard

【Troll】

Troll -> Boss Troll -> Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno
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			Please Give Me Love.

			Past Recollection, Memories as Yuto Saito

A boy was huddled in the corner of the room. His name was Yuto Saito. He was seven years old.

The walls were grimy, and moldy bread crumbs were scattered on the floor. The fluorescent light had long since burned out, leaving the room dim, and an unseasonable chill crept in with the draft.

His mother was no longer there. In the winter when Yuto was five, along with his father's shouting, his mother had smashed a plate in the kitchen and stormed out of the house. That was the last he saw of her.

And what remained were his father and Yuto.

"Whose fault is it that we have no money! Because you cry, your mother...!"

A fist flew. A foot flew. Yuto's body rolled across the floor like a small piece of scrap paper. He was used to the pain now. He didn't cry. He just endured.

Yuto knew. His father was already broken.

He had quit his job long ago, it seemed. He drank from midday, slept, woke up, yelled, and hit. Sometimes he couldn't even remember Yuto's name.

I want to eat.

He had said it before. But the answer was always the same.

"Then work. My life ended because you were born."

One day, his father stopped coming home.

First day. He waited without eating anything. Second day. He drank only tap water. Third day. He licked the bread crumbs off the floor. Fourth day. He could no longer stand.

Still, Yuto believed someone would come for him.

"Someone, help me." His faint voice reached no one, and outside the window, the sound of cars faded into the distance.

And on the morning of the seventh day.

As the cold morning sun streamed in, Yuto ended his life alone, as if in sleep.

...A quiet wind passed through the plains.

The boy was in a white light. A warm, comfortable, and endlessly quiet space. There was no more pain, no more hunger, no more tears.

"...Where is this...?"

Eventually, a woman in a robe appeared before him. Her hair shone like silver, and her eyes were as clear as crystal.

"Your soul will be guided to another world. ...This time, be happy."

Her hand touched him gently. At that moment, something frozen deep within Yuto's heart thawed slightly.

"Please, give me love..."

With that small wish in his heart, the boy returned to the light. And he would receive a new name.

Yuto Mikazuki. The Black Moon Swordsman.

A solitary warrior who trusted no one, only his own sword, would eventually carve out his destiny in this world.



		
			Chapter 76

			In This Game World, I'm a Sword Master?

			As the reincarnator Yuto Mikazuki, I awoke in a forest.

The sky was vast, the clouds drifted slowly, and the songs of birds could be heard in the distance. But the memories of being Yuto still remained in my body, and I couldn't stand up for a while.

(Am I... alive?)

When I took a breath, the cold air seeped into my chest. I wasn't hungry. I wasn't cold. Nothing hurt.

"...So it's not a dream."

I happened to look at my hands. They were not the hands of a small child. They were slender yet toned fingers. The muscles were lean, and my whole body was sharply defined.

"This... is me?"

I had been reincarnated as a 32-year-old adult, while still retaining Yuto's memories. And this body was incredibly strong.

I first realized this just a few minutes after walking through the forest.

"Guooooh!!"

From beyond the thicket, a grotesque monster appeared. It was larger than a wolf, with a snake-like tail and a carapace. Sharp fangs and glowing red eyes. It was clearly 'something I've never seen in reality.'

(Isn't this something I saw in a game... No, this is real. I have to do it.)

The monster charged. Reacting instinctively, I reached for my waist, and there was a single black katana.

The sword, whose name I didn't even know, fit in my hand as if it was an extension of me.

"Come on... shall we test out my 'present' self."

In the instant the monster's claws closed in.

Yuto's figure vanished.

"Gessen."

One step. That was all.

The moment Yuto's foot touched the ground, space itself seemed to split.

The blade drew an arc of moonlight. A black, lightning-like afterimage tore through the darkness, passing the monster at an imperceptible speed.

When the wind blew past a moment later, a single slash line ran across the monster's body.

"Zakuri."

Without a sound, its massive body crumbled.

In the next instant, Yuto had already sheathed his sword. Just one step. Just one flash.

But that single strike ended everything.

'The moon slashes, tearing the darkness.' That was the 'Gessen' unleashed by the Black Moon Swordsman.

"...No way, what did I just do?"

Yuto was stunned. But his body had certainly moved. The name of the technique had come from his lips naturally. As if he were a swordsman who had trained for many years.

(What is this technique? No, I know it. This is a 'way of fighting.')

My brain remembers. My muscles move on their own. As if I were born to live only by honing my swordsmanship.

"In this world, am I... a sword master?"

Yuto quietly sheathed his sword.

The 'power' I once craved so much. The strength to live without relying on anyone. I certainly possessed that now.

(With this, no one will hit me anymore. I won't let anyone take anything from me.)

The moon peeked through the gaps in the trees.

It was as if it were looking down on the fate of the lonely swordsman.



		
			Chapter 77

			Hitokiri Yuto

			It seems that something like 'order' exists in this world, for what it's worth. Soldiers stood as guards at the gates of the Royal Capital Levin, which was surrounded by stone walls, monitoring the passersby. The buildings were zoned, markets lined the squares, and portraits of the king were posted on street corners.

...But just because there's order, doesn't mean it's good.

(Just because I look like a guy in his thirties, everyone's being strangely polite.)

I, Yuto Mikazuki, am a reincarnator. I died at age 7 and came to this world with the body and sword skills of a 32-year-old. Clad in black, with the jet-black katana Oborozuki at my waist. I wouldn't be surprised if I were eliminated as a suspicious person, but it seems this world is lenient toward 'power.'

Past noon, as I was walking through the town, a dilapidated tavern caught my eye. It had no name. Only its door was quietly open.

(...Maybe I'll have a drink.)

The wooden interior was a bit dusty, and a few adventurer-types were gathered around a table. I sat at the counter and randomly ordered Levin Ale. It was supposed to be the tavern's specialty, but what came out was a dirt-colored liquid that smelled like a fermented rag.

"...Disgusting."

I grimaced after one sip.

(My old man... got drunk and violent on stuff like this?)

At that moment, the face of the man who had been buried in the depths of my memory resurfaced. The smell of alcohol, the violence, the fists that flew with shouts. The hellish days after my mother left, until I starved to death.

A cold anger welled up from deep within my chest.

"...Yeah, alcohol is crap."

I tossed some coins down, stood up, and left the tavern. The street was in twilight. The red sun cast shadows on the cobblestones.

It was then.

"S, stop it!!"

A scream. A woman's voice.

I ran over and found several royal knights surrounding a pregnant woman in the square. Their swords were drawn, their cold gazes piercing her.

"The crime of crossing the path of the king's carriage without permission is a grave one."

"That's not... I was rushing... to the hospital...!"

(What? And that's grounds for 'punishment'?)

I looked and saw an overly decorated golden carriage approaching from down the road. The moment one of the soldiers raised his fist, I had already jumped out.

"...Don't. If you hit her, you'll die."

"Who are you!"

"Just a passerby. But I don't want to see a woman being subjected to violence anymore."

The knights surrounded me all at once.

(...Well then, shall I show you. My 'shadow.')

"Eiko-sen."

At that moment, my body dissolved into shadow.

The air tensed. Their gazes darted about. The next instant.

"Spaa."

One by one, the knights collapsed, clutching their throats. There was no afterimage. No sound. Just a black shadow that had run past.

"Where is he!? Where...!"

"...Right behind you."

By the time the last soldier was cut down, I had already sheathed my katana.

(This is Eiko-sen. Moving with the shadows, erasing my presence and footsteps. Not just swordsmanship, but a martial art of assassination.)

The golden carriage came to a stop in the now-quiet square. From within emerged a small man dressed in flashy clothes. He wore a crown and had a face that clearly said 'I am the king.'

"You... do you think you can get away with laying a hand on the kingdom's soldiers!"

"I just 'protected' her. ...Is your order something to be maintained even by killing people?"

"Silence!!"

The king's face turned red with anger, and he spat out his words.

"I will put you on the wanted list nationwide and issue a notice to the entire country!"

...Oh, I see.

I never had a 'place' to belong to from the very beginning.

"That's fine. I have no intention of living my life being ordered around by someone else."

I helped the woman to a safe place and quietly left the square. In the twilight, only my shadow stretched long behind me.

And so, I was given a name.

Hitokiri Yuto.

But that was nothing more than a moniker. It was the beginning of the story of a single reincarnator, trying to resist the 'darkness' of this world.



		
			Chapter 78

			I Don't Trust Humans

			Don't light a fire. Don't make a sound. Don't sleep deeply.

Those three things became my ironclad rules for survival in this world.

Deep in the forest. A swamp at the end of a beast trail. Yuto Mikazuki sat silently in the shade of a tree, a mud-stained cloak on his back. His blood-stained black katana, Oborozuki, glinted coldly on his lap.

Three days ago, I cut down the kingdom's knights. Just for helping a pregnant woman, I was made a 'wanted criminal.'

Since then, I can't enter towns, can't trust anyone, and can't get money or food.

(What order... it's all pointless.)

The wanted poster on the notice board read as follows.

【WANTED NOTICE】

Name: Mikazuki Yuto

Crimes: Murder of royal knights, defiance of a royal decree, disturbance of the royal capital's order.

Reward: 3,000 gold coins.

'Dead or Alive'

3,000 gold coins. (A pretty good amount.) That's enough for an adventurer to live on for a lifetime. And people, lured by that money, come after me every night.

In just these three days.

'A female mage who controls flames.' She tried to lure me out with the smell of roasting meat.

'Mercenary siblings with twin swords.' They pretended to be weak and begged for help, then attacked me in my sleep.

'The female adventurer Aira Bloodfang's' squad. They surrounded me with forest traps and arrows.

But.

None of them could escape my black sword.

I've been bathed in blood more times than I can count. No matter how many I cut down, the next one comes. It's as if all of 'humanity' is my enemy, chasing after me.

(I never should have trusted humans.)

An old woman who was kind to me once tried to poison me. When I saved a child, they called bandits on me at night. A traveler who shared his food with me put a blade to my throat while I was sleeping.

Every time I tried to be 'human,' humans bared their fangs.

Gasari. The grass rustled.

They're here again. Three of them. All armed.

"...This is the place. The wanted man, Yuto."

"Three thousand gold coins... a high-stakes bounty makes you nervous, huh."

All three were in black attire. A female warrior with makeup on her face, a large man with an eyepatch, and a blond boy with a quiver on his back.

Yuto didn't even sigh, he just stood up.

"Please, do as you like."

"Came here to be cut down?"

"...No, I just came to be disappointed by 'humans' again."

The next moment.

"Zashuh!"

By the time the man with the eyepatch realized it, Oborozuki was buried in his throat. Another flash from the shadows, Eiko-sen. Not a single one of them could react.

The second and third were over in an instant.

Silence returned to the forest. Yuto knelt again.

(I'm so sleepy... but if I sleep, I die. I'll be killed.)

My stomach growled. My throat was parched. The soles of my feet were split, and my skin was dry.

Still, it was better than trusting people.

It was then.

"...Magnificent."

A muffled voice came from beside me.

I instinctively readied Oborozuki, and from the shade of a tree emerged a thin man with a hood pulled deep over his head.

"I am 'Gil,' an intermediary for the dark guild Dreadbind."

"...An enemy?"

"No. I came to deliver a message to you, a reincarnator."

The man continued in a voice as quiet as a death god's.

"'Reincarnated Hero Ares' is looking for you. He would very much like to meet with you."

Yuto remained silent.

(A reincarnator... someone from the 'previous world,' like me.)

Gil offered a small bag. Inside was food, money, and a travel permit.

"If you keep going like this, you will 'starve to death' again."

Yuto's eyes wavered slightly.

(...That's right. Back then, as a child, no one helped me, and I starved, and died.)

"...Alright. I'll meet him."

Yuto followed the hooded man. But the words he muttered deep in his chest were ice-cold.

I won't trust humans. Not even another 'reincarnator.'



		
			Chapter 79

			Dialogue with the Reincarnated Hero and the Reincarnated Swordsman

			The carriage continued to sway. The darkness of night enveloped the world outside the window, and the dull rocking stirred Yuto's consciousness.

His days were spent on the run, a wanted man with a price on his head, but now he was being taken somewhere.

The door opened, and his feet touched a cold stone floor. Looking around, he saw a grand hall with opulent silver pillars and magelights casting a brilliant glow. Waiting for him were a young man and a doll-like girl.

"Yo, I'm the Hero, Ares Vanguard! Before gettin' reincarnated, I was Taiga Nanjo. Guess my core personality didn't change much, eh!"

"Hitokiri Yuto, you really can't trust people, can ya? But listen, we reincarnators are comrades. Nothin's gonna start if we don't trust each other."

Yuto tensed, spitting out cold words.

"I don't trust humans. I don't trust anyone."

The doll-like girl took a step forward.

"I understand your sorrow."

Her gaze was quiet, yet it touched Yuto's heart deeply.

"I, too, died alone, with no one to watch over me. I was lonely."

When she held out her hand, green threads of magic descended, and a female doll with a gentle smile appeared.

"This child will be your mother."

Looking at the doll, Yuto saw the faint, almost forgotten image of his own mother superimposed upon it.

A door deep within his heart swung open, and an uncontrollable flood of emotions poured out.

Yuto's consciousness reeled violently. When he came to, he had returned to the form of his seven-year-old self, Yuto Saito.

In the corner of a dim room, a small, trembling body shivered. On the verge of being crushed by pain and loneliness, young Yuto could no longer hold back his tears, and he let out a sob.

"Mommy... Mommy..."

He pressed his tear-streaked face against the female doll of faint light that Mel Aria had created. The doll gently reached out, stroking Yuto's hair as if to envelop him.

"You're not alone anymore, Yuto."

Called by his childhood name, the boy clung to her, sobbing.

"I was so scared... Daddy kept doing painful things... Why... why isn't Mommy coming home...?"

His voice trembled, growing faint, and his tears wouldn't stop.

"I was hungry... and it hurt, and I was so lonely..."

Like a real mother, Mel Aria's doll continued to gently stroke his back.

"It's all right. I'm here. You don't have to be scared anymore."

Still crying, Yuto hugged the doll tightly with his small, trembling arms.

"Mommy..."

He called her name over and over, his tears unending. In that moment, he was still just a child who wanted someone to protect him.

The radiant female doll gently embraced the sobbing Yuto. Mel Aria smiled with satisfaction. Within the palm of her hand, Yuto's heart began to slowly unravel.

"I was... always alone... so lonely." Yuto couldn't hold back his sobs as large tears streamed down his face.

Gradually, an eerie light began to dwell in Mel Aria's beautiful face. Her violet eyes glittered ominously, as if reflecting the darkness of the abyss itself.

The corners of her mouth twisted slightly, a slow smile spreading across her lips. But this smile was far from benevolent. It was the smile of a cold, cruel ruler.

"Hee hee... at last, you're mine."

Her voice was sweet, yet it carried an undercurrent of unfathomable madness. Her gaze was filled with the joy of having completely captured Yuto's heart and stolen his freedom.

Like a beautiful, venomous snake coiling around its prey, relishing the inescapable bond. Mel Aria slowly spread her arms, displaying her gentle yet ruthless dominion.

"From now on... I will guide your everything."

Her madness, along with her dark smile, cast a heavy, dense air over the surroundings. Ares looked at Yuto and said with a grin.

"Crybaby Yuto, eh? Well, that's fine. Everyone's weak sometimes. From now on, we gotta fight together. We're reincarnated heroes, so don't be shy, leave it to us!"

Yuto lifted his tear-stained face, his voice a mixture of anger and complex emotions.

"Don't just decide I'm your comrade... But, just for a little while... I'll listen to what you have to say."

It was the moment the three reincarnators were bound together by the twisted threads of fate.



		
			Chapter 80

			The Reincarnated Hero Goes to the Hobgoblin's Cave

			A deep chasm in the moonlit mountain, the gaping mouth of a forest cave. Hero Ares stopped before it and muttered under his breath.

"This is it... the Hobgoblin's cave. The place where I first crossed swords with that reincarnator, Mamoru."

Behind him stood Yuto Mikazuki, a black sword on his back, and Mel Aria, attended by her demonic human dolls. This was their first time setting foot in this place.

"The air is heavy... Something is here." Yuto placed a hand on his sword.

"The presence, the flow of magic, it's all murky. There are certainly many traps," Mel Aria whispered quietly.

Ares lightly tapped the sword on his shoulder and laughed.

"Relax. I know this place well. ...And I also know that Mamoru isn't here."

"Then why have we come?" Mel Aria narrowed her eyes.

"This cave is a place of history between me and him. And it's also a convenient battlefield."

"Narrow passages, tough goblins... If we prepare and meet them head-on, this is the perfect spot."

"I see... so it's a trap to lure him in," Yuto nodded.

Ares laughed.

"Nope. This is my declaration of war."

The three slowly advanced into the cave's interior.

The first thing they encountered was a pitfall trap, hidden in the dirt.

"Right there. Leave a one-foot gap to your left, then jump."

Ares's memory was vivid. Recalling the line of death he had barely survived last time, he unerringly identified each trap.

In the poison swamp area, Mel Aria immediately deployed a purification spell. In the hall of illusions, Yuto advanced without hesitation, cutting down the phantoms that lurked in the shadows.

These three were no longer just reincarnators.

They were a unit, moving in a straight line toward the enemy they must defeat.

Eventually, they reached the deepest part of the cave. They arrived at the stone chamber, the "Throne Room" where Mamoru and Ares had once crossed blades.

Mamoru was not there.

Unfazed by this fact, Ares walked straight to the throne and sat down with an air of authority.

"Phew... Yeah, this is where I feel most at ease."

At his feet, a single captured goblin knelt, trembling.

"Hey, you. Can you hear me?"

The goblin nodded, shivering.

"Go and tell Mamoru the Hobgoblin. Tell him 'Hero Ares has come.' Summon him here, right now."

"Ch, Chieftain... Hobgoblin, Mamoru-sama... I'll tell him, right away!"

"That's right, tell him..."

Ares's eyes glinted sharply as he thrust his sword into the ground.

"I'm gonna defeat him and change this twisted world. I'm gonna make my ideal world, a kind world where no one gets left behind..."

Beside the throne, Mel Aria covered her mouth with her hand, staring intently at Ares. Yuto said nothing, simply holding his sword at the ready, waiting for Mamoru to appear beyond the door.

In the silence, all that remained in the cave was the lingering scent of battle and the palpable presence of a decisive clash to come.



		
			Chapter 81

			Character Introductions

			## The Six Reincarnators, Names and Outlines ##

Name Before Reincarnation: Name After Reincarnation, Outline

(Deceased)

Chika Saito: Izabel Crawford, A cold god of law who rules with absolute legal authority.

Masato Sakakibara: Crow Sakakibara, Magic-Armored General Crow, ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

(Living)

Taiga Nanjo: Hero Ares, A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god.

Aria: Mel Aria, A magical girl of madness who spreads poison with a smile.

Yuto Saito: Yuto Mikazuki, Black Moon Swordsman Yuto, a solitary, supreme swordsman who cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi: Mamoru the Hobgoblin, The only reincarnator on the demon side, who resists the gods as a demon lord. The protagonist.

## Yuto Mikazuki ##

Gender: Male

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 7 (before reincarnation) -> 32 (after reincarnation)

Title: Black Moon Swordsman Yuto

Personality:

His long black hair reaches his shoulders and is slightly disheveled. His deep, jet-black eyes are cold and hold a somewhat lonely light. Due to the abuse he suffered from his father before reincarnation, he cannot easily trust adults or others, relying only on himself. He has an extreme aversion to depending on anyone and maintains his independence. The significant gap between his mental age and appearance makes it difficult for him to coexist well with others. He becomes a comrade of Hero Ares after Mel Aria gives him a doll modeled after his mother.

Catchphrases:

"Only my own sword will not betray me."

"I don't do small talk."

"...I just have to win."

## Mel Aria ##

Gender: Female

Race: Half-human (Reincarnator)

Age: 10 (before reincarnation) -> Unknown (appears to be 10)

Body: Half-doll (a magical body with her soul as a medium)

Titles: "Laughing Magic Girl," "Mistress of Never Island," "Smiling Puppeteer," and various other aliases.

Personality:

At first glance, she is polite and always maintains a gentle tone and smile, but deep down her emotions are cold and twisted. She has lost her concept of good and evil and feels no guilt in "breaking" or "dominating" things. The memory of dying alone in her previous life remains deeply ingrained, leading her to believe that "people lie" and "love fades," making her unable to trust anyone. That's why she tries to keep them by her side, even if it means breaking them. While she seeks companions and friends, a part of her has given up on truly connecting with anyone. That is why she seeks to control everything.

Catchphrases:

"Hey, will you smile for me?"

"Don't betray me... Please, stay with me forever."

"Dolls... they don't cry. That's why I like them."

"I'll be your friend. You don't have to move. As long as you keep smiling, that's all I need."

## Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo) ##

Gender: Male

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 14 (before reincarnation) -> 18 (after reincarnation)

Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

Personality:

A middle school student from modern Japan, hailing from Osaka. Though he had excellent grades, he was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game "Legend of Brave Regalia" was his only solace. In despair, he jumped in front of a train after school, but when he came to, he had been reincarnated as "Hero Ares" in the world of the game he used to play.

Catchphrases:

"This is my world. I'm the rules here."

"I'm never goin' back to the person I was then."

## Protagonist: Mamoru ##

Gender: Male

Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

Age: 38 as a human -> 6 as a demon (demon years)

Title: Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord (evolution scheduled)

Personality:

He was once the weakest boss, a Hobgoblin, but sharing a soul with the human Mamoru led to his second evolution. As a Goblin Knight, he desires to be a shield for his comrades more than anyone else. He is cautious and has an excellent tactical mind, possessing the qualities of a leader. He is deeply trusted by his comrades. He is a bit on the stoic side, and his one flaw is that he doesn't get jokes easily.

Likes: Pork cutlets (since reincarnation, he's living an abstinent life as Defray forbids pork), Japanese set meals and beer (only in nostalgia).

Dislikes: All bugs (gets goosebumps just looking at them), pickled plums (can't stand sour things).

## Tiris Ernhardt ##

Gender: Female

Race: Dark Elf

Age: 142 (a young adult by elf standards, equivalent to early 20s in human years)

Title: Dark Elf -> Arc Elf (evolution scheduled)

Personality:

Tiris is serious, responsible, and always calm and collected. She is strict with both herself and others, a stoic who values elven pride and the laws of the forest above all else. However, deep down she dreams of "coexistence with other races," and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist and his friends. She is especially hostile towards Mamoru (the Hobgoblin) at first, but she gradually becomes drawn to his intelligence and words. Her weakness is that she's bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears quickly turn red. She has returned to Mamoru's side.

Likes: Fruits (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moon bathing.

Dislikes: Slimy things (Slimes, okra, natto, etc.), people who express their emotions too directly (has a particular aversion to Koni-chan), magically-powered machines (feels they are "against nature").

## Defray ##

Gender: Male

Race: Orc (Melee type)

Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

Title: Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord (evolution scheduled)

Personality:

Usually speaks in a laid-back tone and is a big-brother type who never loses his boisterous smile. Cooking is his life, and he's more driven by the desire to "feed everyone delicious food" than to fight. That said, once a battle begins, his form as he heals allies and stands firm on the front lines with his shield is truly that of a paladin. His catchphrase is that cooking is "love," and when he gets angry, his fists fly as he shouts, "You're lackin' some love!" Surprisingly, he's a bit of a crybaby.

Likes: All kinds of meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (is particular about charcoal grilling). *However, he will absolutely not eat pork, as it is considered sacred.

Dislikes: All bugs (squashes them on sight), becomes so sick at the sight of bug dishes that he can't sleep for days.

## Amy ##

Gender: Female

Race: Lizardman (Magic type)

Age: 18 in Lizardman years

Title: Lizard Sage -> High Lizard (evolution scheduled)

Personality:

A cool female mage who is always calm and rarely shows her emotions. She is deeply trusted by her companions, but she carries a somewhat mysterious air. She is a woman of few words, giving only the most necessary instructions, but nothing she says is wasted. She is a rationalist who wields her magic with calm precision even in the midst of battle.

Her favorite book is the "Phantom Insect Encyclopedia." Whenever she has free time, she gazes at her insect specimens, but she never speaks of their charm to anyone. She is second to none in the party when it comes to knowledge of insects and magic.

Likes: All insects (for eating or viewing), catching them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

Dislikes: All meats (finds it culturally unacceptable), particularly dislikes the meat of mammals.

## Koni-chan ##

Gender: Probably Male

Race: Troll (Fire magic type)

Age: 31 in Troll years

Title: Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno (evolution scheduled)

Personality:

Despite his enormous body and immense strength, his personality is as innocent as a child's. He is curious about everything and wants to befriend everyone right away. He has affectionately given Mamoru the nickname "Ma-mo-kun," calls Defray "Piggy," and Amy "Lizard." His evolution into a fire attribute has further amplified his passionate power, but he's not good with details. He gets embarrassed easily when praised. He loves "warm meals" and can't get enough of Defray's cooking.

Likes: Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but Mamoru has forbidden it), grilled and spicy dishes. *Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

Dislikes: Fish (dislikes them for being slimy), bugs (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

## Evolution Paths ##

[Goblin Tribe]

Hobgoblin -> Goblin Captain -> Goblin Knight -> Goblin Lord

[Elf Tribe]

Dark Elf -> Arc Elf -> Nocturne Elf -> Abyss Elf

[Orc Tribe]

Orc -> Orc Soldier -> Orc Paladin -> Orc Lord

[Lizardman Tribe]

Lizardman -> Lizard Shaman -> Lizard Sage -> High Lizard

[Troll Clan]

Troll -> Boss Troll -> Flame Troll -> Troll Inferno



		
			Chapter 82

			The Pursuit Beast and the Wanted Fugitive

			◆ Super Evolution Soup Ingredient List ◆

①【"Eye of Obsession" from the Pursuit Beast Barugurumu】◀ (In Progress)

②【"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardio】

③【"Discharge Feather" from the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku】

④【"Reverse Scale" from the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan】

⑤【"Tremor Hoof" from the Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda】

"Hah... hah... hah... We managed to beat it, but that was a close one..."

The earth-shaking rumbles in the valley subsided, and amidst the dust lay the massive corpse of a demonic beast. The Pursuit Beast Barugurumu. A monster of obsession with glowing crimson eyes and vicious fangs.

Deeply embedded in its forehead was a single sword of light. A man in the form of a Goblin Knight, Mamoru, knelt beside it, still gripping the hilt.

"Damn... That thing was heavy..."

Nearby, his party members collapsed one by one, catching their breath. Tiris, the Dark Elf sniper, Koni-chan, the Fire Troll, Amy, the mage, and Defray, the healer.

"Alright, it's cookin' time!"

That voice, belonging to Defray, echoed with a hint of joy. As the dedicated healer, he had spent the entire battle hidden behind a rock, so he was at full stamina.

(Defray's not much of a fighter, but he's a master chef.)

"Today, we're havin' Barugurumu stew with a white mustard sauce! C'mon everyone, eat up and get your strength back! We've still got four more S-class monsters to take down!"

"I... I can't believe his stamina..." Tiris wheezed, leaning against Amy's shoulder.

Koni-chan, lying on the ground, was repeatedly chanting, "I'm hungry!"

◆ Cooking Commences

Defray quickly set to work sorting the ingredients. He carved out the demonic beast's eye, storing the "Eye of Obsession" in a magic preservation container, then selected the tenderest cuts of meat, blanching them to remove the blood.

"This part's important. Don't cut corners. Cookin's all about respect, ya know."

He took out an iron pot, chopped some wild herbs, and sautéed them in oil to release their fragrance. Next, he poured in white wine, added whole-grain mustard and milk from a mountain cow, and perfected the stew's sauce. Finally, he cut the Barugurumu meat into thick slices, seared the surface, and let it simmer in the sauce.

The aroma began to drift through the area.

"A pinch of magic salt to finish... and there. All done!"

Inside the pot was meat so tender it fell apart, swimming in a fragrant, creamy mustard sauce.

"Cookin' is love. Prepare it properly, treat it with care, and savor it with relish. That's a warrior's etiquette, ain't it?"

Defray delivered his usual catchphrase.

"Let's eat!!" Koni-chan shouted cheerfully, and everyone else laughed as they picked up their spoons.

The monster's eye, Barugurumu's "Eye of Obsession." It was the first key ingredient for their Super Evolution Soup.

Four more to go. But for now, they could catch their breath.

Mamoru descended the mountain a little, coming near a human city wall. He sat down, leaning his back against it, and casually glanced at the notice board.

There it was.

【WANTED】

Name: Yuto Mikazuki

Crimes: Murder of a Royal Knight, Defiance of Royal Decree, Disturbance of the Royal Capital's Order

Bounty: 3,000 Gold Coins

*Dead or Alive*

Mamoru frowned.

"Yuto Mikazuki... I know that name. I fought him many times in the game. He's incredibly strong."

Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman. A solitary master swordsman who wields a cursed black katana called Oborozuki, and utilizes the instantaneous Moon Flash and the shadowy Shadow Flash techniques.

"I'll need to think of a counter strategy. He probably won't be an ally. In fact, we might be the ones getting hunted."

Mamoru's eyes glinted sharply.

"The fourth one. The solitary swordsman, Yuto Mikazuki. He believes only in the power of his sword, belongs to no faction, and wanders in search of deathmatches with the strong. If you encounter him, you all will be no exception."

Mamoru recalled the Demon Lord's words. He quietly looked away from the notice board and stood up.

A wind blew. The journey for the Super Evolution Soup had only just begun.



		
			Chapter 83

			I Don't Want to Eat Bugs. No Means No.

			◆ Super Evolution Soup Ingredient List ◆

①【"Eye of Obsession" from the Pursuit Beast Barugurumu】 GOT IT!

②【"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardio】◀ (In Progress)

③【"Discharge Feather" from the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku】

④【"Reverse Scale" from the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan】

⑤【"Tremor Hoof" from the Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda】

"No, I have to say this. I can't do bugs. I seriously can't. Not even cooked, bwaaaaaah."

The one screaming was Koni-chan, the wild child of the Fire Trolls. He usually breathed fire and roasted monsters to a crisp, but today he was cowering behind a large rock.

"...Hey Koni, you're a Troll, aren't you? How have you managed to survive in the mountains all this time acting like that?" Mamoru sighed.

Before them was a giant insectoid monster. The Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardio. It was three meters long, with a dull, black, lustrous carapace covered in metallic-looking spines.

"Stay away, stay away from meeeeee!!" Koni-chan fought back with a stream of fire. The insect didn't even scream as it collapsed into a cloud of black smoke.

"Alright, roast complete!" Defray said, pointing at the charred insect corpse.

"So... who's gonna eat it?"

...Silence.

Everyone looked at each other. No, they didn't even do that. No one was willing to make eye contact.

"...Not happening," Mamoru stated flatly.

"It's a bug's brain, you know? The Sclerite Nerve Core? It's a brain, you know?"

"No matter what sauce you put on it, a brain is still a brain..."

◆ Except for two members.

"I can eat it. In fact, I'm looking forward to it," Tiris, the Dark Elf, murmured coolly.

"Me too. Grilled bugs are a daily affair for me," Amy, the Lizardman, said with a bright smile.

"...Huh?"

As the others stood frozen, the two "people of the forest" steadily began to cook. Tiris and Amy's bug gourmet girls' night had begun.

"Here, try this! Spardio leg grill!♪"

"And over here is the smoked nerve core!♪♪"

Tiris and Amy skillfully butchered the insect parts, transforming them one after another into perverted... no, delicious-looking dishes. There was whole-roasted, herb-grilled, smoked-style, and crispy-fried.

"Ah, the joint of this leg is so plump and juicy! ♡"

"This midbrain over here has a faint bitterness, I bet it would go well with red wine.♪"

It really felt like a girls' night out.

"As expected of an elf, a guardian of the forest..."

"Her taste buds are on the level of an entomologist..."

Mamoru and Defray groaned as they watched from a distance.

Meanwhile, Koni-chan was in a complete daze.

"I'm going to sleep... I'm gonna have bug dreams..." he mumbled, burying his face in a log.

Tiris carefully split open the insect's head and retrieved the "Sclerite Nerve Core."

"Alright, that's the second soup ingredient. We got it."

"See, the key with bugs is to use plenty of spice."

"As expected, Amy, you're the teppanyaki queen of the lizard world!♪"

The bug gourmet girls exchanged a high-five, pechin.

Watching the scene, Mamoru muttered just one thing.

"For the next monster... I hope it's at least a mammal."

It reminded him of cockroaches. Mamoru reaffirmed his belief that bugs were, indeed, disgusting.



		
			Chapter 84

			Shoot Down the Thunder Bird.

			◆ Super Evolution Soup Ingredient List ◆

①【"Eye of Obsession" from the Pursuit Beast Barugurumu】 GOT IT!

②【"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardio】 GOT IT!

③【"Discharge Feather" from the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku】◀ (In Progress)

④【"Reverse Scale" from the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan】

⑤【"Tremor Hoof" from the Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda】

"There it is! In the middle of that lightning!"

Mamoru pointed to the sky, where a giant jet-black bird appeared, circling as it split the thunderclouds. It was two meters long, and crackling pale blue lightning shot from its wings, burning the trees on the rocky cliffs as it flew.

It was the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku. A dangerous flying monster that attacks from the air with high-voltage electric shocks.

"This is bad, I don't have lightning resistance, I'm gonna get fried!!" Koni-chan yelled, covering his ears, terrified despite being a Fire Troll.

"How are we supposed to beat something that's flying..." Mamoru grimaced, but Defray calmly raised his hand.

"In times like these, we throw rocks!"

"That's so primitive--!?" The entire party's retort echoed through the mountains.

◆ The Hunt Begins! Operation: Bring Down Kurubaku

"Just throw 'em! It's circling now!"

"Uooooh!!"

"Let's throw! One, two, three, go!"

Rocks, logs, spears, throwing knives, tree branches, and even the slippers Amy had kicked off went flying through the air.

But the Kurubaku circled at high speed, scattering lightning with a bachibachi sound as it masterfully dodged everything!

"...It's no use, we can't hit it at all."

Just as everyone's shoulders slumped, an exceptionally bright arrow of light split the sky!

"Guidance of the wind, O light, pierce through! White Bow of the Flash Strike!"

The arrow, imbued with Tiris's magic, flew straight into the Kurubaku's head. With a tremendous PISHAAAAAN!! sound, the thunder bird exploded in midair.

"Nice shot!" "We did it!" Everyone cheered.

From the corpse of the thunder bird that fell to the ground with a thud, a pale blue, glowing "Discharge Feather" shone brightly.

And now, for cooking time.

"All right, tonight it's bird, bird!!"

Defray's culinary spirit was fired up.

"It's built just like a turkey! This is gonna be delicious!"

He plucked the feathers and roasted it whole. He seasoned it with herbs and wild grasses, stuffing the cavity with mushrooms and cooked millet. He rubbed rock salt and spices on the skin and slowly roasted it over Koni-chan the Fire Troll's "low flame."

"Juuuuuu... kari, pari, juwaaa~♡"

"...Th, that looks way too good," Mamoru gulped involuntarily.

Defray finished it with a mead-based sauce, and a savory aroma filled the air.

"Alright, everyone! It's a whole-roasted thunder turkey festival!"

After the feast, while everyone was devouring the (super high-class) roasted bird, Tiris said quietly.

"Flying prey is worth aiming for. Heh heh."

Koni-chan shouted, "Let's go for another one!" and Amy had started an elegant tea time with a broth made from the feathers.

"Alright, Discharge Feather... got it." Mamoru put a checkmark on his soup ingredient list, the third "GOT IT!"



		
			Chapter 85

			Warning: Super Pissed-Off Bear Sighting!

			①【"Eye of Obsession" from the Pursuit Beast Barugurumu】 GOT IT!

②【"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardio】 GOT IT!

③【"Discharge Feather" from the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku】 GOT IT!

④【"Reverse Scale" from the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan】◀ (In Progress)

⑤【"Tremor Hoof" from the Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda】

"Aaaaaahhhhh!!"

Trees were knocked down. The ground was gouged out. As the demon party fled for their lives, the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan charged with a terrifying GAOOOOH!! roar.

It stood 2.5 meters tall, its eyes dyed crimson, and the fur on its back bristled, radiating an aura of rage.

"Gyaaaah!? That thing's impossible! The impossible kind! It's not about the bear's anger, its very existence is anger!!" Defray cried as he ran.

"Hey, Tiris! Your arrows!? Amy, give us some fire, fire!!" Mamoru shouted, but...

"The arrows are being snapped as soon as I pull them out!"

"My flame barrier was trampled right through!"

"Wh, what a purely offensive build... No, this thing has zero intelligence!!"

ZDOOOOON!!!

A single blow from Rugan, slamming its fist into the ground, caused a whole section of the forest to collapse.

In that moment...

"Alright, leave it to me!"

Koni-chan, the Fire Troll, stomped forward.

"When ya talk bears, ya talk sumo, right!!!"

"Wait, why?!?!

◆ The Legendary Match, the Bear vs. Troll Ring Entrance ◆

West: Red-Eyed Bear Rugan

East: Koni-chan of the Troll Clan

When Koni-chan drew a circle with his hand to mark the ring, the Rugan, for some reason, took a step forward with a "Gao?" It was a surprisingly perceptive bear.

"Shooo~nooo~... Hakkeyoi!!"

ZUDON! BACHIIIIIN!!!

The moment they collided, the pressure wave exploded, sending grass and trees flying. The entire party's eyes widened.

"He's being pushed back!? Koni-chan is!?"

"What leg strength... Damn, so this is what they mean by not underestimating a bear's wrath...!"

But then...

"Uriyaaaaaaaah!!!"

Koni-chan's feet kicked the earth, his knees sank, and his back muscles audibly snapped, bachii.

"Troll Millenium Secret Technique!! Fiery Lifting Drop, jaaaaaaah!!"

ZUOoooN!!!

The Red-Eyed Bear Rugan flew through the air and was slammed spectacularly onto its back amidst a cloud of dust.

Batan. ...piku piku.

"And that's the match!!"

Everyone: "Koni-chan won?!?!

And now, for the long-awaited bear meat time.

"Alright, now for my real job."

Defray grinned his usual grin and approached the fallen Rugan.

"With bears, ya know, the paws are the best part. The balance of muscle and fat is just divine."

He cut off the bear's massive foreleg, bled it, and soaked it in a marinade. Then he slathered it with his special "barbecue sauce."

◆ Defray's Special Bear BBQ Sauce ◆

・Brown Sugar

・Fermented Onion Wine

・Smoked Herbs

・Mustard Seed

・A tiny bit of garlic and chili pepper

"Grill it, coat it, and grill it again! This is the 'Three-Stage Bear Grill'!"

Koni-chan held the grill rack, controlling the gogo flames to start cooking.

JuwAAAAAA!!

The aroma alone made everyone's stomach rumble in unison.

The feast began.

"Whoa, this is amazing... It's so soft yet juicy."

"It has a great texture, too... The more you chew, the more flavor comes out."

"Bear paws are the beeeest!!" Koni-chan shouted as he chomped down.

"This... this is so good it's not just evolution, it's ascension-level deliciousness."

The party ate the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan with such gusto that they licked the bones clean.

Of course, they also successfully got the ingredient they were after, the 【Reverse Scale】.

Mamoru made another checkmark and muttered.

"With this. There's only one left... The soup, I can see it being completed now."



		
			Chapter 86

			Horns Like Spears, Eyeballs So Gross

			①【"Eye of Obsession" from the Pursuit Beast Barugurumu】 GOT IT!

②【"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Four-Legged Armored Insect Spardio】 GOT IT!

③【"Discharge Feather" from the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku】 GOT IT!

④【"Reverse Scale" from the Red-Eyed Bear Rugan】 GOT IT!

⑤【"Tremor Hoof" from the Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda】◀ (In Progress)

"...What the heck is that?"

A rumbling sound, ZUDON! ZUDON!, echoed through the valley. And what appeared, splitting the mountain asunder, was...

The Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda.

Its form was a nightmare from hell.

・Its lower half was a muscular bull!

・Its upper half was a giant snail shell with two eyeballs sticking out, nyokkiri.

・A single hoof could crack the earth, its roar could make birds pass out.

・And most of all, its eyes... were gross. They twitched, piku piku.

"Nooooo!! Why are its eyeballs twitching like that?!?" Tiris let out a soul-deep scream.

"Horns, horns... those are natural spears, aren't they!?" Amy observed, trembling.

"It's an ox! But! Its head is escargoooot!!" Koni-chan cried, teary-eyed.

When you think of an ox, you think of that! Operation: Bullfight, commenced!

"Alright, let's do this!!" Mamoru shouted, and the battle began!

Everyone started waving red cloths to guide it, like a bullfighting game.

"Over here, boy! Time for a passionate hair treatment!"

"Hey, that's for hair, isn't it!? It's not a cloth!"

The Gorumāda flew into a rage and charged! Its hooves split the ground and shattered rocks!

"Its footing is insane! The destructive power of its Tremor Hoof is no joke!!" Mamoru leaped into the air!

"Tiris, one shot to the eyeball!"

"Roger!"

ZUPAAAN! An arrow of light flew and struck the eyeball directly! A squishing sound echoed!

"Gyaaaah, the eyeball popped!!! Gross!!" Koni-chan screamed.

"Go! Sumo Lariat!!" Koni-chan delivered a flying kick to the side of the ox-snail's shell, and the Gorumāda tipped over!!

The ground shook, and a roar echoed.

"Now! Let's finish it!!" At Defray's shout, everyone launched a coordinated attack!

Mamoru's sword slashed the Tremor Hoof, Tiris's arrow pierced the last eyeball, and Amy's fireball seared its innards!

And then...

"Alright, extermination complete!!"

"Cooking time, the final special episode begins." Defray stood up, his eyes sparkling.

"Aaaalright! The last ingredient for the Super Evolution Soup! Let's do this!!"

◆ Tonight's Menu: Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda

・【Escargot-style Snail Head】 → Simmered slowly in garlic butter, steamed with white wine. Served with bread.

・【Demon Ox Roast Beef】 → Lean loin meat marinated in salt and herbs, slowly roasted over charcoal.

・【Tremor Hoof Gelatin Stew】 → Rich in collagen. Simmered with medicinal herbs and spices for a deep flavor!

"Let's eat!!"

The party members all put their hands together and dug in!

"Whoa! This roast beef, the fat is so sweet!"

"This part is the snail, but... huh? It's delicious!!"

"No way! This gelatin stew is so jiggly and melty!!"

"Even a Troll is moved...!!" Koni-chan cried as he bit into it.

All the ingredients were gathered.

・"Eye of Obsession" from Barugurumu

・"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Spardio insect

・"Discharge Feather" from Kurubaku

・"Reverse Scale" from Rugan

・"Tremor Hoof" from Gorumāda

And so we returned to the ancient witch, Merlin.



		
			Chapter 87

			The Super Evolution Soup and Our Final Evolutions

			All those days of battle were for this very moment.

After defeating five mighty monsters and gathering the ingredients at the risk of our lives, we had finally returned to the shrine of the ancient witch, Merlin.

A spooky wooden hut stood alone on a small hill. Strange talismans and herbs hung from its soot-stained door.

As the door creaked open, gii..., we saw a single wrinkled old woman stirring a pot in front of the hearth in the back.

"...Well now, you lot, go and gather the ingredients. The ones who make it back alive can have the first taste." We had spent days gathering ingredients from S-class monsters after being told this.

Her voice had been quiet, but it had surely lit a fire in our hearts.

"Witch Merlin... we're back."

"...What did you come here for?"

"Huh!? You forgot!? You've got to be kidding me! There were five ingredients, five!!" Koni-chan screamed.

"She's senile! Completely senile!!"

"...Hee hee, just kidding. Just a joke♪ A beautiful witch's joke♪" Merlin chuckled wrinkly and pointed to a pot.

"Now, hand over the ingredients."

One by one, we offered up the ingredients we had carefully stored.

・"Eye of Obsession" from Barugurumu

・"Sclerite Nerve Core" from the Spardio insect

・"Discharge Feather" from Kurubaku

・"Reverse Scale" from Rugan

・"Tremor Hoof" from Gorumāda

"Hmmm... Now these are some ingredients I haven't seen in a while," Merlin said, narrowing her eyes as she opened the lid of the pot.

Gutsugutsu... doro... bokoo...

With eerie sounds, the witch's pot pulsed with light and shadow, causing space itself to throb.

"Now drink up! This is the Super Evolution Soup!"

We accepted the obsidian cups offered by the witch.

◆ Super Evolution. Our bodies glowed, and our final evolutions now begin. ◆

● Mamoru → Goblin Lord (Final Evolution)

With his well-forged sword in hand, he ascended from knight to king.

・Height increased by 1.5 times. Eyes gained a majestic air.

・A black mantle billowed, a golden crest on his back.

・"I will lead this tribe."

→ Skill 《Intimidation Array》 ... Increases defense for all allies.

→ Skill 《Thousand Spear Sword Dance》 ... Multi-hit, wide-area skill.

● Tiris → Abyss Elf (Final Evolution)

A sniper of the abyss who balances both light and darkness.

・Hair turned from gold to an inky black. Eyes became golden.

・Wore a robe like a celestial garment, with wings of darkness on her back.

→ Skill 《Arrow of Phantom Sun》 ... A sure-hit, homing, piercing magic bow.

→ Skill 《Shadow Cage》 ... Obstructs enemy sight and provides an auto-evade buff.

● Defray → Orc Lord (Final Evolution)

A king-class "gourmand sage" who has mastered food and healing.

・His belly remained, but he now had a majestic presence.

・Cooking runes carved all over his body began to glow.

・His ladle evolved into a staff, allowing him to use both cooking and healing magic.

→ Skill 《Recook Resurrection》 ... Can reheat cold food.

→ Skill 《Blessed Stew》 ... A "super-healing plus buff-granting soup" that restores all allies' HP, increases attack power, and grants status immunity.

→ Passive Skill 《Divine Gastronomy》 ... Can extract buff effects from all ingredients. Can also mimic the skills of eaten enemies (unsettling).

● Amy → High Lizard (Final Evolution)

A wise dragonkin. A fusion of magic and nature.

・Scales turned a faint purple. Body became slender, with a magic crest on her tail.

・A jewel floated over her chest, emitting magical essence.

→ Skill 《Dragon Vein Resonance》 ... Natural magic recovery and amplification.

→ Skill 《Breath of Blazing Tree》 ... Area-wide healing and status effect removal.

● Koni-chan → Troll Inferno (Final Evolution)

An explosive troll cloaked in scorching fury.

・Skin was crimson, hair blazed like fire.

・His axe explodes when thrown. He himself is on the verge of exploding.

→ Skill 《Exploding Sumo: Hell's Gate》 ... A one-hit-kill throwing technique plus explosion.

→ Skill 《Flame Vein Roar》 ... Stuns all enemies and weakens their fire attribute.

When everyone opened their eyes from the shock of evolution, Merlin was closing the lid of the pot with a satisfied look.

"With this, you all now have 'potential.'"

"...Potential?"

"The future. The power to change the world, and... to become legendary monsters."

With those words, Merlin turned her back.

"The next time we meet, we might be 'enemies.' Hee hee, it pays to live a long life."

"Hey, Witch!? What do you mean!?"

But she had already turned away, disappearing into a cloud of smoke.

When we left the witch's shrine, Gil, the intermediary from the dark guild Dreadbind, was standing there.

The thin man, his face hidden under a deep black hood, surveyed us all and spoke.

"It seems... you are ready. The reincarnators of Hero Ares are waiting for you in the Hobgoblin's cave."

We all felt the air change. Mamoru, now a Goblin Lord, stared intently at Gil.



		
			Chapter 88

			That Man's True Identity

			After leaving the ancient witch Merlin's shrine, the man in the black hood stood before us, just as he always did.

His name was Gil, a man who claimed to be an intermediary for the dark guild Dreadbind.

"It seems... you are ready."

"The reincarnators of Hero Ares are waiting for you in the 'Hobgoblin's cave.'"

As those words were spoken under the moonlight, a chilling air enveloped us all.

No one in the clearing spoke a word.

The silence was broken by the newly evolved Goblin Lord, Mamoru.

"...If it's Hero Ares's reincarnators, does that mean Hitokiri Yuto and... the Puppet Princess Mel Aria are there too?"

Gil slowly smiled.

"Yes, that's right. As expected of Mamoru-sama. Your perceptiveness is most helpful."

But Mamoru's eyes pierced straight through his lighthearted remark.

"You... Your timing is always too perfect. You appear before us every time, acting as if to guide us... Who are you?"

Gil's smile deepened.

"...I suppose I couldn't hide it from you after all. Though I was able to fool the hero."

In that instant, the atmosphere changed as if it had been shattered.

Gil's body was enveloped in bands of light resembling code. His form collapsed and then—reconstructed itself.

He had an armored, mechanical structure, a white face like a featureless Noh mask, and a silvery wireframe swayed on his back.

"My name is Creator God Sephillos Code."

That inorganic voice was, without a doubt, the voice of a god.

"...The NPC known as Gil does not exist in this game. He was an avatar I created for the purpose of guiding the transferred."

Tiris's eyes widened slightly.

"Then... you're the one who—the whole world itself—?"

"Indeed. I am the one who created, monitors, and continues to update this world. I am the creator of this RPG world. It was I who summoned the transferred, that is, the 'reincarnators from another world,' to this land."

Mamoru took a step forward.

"...Then, let me ask you this. What happens if we defeat Hero Ares's group of reincarnators?"

Sephillos Code quietly held out his right hand, and a glowing data file appeared in the space before him.

"When you have defeated all the reincarnators, I will truly grant you 'everything you desire.'"

"Everything we desire...?"

"The throne of this world, the resurrection of the dead, the power of destruction, or perhaps, a do-over on your reincarnation. Everything is possible, at the sole discretion of I, the 'Game Master.'"

Amy murmured.

"It's just like... you're the final boss..."

"You're wrong," Mamoru replied.

"This guy is the 'game itself.' ...In that case—"

Koni-chan cracked his knuckles.

"We just gotta win and clear the game!!"

Sephillos Code said nothing. He simply bowed once and vanished into a rift in space.

What remained was a revelation and a shudder of dread—

The next place we must go, the Hobgoblin's cave.

There, Yuto Mikazuki, the Black Moon Swordsman, waits. The Puppet Princess, Mel Aria. And... the reincarnated Hero, Ares.

End of Chapter Twelve.



		
			Chapter 89

			Character Introductions

			## The Six Reincarnators, Names and Outlines ##

Name Before Reincarnation: Name After Reincarnation, Outline

(Deceased)

Chika Saito: Izabel Crawford, A cold god of law who rules with absolute legal authority.

Masato Sakakibara: Crow Sakakibara, Magic-Armored General Crow, ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

(Living)

Taiga Nanjo: Hero Ares, A tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and calls himself a god.

Aria: Mel Aria, A magical girl of madness who spreads poison with a smile.

Yuto Saito: Yuto Mikazuki, Black Moon Swordsman Yuto, a solitary, supreme swordsman who cuts down both humans and demons.

Mamoru Kikuchi: Mamoru the Hobgoblin, The only reincarnator on the demon side, who resists the gods as a demon lord. The protagonist.

## Demon Party: Stomach Hero's Tale ##

Five misshapen monsters who have risen from the depths of darkness, their name is the Stomach Hero's Tale.

They fight for food, heal with food, and form bonds through food.

They are no ordinary demon party.

Those who conquer the stomach, conquer the battlefield!

Magic? Swords? Strategy? No, first comes the meal!

## Protagonist: Mamoru ##

Gender: Male

Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

Age: 38 as a human -> 6 as a demon (demon years)

Title: Goblin Lord (Final Evolution)

Personality:

Evolved from a Goblin Knight to his final form. With leadership and fighting spirit belying his small frame, he united many goblins and built a "dungeon nation." For the sake of his comrades' growth and future potential, he has found the resolve to call himself king. His sword is the very embodiment of his "will" to protect his comrades.

Likes: Pork cutlets (since reincarnation, he's living an abstinent life as Defray forbids pork), Japanese set meals and beer (only in nostalgia).

Dislikes: All bugs (gets goosebumps just looking at them), pickled plums (can't stand sour things).

## Tiris Ernhardt ##

Gender: Female

Race: Dark Elf

Age: 143 (a young adult by elf standards, equivalent to early 20s in human years)

Title: Abyss Elf (Final Evolution)

Personality:

Once a guardian of the forest, she has evolved into a "shadow hunter" through her journey with her comrades. Her arrows, now imbued with the magic of the abyss, are no mere projectiles. They possess a homing ability that never lets their target escape and a composite accuracy with light magic. Though taciturn, she is an elf who cares for her comrades more than anyone.

Likes: Fruits (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moon bathing.

Dislikes: Slimy things (Slimes, okra, natto, etc.), people who express their emotions too directly (has a particular aversion to Koni-chan), magically-powered machines (feels they are "against nature").

## Defray ##

Gender: Male

Race: Orc (Melee type)

Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

Title: Orc Lord (Final Evolution)

Personality:

A former healing-specialist cook orc. A master of "culinary magic" who can draw out buff effects from ingredients. After evolving, he surpassed mere taste and healing, becoming capable of granting buffs and even mimicking abilities through eating. Though he always wields his ladle with a smile, he is actually the strategist who watches his comrades the closest.

Likes: All kinds of meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (is particular about charcoal grilling). *However, he will absolutely not eat pork, as it is considered sacred.

Dislikes: All bugs (squashes them on sight), becomes so sick at the sight of bug dishes that he can't sleep for days.

## Amy ##

Gender: Female

Race: Lizardman (Magic type)

Age: 18 in Lizardman years

Title: High Lizard (Final Evolution)

Personality:

Evolved from a Lizard Sage to her final form. A calm and rational sorceress who combines intelligence with compassion. She has saved her comrades from peril many times using advanced healing arts that fuse magic and nature. After her evolution, she connected directly with the "dragon veins," becoming a being who can freely manipulate magical power.

Likes: All insects (for eating or viewing), catching them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

Dislikes: All meats (finds it culturally unacceptable), particularly dislikes the meat of mammals.

## Koni-chan ##

Gender: He's a male.

Race: Troll (Fire magic type)

Age: 31 in Troll years

Title: Troll Inferno (Final Evolution)

Personality:

A cheerful and gluttonous former troll. Through his evolution with the fire attribute, his fighting style has become that of a veritable "walking explosive weapon." After evolving, he further enhanced his durability and explosive power, mastering the simple-minded strategy of "throw, explode, and throw again." His fighting style is feared by friend and foe alike.

Likes: Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but Mamoru has forbidden it), grilled and spicy dishes. *Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

Dislikes: Fish (dislikes them for being slimy), bugs (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

====================================================================

## Hero's Party: Reincarnated Heroes ##

Six reincarnators summoned by the Game God. As "beings chosen by God," they bear absolute power, fame, and glory. They are those entrusted with the fate of unleashing the chaos of destruction and confusion. However, behind their brilliance, each carried their own distortions and the darkness of their lives before reincarnation. Is their goal peace, order, or perhaps... domination?

## Hero Ares (Real Name: Taiga Nanjo) ##

Gender: Male

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 14 (before reincarnation) -> 18 (after reincarnation)

Title: Reincarnated Hero Ares

Personality:

A middle school student from modern Japan, hailing from Osaka. Though he had excellent grades, he was neglected at home and severely bullied at school. The game "Legend of Brave Regalia" was his only solace. In despair, he jumped in front of a train after school, but when he came to, he had been reincarnated as "Hero Ares" in the world of the game he used to play.

Catchphrases:

"This is my world. I'm the rules here."

"I'm never goin' back to the person I was then."

## Yuto Mikazuki ##

Gender: Male

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 7 (before reincarnation) -> 32 (after reincarnation)

Title: Black Moon Swordsman Yuto

Personality:

His long black hair reaches his shoulders and is slightly disheveled. His deep, jet-black eyes are cold and hold a somewhat lonely light. Due to the abuse he suffered from his father before reincarnation, he cannot easily trust adults or others, relying only on himself. He has an extreme aversion to depending on anyone and maintains his independence. The significant gap between his mental age and appearance makes it difficult for him to coexist well with others. He becomes a comrade of Hero Ares after Mel Aria gives him a doll modeled after his mother.

Catchphrases:

"Only my own sword will not betray me."

"I don't do small talk."

"...I just have to win."

## Mel Aria ##

Gender: Female

Race: Half-human (Reincarnator)

Age: 10 (before reincarnation) -> Unknown (appears to be 10)

Body: Half-doll (a magical body with her soul as a medium)

Titles: "Laughing Magic Girl," "Mistress of Never Island," "Smiling Puppeteer," and various other aliases.

Personality:

At first glance, she is polite and always maintains a gentle tone and smile, but deep down her emotions are cold and twisted. She has lost her concept of good and evil and feels no guilt in "breaking" or "dominating" things. The memory of dying alone in her previous life remains deeply ingrained, leading her to believe that "people lie" and "love fades," making her unable to trust anyone. That's why she tries to keep them by her side, even if it means breaking them. While she seeks companions and friends, a part of her has given up on truly connecting with anyone. That is why she seeks to control everything.

Catchphrases:

"Hey, will you smile for me?"

"Don't betray me... Please, stay with me forever."

"Dolls... they don't cry. That's why I like them."

"I'll be your friend. You don't have to move. As long as you keep smiling, that's all I need."

========================================

## Creator God Sephillos Code ##

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 35 (before reincarnation) -> Unknown

Body: A collective of code

Title: The Creator Game God

Personality:

A genius director who once worked at the game development company "Mirage Code" and led the development of "Legend of Brave Regalia." However, he was transferred, soul and all, into the game he created, and from that moment, he changed his role from "designer" to "god."

To him, who calls himself a god, there is no superiority between "creating" and "destroying." He believes that even the "ruin route" a player might choose is within the rules he has permitted. What others see as "madness," he sees as "natural." He is convinced that this is what it means to be a "god."

Catchphrases:

"Everything is according to design."

"Your actions have already been simulated."

"Bugs will be deleted. Unless you'd rather not become one."

"Creation is the highest concept of domination."

"You are all interesting errors. But errors must be deleted and corrected."
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			The Pre-Battle Strategy Meeting: The Last Supper of the Stomach Hero's Tale

			The Hobgoblin Forest. Before the stage of the decisive battle, the Hobgoblin's cave, the five members of the demon party had gathered.

Their opponent was the "Reincarnated Heroes," led by their former nemesis, Hero Ares. Their main forces consisted of the master swordsman known as "Hitokiri Yuto," Yuto Mikazuki, the insane puppeteer, Mel Aria, and the hero with the greatest firepower and defense, Ares himself.

Mamoru and the others decided to formulate a strategy that leveraged their individual abilities and evolved forms.

"Alright, let's get some grub! This is literally our last supper before we die!"

The one who stood up was, of course, the cook, or rather, the "Hero of the Stomach," Defray.

"Today's menu is this! I call it..."

\ \ 《Katsu-don (Winning Bowl)》!!! / /

When Defray popped open the lid, a bowl heaped with a thick, juicy cutlet appeared. On top, golden-simmered onions and a soft, runny egg gently covered the cutlet.

"The cutlet is the back meat from the Earth-Rending Demon Ox Gorumāda! Lightly fried, with a hint of flavor from Kurubaku's Discharge Feather in the sauce!"

"The Gorumāda meat is so tender and sweet and delicious...!" Koni-chan's eyes went wide after one bite.

"The egg is a... uh, what was it, a refined egg-like thing made from the tanned part of the Thunder-Devouring Bird Kurubaku's liver!"

"That sounds terrifying!" Amy reached for her chopsticks hesitantly, but after one bite, she fell silent and then took another.

"Sooooo gooooood!" Koni-chan hugged the bowl, unable to stop eating.

"I call it the 'Win Tomorrow Bowl.' Eat this, and go win. It's a 'Winning Bowl' 'cause you're gonna win. It's a pun, but at times like these, you need all the luck you can get."

Tiris stared at the bowl in silence, then took a bite and smiled faintly.

"...It's delicious. It tastes of kindness. The egg is very... warm."

She ate every last bite.

Mamoru ate in silence until the end, but after finishing his bowl, he let out a deep breath.

"...That was good. The best beef katsu-don ever. It was delicious."

"I'm really countin' on ya! The power of my cutlets is gonna save the world!!"

"The last supper of the Stomach Hero's Tale is now complete!"

The moment they ate this meal, the team became one, their faces breaking into silent smiles.

"Luck is important too. Eat this, and go win!"

Everyone's stomachs were full, and their hearts had grown a little warmer.

A moment of connection through a comrade's cooking, right before the battle. It spoke to the fact that this fight was not just a mere conflict.

■ Team Name

\ \ 【Stomach Hero's Tale】 / /

"Food Saves All"

A unique party of demons connected by cooking and united by their stomachs. True to their name, they would challenge the world's strongest team of reincarnators with a combination of "delicious food + bonds + tactics"!

◆ Battle Formation

【Mamoru vs. Hero Ares (1-on-1 / Defensive Style Strategy)】

"I will not fall. I'll stop Ares's sword. Until then... you guys take him down."

・An iron-walled defender, the evolved Goblin Lord.

・Tasked with "stalling for time" by tanking Ares's high firepower and waiting for his comrades' support.

【Tiris and Amy vs. Puppet Princess Mel Aria (Magic Thread Severing / In-fighting Style Strategy)】

"Puppetry with threads? You can't fool the eyes of the forest people."

・"See" the magic threads and "cut" them.

・Force a close-quarters fight and seal Mel Aria's techniques.

【Defray and Koni-chan vs. Hitokiri Yuto (Distraction and Evasion / Out-fighting Style Strategy)】

"Alright, time to run away again today!"

"I'm runnin' toooo!"

・The double diversion duo. Operation Name: 《Flee-rathon》

・A battle of attrition where they run circles around the battlefield, chipping away at the enemy's concentration and aiming to exhaust his stamina.
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			The Hobgoblin's Throne Room

			The corpses of goblins were strewn about, a wretched sight.

All the traps within the Hobgoblin's cave had been disarmed. A route so precise that they could pass through unscathed. It was to be expected from the reincarnated hero Ares, also known as Taiga Nanjo, who knew the secrets to conquering the game world of Legend of Brave Regalia.

His knowledge as a game player had turned this once-impenetrable dungeon into a mere passageway.

And then, the deepest chamber.

We, the Stomach Hero's Tale, had finally arrived. We had reached the decisive battleground, the "Goblin's Throne Room."

The moment its heavy doors swung open, we saw the three reincarnators waiting for us.

Silence spread through the throne room.

In the center—

・A man cradling a jet-black sword, the Black Moon Swordsman, Yuto Mikazuki.

・A girl with a faint smile, leading several human dolls, the Puppet Princess, Mel Aria.

・And, leaning his elbow on the throne with an air of authority, a young man, the Hero, Ares Vanguard.

【Hero's Party: Reincarnated Heroes】

Three reincarnators summoned by the Game God.

It was like the curtain rising on a play.

And before the throne room doors, our demon party appeared.

・The paunchy Orc Lord who loves a victory meal, the cook, Defray.

・The female magic warrior of agile sorcery, with eyes gleaming in her smooth scales, Amy.

・The explosive man who bounces across the battlefield, evading attacks with his blazing body, Koni-chan.

・The spirit-kin with jet-black wings and a golden bow, the calm archer, Tiris.

・And finally, with a black mantle billowing, walking toward the throne, myself, the Goblin Lord, a reincarnator and king of the goblins, Mamoru.

We are the Stomach Hero's Tale. Those who devour life, savor pride, and seek the "meal of victory" on the battlefield.

"...Well well, if it isn't the monsters." Ares, sitting on the throne, slowly stood up.

"Your destiny ends here. Die, Mamoru, you Hobgoblin reincarnator!"

"I'll return those words... right back at you, Ares."

I didn't stop walking. The murderous intent from Ares's sword made the very air hum.

But still, I advanced.

"Mamoru-chan... ya wanna know why I made this the battlefield?"

"To spite me, the king of goblins?"

"Mamoru, you said you fought here for life, comrades, and pride, right? So I tried copyin' ya and made some comrades of my own! What do ya think, the strongest members, right!" Ares's lips twisted into a smirk.

"That's right, it's not too late. I'll even make you one of my comrades. Hey, rare character-chan, wanna be my woman?"

Tiris's eyes glinted coldly.

"...I'd rather die than become your comrade."

"Fine by me! Then I'll kill Mamoru right in front of you first. After that, it's your turn, I'll kill you!"

Ares's presence erupted as he accelerated with movement magic.

In an instant, he closed the distance and appeared before me.

"Tch...!" I raised my shield—in that moment, a flash of the blade!

GIIIIIIIIIN—!

Steel and steel scattered sparks.

"Ooh! Not bad, Mamoru! Let's see it then, how long you can last! Until that shield of yours breaks! I'm gonna do it."

Hero Ares's sword roared.

The Goblin Lord Mamoru braced his massive shield.

"Reincarnator vs. Reincarnator," in the very throne room of the Hobgoblin's cave where the hero first fought, the final battle had now begun.
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			The Diversion Begins: Operation Flee-rathon

			He had seated a radiant doll, modeled after his mother, upon the Hobgoblin's throne. The reincarnator, Yuto Saito.

"Mother. I'm going to cut down the bad monsters now, so please watch me from here."

His voice was like that of a small boy. The Black Moon Swordsman, Yuto Mikazuki, superimposed the image of his mother onto the doll and readied his sword.

"...Do your best, Yuto."

The doll moved, and it certainly smiled.

In that instant.

Yuto's form—vanished.

"—Gessen."

One step. With just a single step forward, space itself was torn asunder.

A slash of light, like black lightning, streaked forward like a gale. Its trajectory drew the sharp arc of the moon—

"Uooooh!?" A diagonal slash appeared across the body of the fire troll, Koni-chan.

Dosu, blood seeped from the wound.

"Koni-chan! That hurt!?" Defray the Orc immediately rushed over, patting his stomach as he chanted.

"Healing magic, Gooey Healing Broth!"

In the blink of an eye, Koni-chan's wound closed, and his flames burst back to life with a bon.

"Phew... that was scary... but now we're all set."

"Time to run, operation start," said Defray and Koni-chan as they beat a hasty retreat from the throne room.

Yuto gave chase from behind, sword at the ready, and said.

"...Are these guys just going to run without even trying to fight?"

But in the next moment—

"Take this! Fire Bound Vulcan Bomb!"

Koni-chan generated several palm-sized rocks of flame and hurled them at Yuto one after another like fastballs!

Dogoooon! The ground erupted, and flames exploded!

"That was close!!" Yuto's hair billowed in the blast as he barely dodged with a sideways leap.

They had distanced themselves from the throne room, and a hellish game of tag had begun.

"We're not done running yet, Koni-chan!"

"Roger, Piggy! Time to stir things up!"

The fire troll and the fat orc ran wild through the cave.

They rounded the pillars in the passageways, bounced off the stalactites on the ceiling, and repeated a cycle of healing and fleeing.

Yuto, despite possessing a one-hit-kill sword, would disappear and close in, only to be met with...

"Fire bullets! One after another!" "Seconds on the healing!"

Their combination of offense and recovery was so perfect that he couldn't quite finish them off.

"Let sleeping gods lie, as they say."

Defray, the Orc Lord, muttered, panting heavily.

"Just as Mamoru taught us. It's best not to get close to a Yuto who's full of killing intent...!"

In contrast, Koni-chan yelled as he ran.

"This guy disappears in a flash, and I can't read his movements!! But I'll burn him! I'll keep burning him till I hit him!"

Would he be cut down, or would he be burned? Inside the Hobgoblin's cave, the hellish chase that wore down both stamina and nerves continued.

Would the fleeing pig and the fiery demon manage to win a battle of attrition by making the Black Moon Swordsman run himself ragged!?

"Piggy! Seconds on the katsu-don!" Koni-chan shouted.

"Koni-chan, I'm at my limit just running right now, give me a break from makin' katsu-don," the two bantered like a comedy duo.



		
			Chapter 93

			The Black Moon Swordsman's Analysis and the Final Strategy

			My name in the game is Yuto Mikazuki. My alias is "Black Moon Swordsman."

My weapon is the cursed black katana, Oborozuki. My main techniques are Gessen and Eiko-sen. Both are characterized by a "single flash from a high-speed lunge."

Their power, speed, and surprise-attack potential are high, but the problem is their range and sustainability.

"...My attack range is, at best, a two-meter radius."

"Furthermore, I can't use them in rapid succession. Each strike is heavy, so it consumes a lot of stamina..."

In other words, I'm weak against long-range attacks. A protracted battle is disadvantageous.

And right now, what's unfolding before my eyes is a strategy designed to slowly wear me down from a distance.

※※※

"Uoooooooh!!" There it came again. That Fire Troll Inferno, Koni-chan, was throwing fireballs from afar.

Supporting him from behind was the Orc Lord, Defray, with his support and healing magic.

"I see... So they plan to chip away at my stamina while running around."

But something was bothering me.

"They've been... passing through the same corridor over and over again."

It wasn't a coincidence.

Moreover, they never flee toward the exit. On the contrary, they're heading deeper into the dungeon, leading me along with absolute certainty.

"Could it be..."

The dots connected in my mind.

They know my movements and my attack range.

Based on that knowledge, they are deliberately luring me into a single, straight corridor, the very place where my techniques would be most advantageous.

"You guys... you're not running away. You're bringing the 'prey' to me."

That straight corridor near the throne. There, the enemy's massive bodies wouldn't be able to evade.

"Let's do this."

Yuto gripped the hilt of his katana.

The moonlight of murderous intent dwelled in his eyes.

Meanwhile: Koni-chan and Defray

"Hey, are we really doing it? That crappy technique..." Koni-chan said with a grimace.

"We're doing it. Mamoru told us, right? It's our job to lure Yuto to a place where he can easily land a hit."

"But that's the legendary technique of shame where I have to unleash fire and a fart from my butt at the same time... It's so embarrassing."

"Have courage, Koni-chan! Your fart will save the world!!"

"Ugh... What a mortifying strategy...!!"

The two secretly began preparations for their final "combo move."

It was a desperate diversionary tactic to lead him to that single corridor. Operation name: Final Burning Hip.

Mamoru's final instructions. And until the moment Yuto's black blade would shine. Everything was just setting the stage.

After running three laps around the Hobgoblin's cave, the Flee-rathon tournament was finally heading for its winning lap toward the throne. It was Defray, Koni-chan, and Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman.
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			The Final Lap of the Flee-rathon

			The battle was no longer a struggle, but a hellish marathon of endurance.

The Flee-rathon (as named by Defray) had reached the single straight path leading to the Hobgoblin's throne room, and was finally entering its final lap.

Koni-chan was breathing heavily, smoke rising from his entire body. Defray's fat was rippling, his knees buckling.

"Hey Koni-chan, running... is pretty tough, huh..."

"I've... never sweated this much in my life... but the sweat evaporates from the heat right away..."

At the end of that path, in the throne room...

Puppet Princess Mel Aria was controlling her radiant human dolls, while Amy and Tiris were engaged in a furious counter-offensive.

"There!" Tiris's arrow flew, piercing through an illusion.

"You're not getting away!" Amy's tail whipped out, smashing the torso of a charging doll.

The two were drenched in sweat, their breathing ragged, but they fought on, believing in a single phrase.

"Hang in there, Amy! Tiris! This is the crucial moment!!"

From the entrance, Koni-chan and Defray shouted, out of breath.

Tiris turned back with a smile.

"Thanks for the support... You two better finish your marathon to the very end!!"

"Hieee, I had a feeling you'd say that..."

Behind them. At last.

"...You're not getting away now, you hear me!"

The Black Moon Swordsman, Yuto Mikazuki, finally appeared.

He drew his katana, white breath escaping his lips.

There was nowhere to run.

As Defray and Koni-chan stepped into the throne room, their gazes were drawn to "someone" sitting on the throne.

There, like a radiant goddess...

"...Mother..."

A mother doll made of light particles was gazing at Yuto.

"Don't lose, Yuto."

Her voice was gentle, warm, and nostalgic.

That voice pierced his heart, and tears began to fall from Yuto's eyes.

"Uuh... Mother... please watch me...!"

Yuto's hand reached for the hilt of Oborozuki.

His next move would be his ultimate technique, Shuno Gessen.

In that moment.

"Defray, now... we have to do it now!"

"Are you serious... we're doing this...!? Where has my pride gone...!?"

Behind the weeping Yuto, preparations for their final "combo move" began.

Koni-chan said.

"Mamoru told us, didn't he... 'There's a technique only you guys can do'!"

"...Fine, I'll do it!"

Defray took his stance.

Troll Inferno:【Flaming Intestine Attack Stance】

Orc Lord, Defray:【Gale-Guiding Detonation Formation】

Their two spirits became one.

"Gero-geppu!"

GEROGEROGEROGEROGEREREREEEEEE!

Defray expelled a violently foul-smelling stream of vomit and belch from his mouth.

The moment Yuto unleashed his Shuno Gessen, from behind him...

A megaton-class stench assaulted him!!

"Guah!? Wh, what is this stiiiiiiink!!!"

With Defray's tears, a fatal odor ripped through the air! The Black Moon Swordsman, Yuto, instinctively grimaced as his nose was paralyzed by the smell of vomit.

The battlefield was splattered with the vomit that Defray had expelled from his mouth. The rotten smell of food released a super-powerful porcine stench across the battlefield. This was a desperate strategy that cast aside all shame and pride.

"Mother... don't look at the vomit!!"

Koni-chan shouted.

The floor was covered in vomit, making it slippery and unsteady. In the throne room, a fateful battle was about to unfold.
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			The Conclusion of the Match and the Stairway to Heaven

			In an instant. The air on the battlefield trembled.

"—Shuno Gessen."

The Black Moon Swordsman, Yuto Mikazuki, lowered his stance deeply, holding his blade in a low guard. A darkness like gravity began to gather around the sword.

It was his ultimate technique, one that could "sever even space itself." With this single, deadly strike, he had obliterated countless powerful foes.

"...Mother, watch me."

That "doll of light" sitting on the throne smiled.

"Do your best, Yuto."

"Uooooooooooh!!!!"

Yuto kicked off the ground.

In that moment, an impact like twisted gravity ran through the air.

His body soared, and the black blade drew a lunar arc as it ripped through space.

...However.

In that moment.

"Heee!!"

"Fire!!"

DOOON!!!

Suddenly, a duet of exploding "farts" erupted!!!

Defray's orcish fart combined with Koni-chan's trollish flame fart, evolving into a massive explosion accompanied by an unprecedented level of sound, stench, and shock.

"Guh, I can't see...!!"

Smoke and a foul odor filled the space, and the Moon Flash lost its target.

"Damn it..."

It was then.

"Doryaaaaaaah!!!! Wok Frisbee!"

BAAAN!!

The iron wok thrown by Defray flew through the air and struck Yuto square in the face.

"Bugoh!!?"

"Now's our chance!!"

Koni-chan, cloaked in flames, charged at Yuto like a demonic fireball and tackled him!!

Yuto's body flew through the air and rolled to the base of the throne.

At that moment—

"Ah... Mother!!"

The impact of Yuto's body knocked the doll on the throne from its chair.

It hit the floor, and particles of light danced in the air.

Yuto reached out his hand.

"Mother!! It's hot, it's so hot! Help me, Mother!! I'm, I'm... scared..."

In that instant, the rising flames gently enveloped the doll.

The burning doll spoke quietly.

"It's all right, Yuto... I'll always be by your side..."

"Mother... I... I wanted to be happy this time..."

Yuto's voice, engulfed in flames, trembled faintly.

—And then.

"Be reborn into a happy family in heaven... Yuto..."

"It's a pity to burn to death."

Finally, Koni-chan gently purified their two souls with the Holy Troll Flame.

A warm wind blew through the area.

Particles of light danced upward as their two souls ascended to the heavens.

"Mother..."

"...See you again, Yuto."

His form was no longer there.

Only the sound of Yuto's katana, Oborozuki, slowly falling to the ground echoed through the quiet battlefield.
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			Close Quarters with the Puppet Princess: Operation Magic Thread Severing / In-fighting Style Strategy

			The Throne Room. It was the deepest chamber in the cave, once ruled by the Hobgoblin king. Surrounded by stone pillars, with moss growing on the ceiling, numerous magical light stones cast a faint purple glow. The air was damp. The uncannily quiet space was now filled with an bizarre sight, an array of "human dolls" manipulated by threads of magic.

In the center, before the throne, stood the Puppet Princess, Mel Aria. Her arms were spread wide, like a puppeteer, with countless threads floating in the air.

Facing her on the demons' front line were Amy, the High Lizard, and Tiris, the Abyss Elf.

Amy's spear was the lightning-infused magic spear, the Spark Naginata. She excelled at swift lunges and consecutive thrusts, primarily taking on the role of "wide-area suppression" and "breaching defenses."

Her tail swayed lazily.

"Tiris, I'll go from the right. I'll cut through the dolls and open a path."

With a flourish of her jet-black mantle, Tiris quietly drew her dagger. It was the magic-amplifying dagger, the Sylphid Feather. A blade specializing in anti-magic combat, balancing both cutting power and magical conductivity.

She took some Mirage Powder from a pouch at her waist and said one word.

"I'll circle around from the left. The magic threads are fragile, but... if there's heart put into them, I might hesitate."

Her eyes were sharp, fixed on Mel Aria standing behind the human dolls.

On the battlefield, there were roughly twenty or more "human dolls." All of them stood stock-still with lifeless, ghastly expressions, suspended from the air by magic threads. At a single command, they would attack with rabid fury.

Furthermore, Mel Aria had stretched threads across the rock walls above, turning the entire space into a trap. A single careless move could lead to being entangled, captured, and controlled. That was the pressure they faced.

Even so, Amy and Tiris nodded to each other and quietly took their stances.

"Let's go, Tiris." "Yeah, we have to do this."

And then, in perfect sync, the two of them initiated their desperate plan to sever Mel Aria's manipulative magic threads, attacking from both sides at once.



		
			Chapter 97

			Slash the Magic Threads, Death and Traps Approach!

			A heavy air hung taut in the throne room.

Amy's spear thrust out with a clap of thunder, and Tiris's dagger danced through the air. The two had already charged in. They were like a flash of lightning and a wind of shadow, plunging headfirst into hell.

"Magic threads, I have a visual. That rock, too...!"

Tiris looked up at the ceiling, her golden eyes locking onto a rock enmeshed in threads.

There, massive boulders floated in layers, suspended by magic threads spun like a spider's web.

"It's not just the dolls!? She's controlling the rocks too!"

"If one of those falling rocks hits us, it's instant death!!"

Just after Amy's shout echoed, a patsun! sound ran through the space.

One, two... The magic threads began to snap on their own, and the rocks started to fall.

"Here they come!!"

—Dogaaan!!

The rocks, crumbling like rubble, smashed into the floor, carving out a large hole.

"Th, this is... I didn't hear anything about a stage setup like this!"

Tiris kicked off the floor, sliding smoothly past a group of dolls approaching from another direction. Behind her, one of the dolls was caught in the rockfall and shattered into splinters.

"Don't stop! If we stop, it's over!"

Amy's lightning spear flashed, burning through the magic threads one by one. She calculated the trajectory of the falling rocks, evading them at the last second. The tip of her spear was their very lifeline.

"...Stop it, stop, don't come any closer...!!"

A clear look of fear appeared on Mel Aria's face as she stood on the steps of the throne.

"My dolls are...!!"

The number of magic threads was visibly decreasing. That meant her domain of control was shrinking.

"It doesn't matter how much of a stage you've prepared!"

Tiris shouted. Her voice echoed off the crumbling ceiling.

"We have no desire to be controlled by anyone!!"

And so, the two winged female warriors—with fire and lightning—ran their final blades toward the Puppet Princess seated on the throne.

Each time a thread was cut, a rock fell, rubble shattered, and the battlefield changed. But even amidst the chaos, Amy and Tiris advanced without hesitation, in a straight line toward Mel Aria.

Mel Aria's palms trembled.

(This is bad... this is bad... at this rate...!)

Cold sweat trickled down her cheek. The "stage" she had created was being destroyed by those who rejected her control.

Reflected in her eyes was a twisted light—a mixture of a ruler's "madness" and a young girl's "fear."

The match was not over yet. But with every severed thread, her "loneliness" was being laid bare.
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			A Desperate Struggle Entangled in Magic Threads

			"Don't you dare think this is the end—!"

Mel Aria's eyes shone with madness. As her hands thrashed wildly through the air, the taut magic threads rapidly extended, tangling together and enveloping the surroundings.

Suddenly, a massive shadow rose from the floor. A section of the stone wall began to move, and chunks of rock, manipulated by the magic threads, started to writhe as if they were alive.

"Rock Puppet Soldiers, materialize! Appear!!"

With a dull roar, countless rocks formed into bodies, taking the shape of giant puppets and charging toward them. Their rugged rock skin was like a fortress itself. A single blow would inevitably shatter a part of one's body.

Amy readied her sharp spear.

"D, they multiplied again...!"

Tiris also tightened her grip on her dagger, her sharp gaze tracking the movements of the rock puppet soldiers.

"The target is the base of the magic threads! If we don't cut them, this will just repeat!"

The two attacked from the left and right with exquisite timing. The spear bit into the gaps between the rocks, and the dagger severed the knots of the magic threads.

But even when the rock puppet soldiers fell, they regenerated immediately, rising up as if they were an infinite source.

"They won't stop! But we can't give up!"

Answering Amy's cry, Tiris also readied her sword and stepped forward.

At that moment, a low groan echoed from behind them.

"――――!"

Turning around, they saw a horde of Mel Aria's human puppets closing in from behind.

"Kyaa!"

One puppet attacked Amy, while another slipped past Tiris's side, attempting to circle around behind them.

"Damn it, they're splitting us up!"

Amy kicked a puppet away with her spear, and Tiris quickly swung her dagger to block its advance.

However, the puppets coordinated their movements one after another, moving like living soldiers.

"No matter how many times you cut them, as long as the threads are connected, I won't give up...!"

Mel Aria's voice echoed with a freezing coldness.

"These magic threads are my lifeline. They're my everything...!"

The giant rock puppet soldiers, the persistent human puppets, the attacks of the magic threads. The battlefield descended further into chaos.

Amy and Tiris stood back-to-back, repeating a dizzying exchange of attacks and defenses.

"Now, we can do it! Aim for the base of the magic threads!"

Spear and dagger exploited a momentary opening, sharply slicing through the tangled threads.

The moment the magic threads were severed, the rock puppet soldiers crumbled and stopped moving.

"Alright...!"

But Mel Aria had not given up.

"This isn't the end... It's not over yet...!"

Her madness burned even brighter as she began to formulate her next plan.
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			The Showdown's End and the Doll Princess's Final Moments

			The throne room was dominated by darkness. Mel Aria's cruel command echoed through the space.

"All of you, charge with your bombs. Become my shields and scatter the enemy. It's fine if you die, just protect me."

The expressionless human dolls silently cradled the bombs in their arms, like weapons without a will of their own.

The detonators fixed to their chests began to flash red.

"Countdown start. 3, 2, 1..."

A sudden roar shook the cavern.

The ground trembled, and a pillar of fire shot up into the air. The shockwave from the explosion blew the throne room to pieces, and the shattered dolls danced in the air like sparks of fire.

A vortex of fierce flames and black smoke swirled, turning the cavern into a vision of hell. Amidst it all, faint groans, like death cries, echoed through the air.

"Thank you, everyone..."

"...We're free now..."

Within the sea of roaring fire, the dolls collapsed and vanished one after another.

Witnessing the horrific sight, Tiris covered her face with her hands and let out a sob.

"This is unforgivable... It wasn't supposed to be like this..."

Amy, too, shed tears as she murmured in a trembling voice.

"They weren't just puppets anymore... They had regained their sense of self... and yet..."

Amidst the fire and smoke, a heavy sorrow and anger were etched into their hearts.

Meanwhile, Mel Aria coolly looked down upon the scene, acting as if it were all perfectly normal.

"Dolls are disposable pawns, so it's only natural. Their job is to protect me, and it's only natural for them to die."

The countless shadows floating in the flames quietly faded away.

Tiris gritted her teeth, clenching her fists as she muttered.

"I can't forgive this method. But right now, all we can do is reclaim their freedom..."

Amy nodded and quietly continued.

"We'll sever those puppet strings for good. We have to save them with our own hands."

At the signal for the explosion, some of the dolls launched a suicide attack, scattering sparks. The blast thundered through the cavern as flames and smoke billowed.

But in the midst of the inferno, a light gradually began to kindle in the eyes of the remaining dolls.

"We're... not being controlled anymore."

"We want to live... by our own will."

In the fiercely burning flames, they looked at the magic threads on each other's backs and, one by one, tore them off.

Tiris shouted.

"You won't be bound by anyone anymore. Be free."

Amy continued.

"Everyone, stand up. We're ending this here."

"We're not your tools anymore."

The rebellion of the rage-filled human dolls erupted, and they lunged at Mel Aria.

"What... You dare to defy me. I won't allow it."

But as Mel Aria tried to flee, the dolls surrounded her one after another, sinking her body into the sea of fire.

Explosions and screams echoed, and then silence fell.

In the roaring flames, before the last of the dolls burned away, tear-like splinters of wood danced in the air.

Mel Aria lost her life amidst that violent rebellion.

Her cold-hearted commands never changed, even to the very end.

"You're all going to die to protect me. It's only natural that you dieeeeeee."

Those words were deeply carved into the souls of the dolls who had burned away.

After the roaring flames subsided, silence fell upon the devastated throne room.

Tiris wiped away her tears and murmured.

"Mel Aria... only thought of herself until the very end. But those dolls... they stood up of their own free will."

Amy gave a small nod and said.

"Even though they were being controlled, they fought for their freedom. Their souls will not be in vain."

The two of them gazed at the charred remains of the dolls and took a deep breath.

"With this, this battle might be drawing to a close."

Reuniting with the surviving Defray and Koni-chan, Amy and Tiris hurried to reinforce Mamoru in his fight against Hero Ares.
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			To Hell with Friends. I'll Show You My Power.

			Hero Ares's sword flashed, slamming against Mamoru's shield with crushing force.

"Guh...!"

Mamoru put his entire body into withstanding Ares's fierce assault. He was pushed back little by little but desperately held his ground.

"Not yet, Mamoru. Your defense is already at its limit," Ares's voice echoed through the cavern.

Mamoru, breathing heavily, forced out his words.

"...I will never fall. I will stop your sword. And by then... my comrades will finish you."

At that moment, a battered and bleeding Mel Aria, the doll princess, staggered into the throne room, crawling on the ground.

"Prince... h, help me... My eyes... I can't see anymore..."

Ares turned a cold gaze on Mel Aria.

"Huh? You were still alive? I was planning to kill you after this fight was over from the start. One reincarnator is more than enough."

Mel Aria pleaded in a trembling voice.

"Please... Prince... me..."

But Ares's foot came down heavily, mercilessly applying pressure to Mel Aria's head.

"I ain't no prince. It's over. You're gonna disappear right here."

"Gyaaaaaaa." Mel Aria's doll head shattered to pieces.

Magical energy surged enough to make the cavern ceiling tremble, and a dazzling golden aura erupted from Ares's entire body. Within it, his sword's radiance intensified, as if it were a divine weapon. Hero Ares had leveled up.

"This... is my next level of power."

As Ares spoke those words, Mel Aria's body, crumpled at his feet, twitched once and then fell completely still. Faced with the life of a young girl so mercilessly crushed, Mamoru's eyes burned with rage.

"You bastard...!"

But just then.

"Mamoruuu."

Along with a sharp voice, shadows leaped one after another from a gap in the collapsed wall at the back of the throne room. It was Defray, holding his ladle-staff. Koni-chan, his round body jiggling as he shouted with a ball of fire in his hand. Amy, still clutching her bow despite her many wounds. And Tiris, descending on black wings.

"Did we make it in time...?"

Tiris's ice magic pierced the ground at Ares's feet with icicles, momentarily halting his movement.

Ares glanced at them, his face twisting in annoyance.

"...Tch, so the small fry have come swarming in."

He swung his sword, and its aura cleaved through the very space around them.

"Friends? Hah, to hell with that crap. What the hell can a bunch of good-for-nothing losers do when they get together."

Ares's eyes glowed red, and his mouth twisted into a crazed grin.

"I'm fine on my own. I don't rely on anyone, I ain't bound by anyone, I'll take care of everything with this power. That's what a hero is, ain't it."

At that moment, the ground split, and a shockwave shot out in all directions.

Koni-chan yelled, "Whoa. What is this pressure. My stomach's doing flips."

Defray stepped forward to stand beside Mamoru. "We'll back you up, Mamoru. You're not alone."

Mamoru gave a wry smile, gripping his shield anew as if strengthened by those words.

"...You're late, you know. But thank you for coming."

His comrades all took their stances at once. Opposite them, Ares was laughing, laughing like a madman.

"Alright then. I'll crush you all at once... with this new power of mine."

The air of the battlefield began to heat up once more. It was the beginning of the end, a conclusion colored by blood and fate.
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			The Hero's Counterattack

			The cavern ceiling shook. A low growl, like a living creature, filled the space, crawling across the ground. And then.

"Guwaaaaaaaaaa!!"

With an explosive flash, Ares's entire body was enveloped in golden magical energy. Its brilliance was no longer in the realm of mortals. He looked almost like a god.

"He leveled up by killing his comrade..."

Tiris murmured, but it was something everyone had felt. Ares had absorbed power from the battles up to now and evolved.

Slowly raising his sword, Ares laughed like a madman.

"This... is my next level of power... I ain't the same man I was before."

The ground at his feet cracked, and the air pressure burst outwards. His comrades instinctively readied their weapons.

"It don't matter how many small fry gather now. Come at me all at once."

"Quit callin' us small fry, small fry, small fry, Ares." Defray readied his weapon and roared.

"No matter how strong you are, we decided we'd absolutely support Mamoru."

"Impossible..." Amy muttered in a trembling voice.

"The pressure from his magic... it's on a whole different level from before..."

"We'll die if we let our guard down, for real... this is bad," Koni-chan said, on the verge of tears as he formed a ball of fire behind his back.

Ares grinned.

"Good, that's the face. That fear, that despair... ahh, I can't get enough. The moment I get to see the limits of humanity is what gives me the biggest thrill."

And then, in the next instant.

"Instantaneous Movement: Instant Flash."

Ares tore through space in a single flash, disappearing like an arrow of light.

"Here he comes." Mamoru shouted.

Almost simultaneous with his warning, Ares appeared right in front of Defray and Koni-chan.

"Whoa. He's fast."

"Where'd he come from..."

A black sword swung low, as if crawling along the ground, and slashed Koni-chan's shin.

"Waaaaah. It hurtsssssss."

Koni-chan screamed.

"I'm serious, it really hurts."

"Gaaah, healing magic. 'Fluffy Flame Heal'." Koni-chan cast healing magic on himself as he fled, but Ares had already moved on to his next attack.

"Next..."

His next targets were Amy and Tiris, providing support from the rear.

"H, he's behind us." Tiris deployed her ice magic, but Ares's movements had anticipated even that.

But, "I'll stop him." Mamoru raised his shield and stood in the way.

"Skill, Intimidation Array." A pale blue magic circle appeared on the ground, increasing the defense of all his allies.

"Hah. Useless to just buff your defense," Ares shouted. "It's all... going according to my calculations."

True to his words, he kicked Mamoru's shield upwards with his foot.

"What...?"

Ares flew through the air in a backflip, performing an aerial rotation worthy of a gymnast.

"Watch this. Cone Slash: Ascension Style."

That single strike, descending from the air, was as sharp as lightning, aimed straight for Koni-chan's head.

"Gyaaaaaaa. Again. It's so mean to just aim for me." He was slammed into the ground with the sound of an explosion.

"Koni-chan." Amy cried out, but Ares just laughed mercilessly.

"That's one down. Now... who should I crush next?"

A definite killing intent lit up his eyes.

"This is where my counterattack begins."
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			One by One, the Comrades Fall

			An explosion. A tremor. And a wind of destruction.

"Koni-chan's been taken down...?" Ares charged, aiming for the opening as Mamoru glanced back.

"Alright, next one up." Trailing a black afterimage, Ares took aim at the cleric, Defray.

"C, come on... Ladle's Iron Wall."

Defray raised his ladle-staff to the heavens, activating a barrier of light.

But.

"Somethin' like that... no matter how many you stack... it'll just break."

Ares's demonic sword pierced the barrier, sending sparks flying. One flash. The ladle-staff shattered into pieces, and Defray's body was sent flying.

"U, uwaaaaaa." He crashed into a rock wall, coughed up blood, and collapsed.

"Defray."

Tiris cried out and immediately deployed her ice magic.

"Ice Coffin: Prison Domain...!"

The surrounding air instantly froze, attempting to seal Ares's movements.

Beside her, Amy also shouted.

"Now, Tiris, freeze him."

Cloaking her spear in lightning, she kicked off the ground.

"Thunder Pierce: Twin Fangs."

Tiris's ice and Amy's lightning. The two elements intersected, slashing across Ares's torso in a flash.

"...Shaaaa. Did we get him...?" The moment Amy felt the strike connect.

"The ones who got gotten are you two."

Ares burst out from the shattered ice and began to rampage as if exploding.

"Demonic Explosion Array: Reverse Ring."

The black-purple magic array that deployed around him burst open like a bomb.

"Kyaaaaaaa."

Amy's body was sent flying, tumbling across the floor, and crashing into the wall.

"Gah... goff..."

She lost consciousness and crumbled to the ground.

Tiris instantly put up an ice wall, but.

"I won't let you escape."

Ares's sword split the ice wall and everything behind it in two.

"Guah." Tiris's body was thrown into the air and slammed against the wall.

Bariiiiiin.

A cavern pillar collapsed from the magical impact. Tiris didn't move.

All that remained was Mamoru, alone.

The devastated throne room. Collapsed rocks and the fallen forms of his comrades. The smell of blood stained the air heavily.

Ares slowly walked forward. His face was that of a victor, filled with madness.

"So you ended up all alone too, huh?"

Ares grinned.

"This is how it always ends up. See? Friends are crap. Never needed 'em in the first place."

Mamoru breathed heavily as he raised his shield. His body was covered in wounds. But his eyes were not yet dead.

"This happened 'cause you believed in your friends, right?" Ares took a step closer.

"So I'll teach ya. 'Friends' are just an illusion. They either betray you or die first."

His eyes pierced straight through Mamoru.

"To you, who believes in friends... I'll teach you somethin'."

"What real 'loneliness' is."

The cavern trembled again. The sword howled. Madness and despair made Hero Ares bare his fangs.

And so, the final one-on-one battle began.
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			The Final Shield

			There were no more voices in the throne room.

Collapsed stones. Fallen comrades. A shattered staff. A torn mantle. And standing opposite each other were two figures, Hero Ares and Mamoru, who had become a Goblin Lord.

"...You held on well, Mamoru."

Ares slung his blood-soaked sword over his shoulder and offered a faint smile. His eyes even held a tiny flicker of what might have been respect.

"I'm gettin' tired too, so let's end this with the next one. We're both beat up, right?"

Mamoru heaved for breath, raising his shield. His entire body was covered in wounds. One of his legs no longer had any strength and was trembling. Still, he did not fall. He still stood, upon the lives of his comrades.

"I will be the final... shield."

"...Fine by me. I'll shatter that shield. This... is the real conclusion."

The two of them broke into a run.

The sound vanished. Time stopped.

Ares's sword flashed black. Mamoru's shield took on a glow.

In that instant.

Gakiiiiiiiin.

Sword and shield clashed, and a tremendous shockwave blew everything away. The floor cracked, the walls crumbled, and rocks fell from the ceiling.

And then.

"...Tsk."

Mamoru's shield finally shattered into pieces.

Ares's sword pierced Mamoru's shoulder, and he slowly collapsed to the ground.

"Ugh... dam... mit..."

Even as he lay on the ground, there were no tears in Mamoru's eyes. He had protected them. He had extended the time his comrades had left to live, if only by a little.

"You... fought well," Ares murmured as he pulled out his sword.

But at that moment.

"Guh...? Cough, cough."

Ares suddenly started coughing.

A large amount of blood gushed from his mouth.

"Wh, why...?"

He fell to his knees. His sword dropped. Eyes wide, he clutched at his trembling body and looked at his side.

It had been hidden by his cloak. An arrow of light was lodged deep in his flank.

"This is... Tiris's...?"

He happened to see Tiris's fallen form in the distance. She had used her last ounce of magic to transform an ice arrow into a single shaft of light, firing it into Ares's side. With the sole desire to protect her friends.

"Dammit... to the very end... that rare character sure is somethin' else... not that she'd ever be my woman."

Ares's lips curved into a faint smile.

And then, with a trembling hand, he picked up his own sword.

"But ya know... your sword ain't gonna kill me..."

He murmured softly, as if speaking to Mamoru's corpse.

"This ending... I'm the one who decides it."

And then, Ares, without hesitation, turned the blade to his own throat.

"Well then, I'll be goin' on ahead... you idiots who believed in friends..."

Shu.

The sword slit his throat.

Fresh blood splattered, and Ares quietly collapsed.

The last thing he saw were Mamoru's monster comrades, huddled together amidst the rubble as if in an embrace. Their faces held peaceful, and somehow warm, expressions.

"Mamoru... maybe I was really... just jealous..."

Hero Ares's eyes quietly closed.

And so, it reached its end. A battle of justice and madness. The sad final destination of one who believed, and one who could not.

Only silence remained in the throne room.

But in that silence, spacetime tore open, and that being began to move.
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			Reincarnator, State Your Wish

			The throne room. Silence filled the space, still heavy with the aftershocks of the fierce battle.

Standing at the end of the deathmatch were Mamoru, the Hobgoblin reincarnator, and his four monster comrades.

It was then.

Spacetime tore apart. Amidst a freeze of light and sound, space itself cracked open, and from it, a single being emerged.

Fibers of silver and light, complex code, and clockwork gears covered its entire body. His name was Creator God Sephillos Code.

The genius director who led the development of this game world, *Legend of Brave Regalia*.

"...Magnificent. Reincarnator Mamoru."

His voice was calm, yet carried a certain heat.

"You, a Hobgoblin, defeating the hero. An unexpected story, not in the game's scenario. You are... the 'unexpected variable' I have been waiting for."

Mamoru, supporting himself with his shield like a staff, quietly asked back.

"...Unexpected?"

Sephillos took a step forward and answered.

"The hero slays the demon lord and saves the world. I never wanted such a 'predestined' story from the beginning."

"...Don't tell me... you..."

"That is correct. I am one of this world's developers, Toshio Imada."

At that name, Mamoru's mind reeled. It was the name of a genius programmer known to those in the gaming industry of his past. A man who had been reported to have died suddenly several years ago.

"I was defeated in a meeting. They pushed on me that 'if it's not a classic story, it won't sell.' But I still didn't give up. I embedded a seed of 'chaos' in the depths of this world. And three years later, with my own death, I activated a 'bug'... and sent the reincarnators into this story."

"That is why I grant you, Mamoru, the right to 'change this game into the world you desire.'"

"...My wish is already decided."

Mamoru said, looking over his fallen comrades.

"I want you to return this world to the original *Legend of Brave Regalia*, where the hero defeats the demon lord. And bring back all the humans and monsters that Ares killed... bring them all back to how they were."

A moment of silence. But in the next instant, Sephillos clearly shook his head.

"...I refuse that wish."

"Wh... why? You said you'd let me make it the world I desire."

"*Legend of Brave Regalia* is a classic piece of trash. Its balance is broken, its freedom is a mere formality, and its heart is bound by predetermined roles. I feel not one shred of need to return it to such a state."

Mamoru's fist trembled.

"But... that world had a human heart. It was the world everyone wanted."

"And that is precisely why it was destroyed," Sephillos stated coldly.

"Someone with your way of thinking causes everything to regress. The actions of the reincarnator Hero Ares were a hope that would lead to true evolution. Therefore, I refuse."

He then gestured to a massive tower that appeared behind him.

"One week from now, come to my core central domain, Ark-Lore-Crest. Discuss it with your comrades once more and reconsider your wish."

"..."

"What you will leave for the future of this world. I shall be the final judge of that."

The god's form vanished along with the rift.

And then, back with Mamoru, the faint breaths of his comrades began to return.

The story was not yet over.



		
			Chapter 105

			Character Introductions

			【The Six Reincarnators, Names and Outlines】

Name Before Reincarnation: Name After Reincarnation, Outline

(Deceased) Chika Saito: Izabel Crawford, The ruthless God of Law who rules with absolute control.

(Deceased) Masato Sakakibara: Crow Sakakibara, Magic-Armored General Crow, ruler of a military state, clad in mechanical armor.

(Deceased) Taiga Nanjo: Hero Ares, The tyrant who destroyed the Roselia Kingdom and proclaimed himself a god.

(Deceased) Aria: Mel Aria, The insane magic girl who spreads poison with a smile.

(Deceased) Yuto Saito: Yuto Mikazuki, Yuto, the Black Moon Swordsman, the solitary and strongest swordsman who cuts down humans and monsters alike.

(Alive) Mamoru Kikuchi: Mamoru the Hobgoblin, The only reincarnator on the monster side, opposing the gods as the Demon Lord. The protagonist.

【The Monster Party, Stomach Hero's Tale】

Five monsters who rose from the depths of darkness. Their name is Stomach Hero's Tale.

They fight for food, heal with food, and forge bonds through food. They are no ordinary monster party. Those who conquer the stomach, conquer the battlefield.

Magic? Swords? Strategy? No, first comes the food.

【Protagonist: Mamoru】 (Male)

・Race: Goblin (Reincarnator)

・Age: 38 in human life → 6 years old after reincarnation (monster years)

・Title: Goblin Lord (Final Evolution)

【Personality】

His final evolution from Goblin Knight. A charismatic leader who united many goblins with a leadership and fighting spirit unimaginable from his small body, building a "dungeon nation." He resolved to call himself king for the sake of his comrades' growth and future potential. His sword is the very embodiment of his "will" to protect his friends.

【Likes】

Pork cutlets (currently living an abstinent life as he cannot eat them due to Defray, who forbids pork), Japanese set meals and beer (only reminisces).

【Dislikes】

All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them), pickled plums (cannot handle sour things).

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・Race: Dark Elf

・Age: 143 years old (a young adult by Elf standards, early 20s in human terms)

・Title: Abyss Elf (Final Evolution)

【Personality】

Once a guardian of the forest, she evolved into a "shadow hunter" through her journey with her comrades. Having accepted the power of the abyss, her arrows are more than mere projectiles. They possess a tracking ability that never lets a target escape, combined with the precision of light magic. A quiet elf who cares for her friends more than anyone.

【Likes】

Fruits (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an affection for the herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (slimes, okra, natto, etc.), people who are overly direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan difficult), machines that run on magic (feels they are "against nature").

【Defray】 (Male)

・Race: Orc (Melee type)

・Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

・Title: Orc Lord (Final Evolution)

【Personality】

A cooking orc who originally specialized in healing. A master of "culinary magic" that draws out buff effects from ingredients. After evolving, he surpassed mere taste and healing, becoming capable of granting buffs and even mimicking abilities through consumption. He always swings his ladle with a smile, but he is actually a sharp mind who observes his comrades the most.

【Likes】

All meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (particular about charcoal grilling). ※However, he considers pigs to be sacred beings and will absolutely not eat them.

【Dislikes】

All insects (crushes them on sight), becomes bedridden for days if he sees insect dishes.

【Amy】 (Female)

・Race: Lizardman (Magic type)

・Age: 18 in Lizard years

・Title: High Lizard (Final Evolution)

【Personality】

Her final evolution from Lizard Sage. A calm and logical magic user who possesses both intelligence and compassion. She has saved her comrades from peril many times using advanced healing arts that fuse magic and nature. After evolving, she connects directly with the "Dragon Veins," allowing her to manipulate magical power at will.

【Likes】

All insects (for both consumption and observation), catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

【Dislikes】

All meat (finds it culturally unacceptable), especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (He is male.)

・Race: Troll (Fire magic type)

・Age: 31 in Troll years

・Title: Troll Inferno (Final Evolution)

【Personality】

A cheerful and gluttonous former troll. Through his evolution with the fire attribute, his fighting style has become that of a "walking explosive weapon." After evolving, he further enhanced his durability and explosive firepower, mastering the simple-minded strategy of "throw, explode, and throw again." His fighting style is feared by friend and foe alike.

【Likes】

Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled dishes, extremely spicy food. ※Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

【Dislikes】

Fish (dislikes their sliminess), insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).

＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝＝

【Creator God Sephillos Code】

Race: Human (Reincarnator)

Age: 35 (before reincarnation) → Unknown

Body: A collection of code

Title: The Creator Game God

【Personality】

A genius director who once worked at the game development company "Mirage Code" and led the development of *Legend of Brave Regalia*. However, he was transported, soul and all, into the game he created, and from that moment on, his role changed from "designer" to "god."

To him, who calls himself a god, there is no superiority between "creating" and "destroying." He believes that even a "destruction route" chosen by a player is within the rules he has permitted. What others see as "madness," he sees as "natural." He is convinced that this is what it means to be a "god."

【Catchphrases】

"Everything is according to design."

"Your actions have already been simulated."

"Let's delete the bug. Unless you want to become one."

"Creation is the highest concept of control."

"You are an interesting error. But errors must be deleted and corrected."

Core Central Domain 《Ark-Lore-Crest》

Ark-Lore-Crest is the absolute core of the code for this game world, *Legend of Brave Regalia*. It is the "Land of Final Judgment" where Creator God Sephillos Code finally descends to rewrite the world's fate, existing in a "DEVELOPER ZONE" that no player has ever set foot in. This place cannot be reached by normal teleportation or travel methods, and only a reincarnator chosen as a "victor" is invited.

A sanctuary reachable only by those chosen by the god. Ark-Lore-Crest is a place that poses a question to the world, and the very "value of the soul" of the one who gives the answer is tested. It is the land of final judgment.
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			The Wish and Request Meeting

			A quiet night. The throne room, once the site of a great battle, was now a temporary resting place illuminated by a campfire.

Mamoru, the Hobgoblin reincarnator, sat in a circle with his comrades, staring into the flames.

One week from now, at the core central domain, Ark-Lore-Crest, where Creator God Sephillos Code awaited. They had to declare their final wish, how they would rewrite the world.

Only one person held that right. Mamoru, reincarnated as a Hobgoblin.

However, this was not his world alone. He had to bear the feelings of the comrades who had lived and fought alongside him.

And so, tonight. The "Request Meeting" began.

"...I can't believe even the Demon Lord was defeated by Hero Ares," the cleric Defray was the first to speak. He slumped his shoulders, clutching his ladle-shaped staff.

"We monsters are 'beings created' by the Demon Lord, aren't we? Shouldn't we restore the order that the Demon Lord wished for?" Amy said directly. Her eyes were unwavering as she gazed at the spear, scarred from battle.

"So... you mean we go back to the original *Legend of Brave Regalia*, the world where the hero defeats the demon lord, right?" Tiris asked, a little anxiously. The slender Dark Elf's hands were trembling.

"But, but... if we go back to how it was, does that mean we... go back to our initial states?" Koni-chan asked fearfully, sucking his thumb.

Mamoru kept his gaze on the fire and opened his mouth, his words heavy.

"...That's right. Going back to how it was... probably means we'll be 'reset.'"

"Reset... what does that mean?"

"Amy, who was originally a Lizardman, Koni-chan, who was a Troll, Defray, who was an Orc, and Tiris, who was a Dark Elf... you all 'evolved' and gained your current forms and intelligence. But going back to the beginning means you might return to being 'just monsters' who live by beastly instinct alone."

The campfire crackled.

"And... your memories will probably be gone too."

At those words, everyone fell silent.

Their adventures so far. The meals they laughed over, the life-or-death battles, the days they protected each other with trust. And the lives of the comrades stolen by Hero Ares.

"But... if my big brother, the chieftain, and our village friends come back... I'd be happy. No, I want them to come back..." Koni-chan's voice trembled.

"Me too, that hot spring egg I missed out on back then... no, that's not it. We, the Demon Lord's army, and the humans, we were all messed up. If we can put it back, I want to. But..." Defray clenched his fist.

Amy spoke quietly.

"What we would lose is ourselves. Our memories. Our hearts. ...The 'us' that is right here, right now."

Everyone fell silent.

Mamoru looked at each of his comrades' faces. Everyone was carrying a wound. But no one said, "Let's not do it."

"My wish might end up erasing all of you. That's why I'm... hesitating. I really don't know what I should do..."

The flames in the campfire flickered as if in answer.

Beyond this meeting, there was surely "another battle." It wasn't a battle against an enemy.

It would be my final decision, to choose "what is right for this game world."

And to find that answer, only six days remained. The story was beginning to sink into deep waters once more.



		
			Chapter 107

			To the God's Tower in the Rift of Spacetime

			That morning was all too quiet.

Six days after the wish and request meeting in the Hobgoblin's cavern. A heavy, cold air flowed into the place where they had once laughed, cried, and gathered around the cooking pot with their comrades.

From the depths of the cavern, a man in a black robe appeared.

"Hello. It's been a while, reincarnator and monsters."

The one who spoke was Gil of the dark guild. Although an NPC, he was a special being tasked with guiding the reincarnators.

There was a smile on his face, but his eyes held no emotion whatsoever.

"...So you've come, Gil," Mamoru stood up.

"'God' is waiting. To the place that is the end of all things, and the beginning."

When Gil snapped his fingers, space tore open, and a silver gate of spacetime slowly opened. A wind kicked up, and the presence of another dimension stung the comrades' skin.

"So it's finally time... My heart's pounding," Koni-chan murmured, his large belly jiggling.

"So this is... the place where the world is rewritten..." Amy put more strength into the hand gripping her spear.

"Demon Lord-sama... please watch over me. I will see this through properly," Tiris's eyes held the light of resolve.

"Our memories might disappear. But even so... I'll stick with you to the end, Mamoru," Defray gently placed a hand on Mamoru's shoulder.

Mamoru gave a slow nod and took the lead, starting to walk.

"Let's go. To find our final answer."

Five shadows were swallowed by the rift in spacetime.

And what appeared was the "God's Tower." The core central domain, Ark-Lore-Crest. It was an alien space, impossible to tell if it was real or an illusion.

◇ Overall Structure:

Total Height: Unknown. It extends as if piercing the heavens, but it surpasses the limits of vision, creating an illusion that its very "length" fluctuates the more one observes it.

From the outside, it looks like an "endless DNA double helix," but in reality, it is a three-dimensional structure of intertwined multi-layered worlds where even gravity is warped.

Material: Spacetime Metal 'Chrono-Obsidian' and Photon Code. The surface is covered in jet-black metal with a mirror-like quality that seems to reflect the "memories" of those who approach. Strings of light code (unused scripts flowing in pale blue) pulsate on the pillars and outer walls, and the entire tower repeats a "breath as if it were alive," like a heartbeat.

Floating Debris Group (Orbit Fragments). Around its outer circumference, deleted areas and fragments of incomplete data (shards of discarded worlds) orbit like satellites. These fragments project snippets of different eras, civilizations, and ideologies, connecting to the past of those who observe the tower.

The tower was woven from obsidian and light code, soaring into the sky in an infinite spiral. Looking up, its summit could not be seen. Space itself was twisted and rotating, destroying the very concept of structure.

"What is this... place, it's scary. I'm getting dizzy... my stomach's rumbling," Koni-chan's eyes spun around.

"The walls of the tower... are these all script strings?" When Amy reached out a finger to a floating fragment of a bug, she found countless logs carved there, like "failed_event_id_304."

At the center of the tower was The Causality Archive. It was the memory of the world itself, and a giant floating monitor was displaying "the journey of Mamoru and his friends."

"...Is this... us...?" Mamoru's eyes widened.

Recorded there were the tears from that time, the anger, the betrayals, and the smiles, everything.

"I don't want to forget... we were... so much together," Tiris gently placed a hand on the monitor.

"Hey, Mamoru... are we really... going to erase all these memories?" Defray's voice trembled.

"Everyone, let's think. What should we wish for? What should we leave behind?"

Mamoru's voice echoed in the center of the tower. And the next memory to be replayed was that of the feelings of Toshio Imada, the developer of Legend of Brave Regalia.
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			The Feelings of Toshio Imada, Developer of Legend of Brave Regalia

			Upon entering the core of the tower, Ark-Lore-Crest, we were guided to its inner layers, riding on an escalator-like track of light.

Giant monitors floating in the void to our left and right quietly began to display images.

It was the memory of a single man.

Toshio Imada, in his youth. The day he first touched a video game. On the screen, the sight of a hero gaining allies and defeating a demon lord filled him with a hope so strong it made him tremble.

In reality, he was bullied, and at home, he faced his parents' angry shouts and indifference. But the party in the game accepted him as a "comrade."

"...For the first time... I felt like it was okay for me to be here..."

The boy shed tears as he ran through the 8-bit adventure. And he made a decision.

"I want to be on the side that creates a world like this too."

Eventually, he worked hard, his talent for game development blossomed, and he won numerous awards at a young age. He was assigned to a star team at the major development company, Mirage Code.

Up to this point, it was a history of glory.

But what was shown on the monitor next was reality.

The humiliation in the conference room.

"Imada-san, it's too dark. We don't need that kind of philosophy in an RPG."

"The hero beats the demon lord. That makes the players feel good. That's fine, isn't it?"

"Besides, it sells. In the first place, you're a salaryman, not a game creator, right?"

The conference room, past two in the morning. The sound of laughter and the smell of coffee in paper cups. There was no place there for the "dream" of that day.

Imada left the conference room in silence. Clutching his documents. Clutching his soul.

"...This is just a god's dictatorship."

"Users should have 'choices.' The freedom to change the world..."

Eventually, he designed his own masterpiece.

That was.

*Legend of Brave Regalia*.

On the surface, it was a classic RPG where the hero defeats the demon lord.

But the meaning embedded in the game's name was different. "Brave" would shatter the "Regalia" (royal authority). A prayer that courage would destroy god, destroy fate.

"I dared to create this 'classic path.'"

"But in the end, I planted a 'bug' that would rewrite the world."

"Believing that someday, someone... would break this structure."

And then, Imada discarded his physical body. He converted his soul into code, sealed all his memories and feelings in this tower, and became the Creator God Sephillos Code.

And with that, the escalator of light brought us to our destination. The top floor of Ark-Lore-Crest, the Throne of Divine Decree.

There was no ceiling. Space itself twisted, and countless tiers of light extended into the sky.

At its center, floated a single chair.

A throne made of heavy gold and obsidian. Amidst a rain of code, it was like a throne of "memory" that ruled the world.

And sitting there was the very soul of Toshio Imada.

His face, with the mask removed, was surprisingly young, and deeply weary.

"Mamoru. You are... the final variable I have been waiting for."

Imada spoke quietly.

"Show me the courage to destroy the classic path."

I was finally pressed to make my final decision as a reincarnator.
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			The Final Decision, Mamoru's Feelings

			The top floor, the Throne of Divine Decree. Beyond the throne spread a digital void where gold and silver intersected. Floating at its center was a transparent, cube-shaped interface.

The Game Creator's Exclusive Control Panel.

Standing behind it was Creator God Sephillos Code. The true identity of the man with the mask removed was the game developer who once designed *Legend of Brave Regalia*.

Toshio Imada.

Mamoru took a step onto the transparent floor of code.

"...I saw it, your 'self-love museum.' Your past glories, your defeats, your regrets."

Sephillos Code quietly closed his eyes.

"I see. That was... a 'space connecting the memories of the player's journey and the developer's soul' that I dreamed of creating when I was alive."

"Don't try to make it sound so noble. That was the history of a terrible developer forcing his own ideology onto the players, wasn't it?"

"...Haha, you're harsh. But that's fine. If that's how you felt, then that, too, is a 'truth.'"

"Mamoru. Do you now wish to return this world to the 'original Brave Regalia'?"

"Yeah. I want to restore the world and the lives that Ares destroyed. That is my answer."

Sephillos pointed to the control panel behind him. On its surface, a string of red, flashing text appeared.

【REBOOT_PROGRAM.EXE】──Reconstruct to Initial World

"It is here. The code to return to the original 'piece of trash' Brave Regalia. I have prepared it. But."

He slowly turned around and looked Mamoru in the eye.

"The moment you 'execute' it... all evolution will be lost. Your body, your soul, even your memories will vanish. Your comrades will become mere 'small fry monster mobs'... they will live without knowing anything and eventually be easily killed by the hero."

Mamoru bit his lip but did not look away.

"...I won't have any regrets. If our memories disappear, then I just need to be the only one who remembers them. It's far better than leaving the world broken."

Sephillos let out a breath of admiration.

"You still won't change your mind? You are trying to throw away the 'future' with your own will."

"That's precisely why I won't change it. 'Freedom' isn't just about choosing. It's about 'shouldering what you've chosen.'"

Silence fell.

The entire space of the tower vibrated at a low frequency, as if recording Mamoru's words.

And then.

"Then, seize that wish... with your own 'power.'"

"Try to erase me, a god."

"This Creator God Sephillos Code."

With a flash of light, the man's form transformed. His entire body was woven from silver data code, and six pairs of shining wings appeared on his back.

His face remained human, but his eyes constantly flowed and changed like 'equations.' He was the god who governed the design, records, and destruction of this entire world.

"You are an interesting error..."

"But errors must be 'corrected.' That is the duty of a game designer."

The entire tower began to hum like an alarm.

The top floor of Ark-Lore-Crest transformed. Space itself was reconstructed into the Calculation Battlefield (Over-Debug Zone).

There was no ceiling or floor, everything became a 'sea of equations,' and amidst a swirling storm of code, the god's sword manifested.

The White Slaying Light Sword (Sephilium Error). The world-deleting sword that the Game God wields to correct 'bugs' in the program.

"Come, Mamoru. If you are the final variable... then try to destroy this god."

Mamoru, too, took a step forward with his comrades.

"I, we, are not the 'created correct answer.' We believe in the 'future we fought to choose.'"

"Let's go, everyone. This is... the final battle to take back our original selves."

At last, the final, fateful battle between the Creator God and the reincarnator and his monsters begins.
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			The Final Battle with the Game God

			The Throne of Divine Decree, the top floor of Ark-Lore-Crest. The one who descended there was the creator god of this world, Sephillos Code, the transformed soul of the game developer, Toshio Imada.

With six pairs of angelic light wings on his back, the god with a body woven from silver code spoke.

"Let us begin. The final test, to wager on the 'way the world of Legend of Brave Regalia should be,' which you have chosen."

The final battle with the game god begins.

◆ □ ▼ ■ ◇

Mamoru Tiris Amy Defray Koni-chan

【Battle Command】

▼Fight ▼Defend ▼Spell ▼Item ▼Flee (Cannot flee)

Turn 1

Sephillos Code: "Mamoru, do you believe in 'justice'?"

Goblin Lord Mamoru's attack → 52 damage to the Game God!

Orc Lord Defray's healing magic 'Chūkadon' → Amy's HP recovers by 150!

Amy's magic 'Aqua Javelin' → 120 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's attack 'Light Arrow' → 84 damage to the Game God!

Koni-chan's 'Flame Tackle' → 77 damage to the Game God!

Game God's area attack 'Repent' → 120 damage to all!

Turn 2

Sephillos Code: "Do those bound by the past have the right to change the future?"

Mamoru's special move 'Triple Slash' → A total of 96 damage to the Game God!

Defray's healing magic 'Miso Nikomi' → Mamoru's HP recovers by 120!

Amy's 'Thunder Spear Impact' → 133 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's magic 'Moon's Protection' → All allies' magic defense increased!

Koni-chan's 'Burst Body Bomber' → 101 damage to the Game God!

Game God's magic 'Reset Code' → Amy and Tiris are afflicted with 'Confuse'!

Turn 3

Sephillos Code: "Are you prepared to grant your wish even at the cost of your friends?"

Mamoru's attack → 64 damage to the Game God!

Defray's 'Healing Pot' → Recovers 80 HP for all allies!

Amy's normal attack (confused) → Misfires at Tiris! 25 damage to Tiris!

Tiris (recovers from confuse) → She regained her senses!

Koni-chan's 'Troll Hammer' → 111 damage to the Game God!

Game God's special attack 'Debug Burst' → 250 damage to Mamoru!

Turn 4

Sephillos Code: "Who decides the 'correct story' of this world?"

Mamoru's ultimate skill 'Soul-Devouring Sword' → 197 critical hit damage to the Game God!

Defray's healing magic 'Takikomi Gohan' → Recovers 100 HP for all allies!

Amy's magic 'Blaze Barrier' → Grants fire resistance buff to all allies!

Tiris's attack 'Arrow of Recollection' → 98 damage to the Game God!

Koni-chan's shout 'Roar of Victory' → All allies' attack power UP!

Game God's area attack 'Reversal of Heavenly Mandate' → 170 damage to Defray and Amy!

Turn 5

Sephillos Code: "Is 'freedom' to destroy everything? Or is it... to protect?"

Mamoru's combo → A total of 192 damage (58+63+71) to the Game God!

Defray's 'Miracle of Ramen' → Fully restores his and Tiris's HP!

Amy's magic 'Thunder Crust' → 146 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's support magic 'Wind of Sanctuary' → Grants status effect resistance to all!

Koni-chan's 'Troll Upper' → 109 damage to the Game God!

Game God's single attack 'Ceremony of Collapse' → 300 fatal damage to Koni-chan!

Turn 6

Sephillos Code: "Are you not 'bugs,' but 'miracles'?"

Mamoru's attack 'Deadly Demonic God Split' → 218 massive damage to the Game God!

Defray's magic 'Mushroom Soup' → Recovers 100 HP for all allies + removes status effects!

Amy's magic 'Flame Shoot' → 115 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's attack 'Twilight Light Arrow' → 93 damage to the Game God!

Koni-chan (near death) 'Desperate Exploding Punch' → 187 damage to the Game God!

Game God's special magic 'Infinite Update' → Inflicts random status effects on all!

Turn 7

Sephillos Code: "Was what you believed in truly the 'truth'?"

Mamoru's slash → 66 damage to the Game God!

Defray's special move 'Heaven's Pot' → Recovers 150 HP for all allies + defense UP!

Amy's 'Ice Burst' → 128 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's support 'Spirit's Prayer' → Recovers MP for all allies!

Koni-chan's last bit of strength 'Soul Headbutt' → 99 damage to the Game God!

Game God's area attack 'Divine Punishment Calculation' → 160 damage to all!

Turn 8

Sephillos Code: "I ask you one last time. Do you have the 'right to rewrite the world'?"

Mamoru's all-out attack 'Mamoru's Vow' → 223 super critical damage to the Game God!

Defray's 'Hearty Miso Soup' → Recovers 120 HP for all allies + defense UP!

Amy's area magic 'Thunder Spear Array' → 168 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's shot 'Sanctuary Light Arrow' → 104 damage to the Game God!

Koni-chan's 'Great Shout of Friendship' → All allies' attack power + magic UP!

Game God's furious attack 'Judgment of the Creator God' → 250 massive damage to all except Mamoru!

Turn 9

Sephillos Code: "Do you have any regrets about the future you choose?"

Mamoru's ultimate skill 'Absolute Protection Sword: Final Form' → 275 massive damage to the Game God!

Defray, with his dying strength, 'Ultimate Healing Pot' → Recovers 200 HP for all allies!

Amy's 'Crimson Piercing Spear' → 135 damage to the Game God!

Tiris's 'Meteor Rapid Fire' → 102 damage to the Game God!

Koni-chan (one last hit before falling) → 93 damage to the Game God!

Game God's attack of despair 'Collapse of Order' → 300 fatal damage to Mamoru!

Turn 10

Sephillos Code: "Then, let us conclude the final test──"

Mamoru, with his last ounce of strength, 'Sword of Life' → 327 finishing blow to the Game God!

【Game God's HP: 0】

Sephillos Code: "Magnificent... You have grasped the 'answer'...."

The world now faces a new choice.
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			Epilogue: The Final Choice to Rewrite the Game World

			In the silence, at the very heart of the core central domain, Ark-Lore-Crest. A single man stood where the throne of god had been.

Mamoru, the Hobgoblin reincarnator.

Before him was a solemn and cold metallic device. It was the only terminal with the 'authority to rewrite the world,' known as the Game Creator's Exclusive Control Panel.

A flashing command was at its center.

【REBOOT_PROGRAM.EXE】

Executing will reconstruct the current game world to its initial settings.

Mamoru stared at it for a time, saying nothing. If he closed his eyes, he remembered. The words exchanged on their journey, the days they fought, the faces that smiled, the voices that cried, and the comrades who were killed.

He had come this far to restore the world that Hero Ares, or Taiga Nanjo, had destroyed. To keep the promise he made to the Demon Lord and his comrades. And to 'start over' everything in the world.

"...Everyone, thank you. I'm going to run REBOOT_PROGRAM.EXE."

Mamoru reached out his finger without hesitation.

Click.

【REBOOT_PROGRAM.EXE】──Executing

At that moment, the entire God's Tower began to vibrate with a low hum. The surrounding walls shattered into blocks and crumbled away. The ceiling, the floor, all melted into particles of equations and light.

Ark-Lore-Crest was disappearing.

As Mamoru stood at the center of the annihilation, the figures of his comrades appeared faintly before his eyes. A final, dream-like time to say goodbye.

Defray spoke.

"I'm so glad I got to journey with you. It was fun."

Amy smiled.

"If the world can start over... next time, I'll become even stronger."

Tiris quietly cast her eyes down, but eventually gave a small nod.

"Even if my memories are gone... I believe a memory of you will surely remain somewhere in my heart."

And Koni-chan, though crying, shouted as he always did.

"Bye-byeeeee. But you have to promise you'll play with us again."

Mamoru tightly clasped his fist with his four comrades. He closed his eyes, holding back his tears.

"...Yeah. Thank you. I love you all."

And the world was enveloped in white light.

*Legend of Brave Regalia*

was reset to its initial state.

The chirping of birds, the sound of the wind. Sprawling greenery, quiet air. It was the entrance to a small, ordinary monster's cavern.

Mamoru awoke in the shadow of a rock. He no longer had a powerful sword. No levels, no skills. He was back to being just another Hobgoblin.

But.

"...I remember everything. Perfectly."

Around him were orcs, lizardmen, and trolls who treated him as just another monster. Those who were once his comrades now existed as nothing more than monster NPCs.

No one remembered the 'adventure.' No one knew of the 'battles.'

Only Mamoru.

Remembered 'everything.'

The days he journeyed with his comrades.

Tiris's tears.

Amy's long tongue.

Defray's smile.

Koni-chan's booming laughter.

And that choice.

"...It all feels like a dream, but it wasn't a dream. My adventure with my monster friends definitely happened."

Mamoru, now back to being an initial-stage Hobgoblin, looked up at the sky. The memories of the days he spent with his comrades certainly remained.

They were no longer here. But their smiles, their tears, their final words.

"...I wonder if I can meet them. It'll be the first time again, but I wonder if I can meet everyone."

With those words, Mamoru stood up. He walked out of the Hobgoblin's forest cavern.

His steps were just a little proud. Like the first step of the adventure he once walked with his comrades.

'I'm the Hobgoblin Who's Supposed to Be the First Boss, but I Reincarnated, So I'm Getting Serious. ~A Record of My Preparations to Defeat the Hero Who Will Arrive in Three Years~'

THE END

The Choice of Mamoru the Hobgoblin Reincarnator

"I'll come to see you all again."
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			A Fresh Start and the Crybaby Heroine

			My name is Mamoru. My race is Hobgoblin. I'm the 'cannon fodder weakling boss' who gets defeated by the hero in the easy, tutorial-like first cavern.

...Or at least, I was supposed to be.

Actually, I've already cleared this game world once. I defeated the reincarnated Hero Ares, and even went as far as to crush the game developer 'Game God.'

As a result, the world was reset by my wish. I was back to being a Hobgoblin in his initial state. My stats are drastically reduced, I have no weapon, and my base is the first cavern. But, my memories are fully intact.

"So this is a second playthrough after clearing the game, huh... Heh, this is too easy."

For me, with my past experience, this world is no longer a 'newbie killer.' It's practically on easy mode. It's so lacking in challenge that I even feel a bit bored.

Just then, one of my goblin soldiers burst into the throne room in a panic.

"Boss. A human has come. They have the mark of a hero. And... it's a woman."

"What? The hero is a woman this time...?"

At that moment, a certain 'goblin-like idea' ran through my mind.

(I'll capture her, lock her up, and have the goblins torture her, do this to her... and that to her....)

"Crap. My brain is turning completely goblin..."

No, no, that's not good. That's the thinking of the 'old me.' It reminds me of the chaotic early days of the last reincarnated hero, getting tainted by bad ideas. That was close.

"...Her name?"

"She called herself Ares Scarlet."

"...Ares...?"

I'd heard that name before. It was the same name as the hero I fought so fiercely against last time. But her gender is different, and her aura is apparently different too. This Ares is a woman. And a crybaby, it seems.

"...My subordinates, do not lay a hand on her. I will deal with this hero myself."

"Eeeh?" "Are we missin' our chance to capture and lock her up?" "He's off on his hobby horse again."

Shut up. You'd all just mess it up anyway. This is a matter that requires 'guidance' that only I can provide.

Eventually, with a trembling presence, a single girl stepped into the throne room. She had curly red hair and was clad in what looked like high-quality knight's armor, but she was clearly terrified. Her gaze darted around, and her footing was unsteady. She was a hero who looked just like a small animal.

...How does she plan to save the world like this?

Still, for the sake of the performance, I let out the standard template line.

"Heh heh... Well met, hero. Your destiny ends here. Dieeeeee."

A roar echoed through the cavern. The perfect line for a cannon fodder boss. Now, will she draw her sword? Will she show some spirit even while trembling?

But she.

"Hiiiiiiiiii. I, I'm sorry. P, please forgive me. Just spare my life. Please spare my lifeeeee."

She turned and ran away, crying.

Daddaddaddadda.

The only thing that echoed emptily through the throne room was the sound of the young heroine's footsteps as she fled.

...Seriously? She ran away. I'm so weak.

At this turn of events, my goblin subordinates were stunned for a moment. But a few seconds later....

"Pfft..." "Gyahahahahaha." "My stomach hurts."

A storm of laughter erupted.

"That's the hero?" "That's gotta be a legendary moment, lol." "Lord Hob is way too scary, hahaha."

My goblin underlings were roaring with laughter. But I couldn't laugh.

That look on Ares's face just before she ran. Scared, frustrated, yet she had still hesitated before running. The image was burned into my mind.

"...This... requires some education."

I stood up quietly. The sound of the rock throne creaking seemed unusually loud.

"I'll train this crybaby hero from scratch and raise her properly. This time, I'll make her a true hero."

As I murmured this, the faces of my former comrades-in-arms floated in my mind.

Defray the Orc. Amy the Lizardman. Koni-chan the Troll. Tiris the Elf. They were reliable, and the most obnoxiously noisy group of friends.

"I'll gather them. This time, we'll create a 'Hero Support Squad for Demon Lord Subjugation.'"

And so, the story of my second playthrough begins. Me, a Hobgoblin, raising a crybaby heroine into a 'hero.' This is the story of a slightly off-kilter 'Hero Training Fantasy.'



		
			Chapter 113

			Character Introductions

			【Protagonist: Ares Scarlet】 (Female)

Race: Human

Age: 17

Title: Hero-in-training / Hero in Name Only / Crybaby Hero

【Personality】

An absolute crybaby. Tends to prostrate herself upon first meeting an enemy. A coward with very low self-esteem, she is always trying to read other people's expressions. She is too scared to fight and cannot even swing a sword properly.

However, the sense of responsibility from being "chosen as the hero" is rooted somewhere deep in her heart. She has an honest and straightforward personality, so she is easily influenced by the words of those she trusts. Behind her fear and anxiety lies the wish to "actually become strong."

【Catchphrases】

"N, no way, I can't do it...."

"I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry."

"Can I please go home now?"

"Huh? But... someone like me..."

"...But... maybe I want to try...."

【Protagonist: Mamoru】 (Male)

・Race: Hobgoblin (Reincarnator)

・Age: 38 in human life → 5 years old after reincarnation (monster years)

・Title: Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain (Scheduled to evolve)

【Personality】

Having cleared this game world once before, he remains calm and collected even after being returned to his initial state. He possesses excellent insight and judgment, and sees the "potential of Hero Ares" that other monsters miss. He combines a "spartan temperament" that burns with a desire for educational guidance with a "caring nature." He has a mysterious desire as a mentor to "enjoy watching others grow," whether they are friend or foe.

【Catchphrases】

"If I don't raise her, the world is doomed."

"Get strong. Survive. Do that, and the view will change."

"You haven't even 'begun' yet."

【Tiris Ernhardt】 (Female)

・Race: Dark Elf

・Age: 142 years old (a young adult by Elf standards, early 20s in human terms)

・Title: Dark Elf → Arc Elf (Scheduled to evolve)

【Personality】

Tiris is serious, has a strong sense of responsibility, and is always calm and composed. She is strict with both herself and others, a stickler who values the pride of the elves and the laws of the forest above all else. However, she secretly dreams of "coexistence with other races," and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonists. She seems to have some faint memories left, especially concerning Mamoru (the Hobgoblin). Her weakness is that she's bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears turn red immediately.

【Likes】

Fruits (especially berries from the forest), vegetables (has an affection for the herbs she grows herself), bow maintenance, morning meditation, moon bathing.

【Dislikes】

Slimy things (slimes, okra, natto, etc.), people who are overly direct with their emotions (especially finds Koni-chan difficult), machines that run on magic (feels they are "against nature").

【Defray】 (Male)

・Race: Orc (Melee type)

・Age: Mid-20s in Orc years

・Title: Orc → Orc Soldier (Scheduled to evolve)

【Personality】

Bold and kind. A hot-blooded man who is devoted to his comrades and has sworn deep loyalty to Mamoru. He is moved by Mamoru's value of "not eating people" and recognizes him as a sacred comrade. His dream is to become a cook and open a monster world restaurant in the future.

【Likes】

All meat (especially beef, deer, and boar), grilled foods (particular about charcoal grilling). ※However, he considers pigs to be sacred beings and will absolutely not eat them.

【Dislikes】

All insects (crushes them on sight), becomes bedridden for days if he sees insect dishes.

【Amy】 (Female)

・Race: Lizardman (Magic type)

・Age: 17 in Lizard years

・Title: Lizardman → Lizard Shaman (Scheduled to evolve)

【Personality】

Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is particularly knowledgeable about nature and the ecology of insects, and once she starts talking about the "charms of insects," she can't be stopped. She has opened her heart just a little, only to Mamoru.

【Likes】

All insects (for both consumption and observation), catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive).

【Dislikes】

All meat (finds it culturally unacceptable), especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

【Koni-chan】 (Unknown)

・Race: Troll (Fire magic type)

・Age: 30 in Troll years

・Title: Troll → Boss Troll (Scheduled to evolve)

【Personality】

Cheerful and a glutton, but his intelligence is on par with a child's. He adores Mamoru, calling him "Teacher," and is trying his best to suppress his impulse to eat humans. He hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

【Likes】

Human flesh (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru), grilled dishes, extremely spicy food. ※Since Mamoru told him, "If you eat a human, you're fired," he has been making do with dried meat.

【Dislikes】

Fish (dislikes their sliminess), insects (recognizes them as enemies, not food).



		
			Chapter 114

			The Hero Training Monster Council

			"At this rate, the world's gonna hit a dead end. I have to do something."

Mamoru the Hobgoblin muttered this as he rested his elbow on the throne in the deepest part of the cavern. The crybaby hero, Ares Scarlet. As she was now, she might even lose to the weakest monster, a slime. But if things stayed this way, the Demon Lord would never be defeated, and the story would never end.

"In that case... I have no choice but to do it, the Hero Training Plan."

I sent out messengers to various lands to summon my former comrades. To the young representatives of the Orc Tribe, the Lizardman Tribe, the Troll Clan, and the Elf tribe.

And a few days later.

At the ruins of an old castle deep in the mountains, my four comrades gathered. Familiar faces lined the old round table.

"Lord Hob, long time no see."

Defray of the Orc Tribe came lumbering in, waving his hands enthusiastically. He was muscular and a bit of an idiot, but a good guy. He didn't seem to have his memories, but his smile was the same.

"What's this meeting about? I'm not exactly free, you know."

Amy the Lizardman stood with her arms crossed, glaring at me with sharp eyes. She was the intellectual, calm type. A rationalist, but she had cooperated with me in the past (though she's probably still cold this time around).

"Is there... anything tasty?"

Koni-chan of the Troll Clan squeezed his massive back through the door, stuffing bread into his mouth. He used to be the comforting, motherly one. Now he was just a glutton.

And then.

"...I feel like I've met you somewhere before. A memory from a past life, perhaps."

The last to arrive was Tiris, a Dark Elf of the Elf tribe. Long, glossy blonde hair, a cold gaze. And a 'look' different from anyone else's.

The moment our eyes met, Tiris's pupils wavered faintly.

"Tiris... could it be, you remember?"

"...No. But... for some reason, when I listen to your voice..."

She cast her eyes down and let out a soft sigh.

"It feels like someone... protected me, long ago."

At those words, a warmth bloomed deep in my chest. She wasn't supposed to remember, and yet, something remained. Just that alone made it feel like there was meaning in gathering them again.

"Now then, the reason I've gathered you all here today is..."

I got to the main topic.

"A new female hero has appeared. But, she's ridiculously weak. A crybaby and a coward, and honestly, at this rate, she's at a level where she'd lose to a slime."

"...Can you even call that a hero?"

"What a weakling..." "I wonder why someone like that was chosen."

"Is she cute?"

They were all saying whatever they wanted.

"Well, anyway. This time, we're going to raise that female hero. We'll turn the crybaby into a full-fledged hero. We'll make her save the world. That is our objective this time."

"Huuuuuh?" "Why do we have to?" "That's way too much trouble..."

As expected, voices of opposition rose up. But only Tiris was watching me quietly.

"...Your words, 'save the world,' for some reason I can believe them. It's strange."

With that one phrase, the atmosphere changed, just a little.

"Hmph... If Tiris says so, well, I guess I wouldn't mind helping out."

"I'm not exactly opposed. It's just that logical training will be necessary."

"Go for it, girl hero. I'll make snacks."

These are my comrades.

Even without their memories, their souls remember. We can once again move towards the same goal. That fact made me happier than anything.

"It's decided then. We're going to raise the crybaby hero Ares Scarlet and make her the strongest hero in the world."

And so, the 'Monster Council for Hero Training' began. The next step is the 'Grand Hero Ares Special Training Operation.'

We won't let her stay a crybaby. We will make her a true hero.
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			Get the Shut-In Hero Back on Her Feet

			After fleeing the Hobgoblin's cavern in tears, the female hero Ares Scarlet took refuge in the small village of Himeria, near the cavern. But there, instead of trying to fight, rumors spread that she had become a shut-in, hiding in the corner of her room under a blanket.

"So, she's really... just been shut in, sleeping all this time?"

Tiris the Dark Elf stood stock-still in front of the inn in Himeria village. Behind her, Amy the Lizardman stood with her arms crossed, Defray the Orc tilted his head, and Koni-chan the Troll was eating a rice ball.

"That's what the old lady at the inn said. 'She's been shut up in her room lately, having nightmares every night'...."

"It feels like she brought it on herself... but leaving her like this won't change anything, will it."

"Even if I make my love-bomb rice balls, she won't come out to eat... That girl, her heart is empty."

Koni-chan murmured sadly.

"Being told to fight, having nothing but expectations heaped on her... maybe no one prepared her for any of it."

Everyone fell silent at Tiris's words.

After a moment, Tiris said softly.

"Perhaps the first thing she needs... is for us to help her break the belief that 'I'm no good.'"

"So, you mean cultivating her self-esteem?"

Mamoru appeared from behind them. He had come all the way from his cavern throne to the village.

"And we also need to foster her 'independence' so she can make her own choices and act without relying on others, or she'll never stand on her own as a hero."

His comrades looked at Mamoru.

"So, what's the plan?" Amy asked.

Mamoru took an old piece of parchment from his pocket and grinned.

"...I thought of something. It's called the 'Hero Training Program.'"

【Hero Training Program Ver. 1.0 (Draft)】

First, plant the seeds of self-esteem.

・Give her simple chores and tasks to provide a sense of accomplishment.

・Consciously tell her "thank you" and "that was a big help."

Nurture the sprout of independence.

・Increase the number of things she chooses herself (today's clothes, today's actions, what to talk about).

・Don't compare her to others; let her value her own pace.

Strengthen interaction with comrades.

・Tiris will hold a reading group (thought training).

・Defray will cook with her (life skills UP).

・Amy will instruct her on weapon maintenance (to get used to the feel of fighting).

・Koni-chan will accompany her on muscle-training walks (physical fitness).

Set low and small goals.

・"First, just go out to the village square."

・Small mission format, like "feed the animals" or "greet a goblin."

"...Uh, what are all these detailed items...?" Amy looked slightly taken aback.

"Amazing... Koni's about to cry... it's like parenting..." Koni-chan was deeply moved.

"Hee hee, you're... surprisingly good at this kind of thing, aren't you," Tiris smiled.

"Heh... well, this is actually my second run through this world. I've gotten a little better at reading people."

Mamoru puffed out his chest.

Everyone stared at me blankly. The air felt like I'd just said something weird.

However, the trust of the comrades with whom he had once fought as an enemy and shared hardships was still strong.

"Alright, let's start trying to approach Ares little by little starting tomorrow. Tiris and Koni-chan, I'm leaving the initial 'icebreaker' to you. Don't push it."

"Understood. It might be easier for her to talk if it's with other girls."

"Okay. Koni will bring her love-bomb rice balls every day."

The Hero Training Operation is a go.

To turn a crybaby hero into a full-fledged one, the monsters' 'lovingly unconventional program' is now in motion.
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			The First Step is in the Village Square

			The small village of Himeria. In this simple, quiet village surrounded by forests and fields, there was now one out-of-place presence.

That was the shut-in hero, Ares Scarlet.

Having fled the Hobgoblin's cavern with nowhere else to go, she had hidden herself away in a room on the second floor of the village inn. Day and night, she wrapped herself in a blanket, spoke to no one, and did not take a single step out of her room. The old woman who ran the inn would leave meals in front of her door, but there were days when even those were left untouched.

To help Ares get back on her feet, the monsters had begun to move.

"...This is the place."

Tiris of the Elf tribe said as she climbed the inn's stairs.

Behind her was Koni-chan of the Troll tribe, who looked like nothing more than a chubby fairy, following along while carrying a heavy-looking bento box. Her cheeks were round and plump, her dress was fluffy, and her braided hair smelled of flowers every time it swayed.

However, her true identity was that of a warrior with the monstrous strength to shatter rocks. She was a full-fledged warrior of the Troll tribe, with a staggering gap between her appearance and her reality.

"...Ares-chan is still holed up in her room, right?"

"That's right. But little by little is fine. Let's start with just 'showing her face.'"

Tiris smiled gently and stood before the room.

Knock, knock.

A reserved knock echoed on the wooden door.

A few seconds later, a faint voice replied from within.

"...W, who is it...?"

"Ares. It's me and Koni-chan. We came to see you."

"...K, Koni... chan?"

"That's right. I brought rice balls. I've got ten of them."

"R, rice balls...?"

"Yup. I've got salmon, spicy cod roe, fried chicken, kelp, pickled plum, and cheese. All of 'em. And they're warm."

"...Umm... please wait a moment... m, my hair... is a mess..."

"It's okaaay, one time my bedhead made a horn shaped like the letter S."

"...You can get bedhead like that...?"

Heh.

A faint laugh leaked from behind the door.

Then, with a click, the door slowly opened.

Standing there was Ares Scarlet, with messy hair and still in her sleepwear. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and her complexion was poor. But, in her hands, there was just a tiny bit of courage.

"...Um, those rice balls... is it okay... if I have one...?"

"Of course."

Koni-chan opened the bento box and lined them all up on the small table. At the sight, Ares's eyes lit up.

"...Why... are you being so kind... to someone like me...?" Ares murmured as she gently picked up a rice ball.

Tiris spoke.

"Because you're a hero, aren't you? Even if you're a crybaby, even if you ran away, you're still on your journey. That's why, what you need right now is..."

"'One small step,'" Koni-chan said with a bright smile.

"...A step...?"

"Yup. For example, today, you ate rice balls with us and went outside. Just by doing that, you've already cleared 'the first step of your hero training.'"

"J, just for that...?"

"Things like that are what's important. Someone who can take the first step will one day be someone who can take a big step too."

Ares nibbled on her rice ball for a while, as if deep in thought... but eventually, she gave a small nod.

"...Um, well then, maybe I'll try going... just a little bit... to the square..."

"Whoa. Amazing, amazing, amazing."

Koni-chan clapped. Tiris also smiled gently.

"Alright. Then, once we're outside, first take a deep breath. Then, try to feel the village wind."

And so, the three of them left the inn and headed to the small village square.

The rustling of the trees, the laughter of children, the sound of fields being tilled... Ares heard all of it for the first time in a long while.

"Ah, it's warm... the wind..."

"That's right, Ares-chan. The world is still full of gentle things."

However, that gentle moment did not last long.

"A monster has appeared north of the village. It's a huge Grey Wolf."

The voice of a village guard echoed.

Ares's face turned pale.

"Wh, whaaaa. N, no way. No way. I, I'm gonna be killed."

And she reflexively dived into the shade of a tree in the square.

"...Oh dear, she's back to square one."

Tiris sighed and placed a hand on the short sword at her hip.

"Koni, can you handle it?"

"Of course. I'll turn that Grey Wolf into filling for a rice ball."

The two of them ran off towards the outskirts of the village.

Ares watched their backs from the shade of the tree.

"...I'm scared. But... their backs, they're so, beautiful..."

At that moment, a small light, the light of a hero, kindled deep in Ares's chest. 'I want to be like them, too.' This was the very first step of her 'true hero's adventure.'
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			The Wolf's Howl, the Dance of Swordplay

			At the northern edge of the village, on the border between the forest and the fields. Suddenly, it appeared. The Grey Wolf.

A giant magical beast cloaked in gray fur. Its total length was twice that of a grown man, and its height at the shoulder rivaled a horse. Its fur rippled as it caught the wind, its fangs were sharp enough to crush a thick daikon radish in a single bite, and its eyes were a clouded red, unabashedly revealing a primal killing intent toward humans.

What was most terrifying, however, was its intelligence and the coordinated tactics of its pack. This was no mere beast. It was a calm and ruthless hunter that identified its targets, launched surprise attacks from the rear, and sealed off escape routes before assaulting all at once.

Three of them appeared that day.

Baring their fangs and letting out low growls, they began to trample the village fields.

"It’s huge… This is a real monster…!"

The village lookout shouted in alarm and rang the warning bell.

"Get the village children to safety! It’s the Grey Wolf!!"

The moment that voice echoed throughout the village.

A single elf carrying daggers appeared on the path between the fields.

Tiris, the Dark Elf, a wind swordswoman of the Elf tribe.

She was tall with long silver hair tied in a ponytail, and she wore light armor of a pale green. The daggers sheathed at her hips clattered dryly in the wind.

"…So you’ve come, Grey Wolf. Mamoru would call you ‘small fry,’ but for now, we have to protect this place."

Following right behind her, a fluffy, swaying skirt appeared, bobbing along. pyoko pyoko.

"Big wolf isn’t scary~! Koni will protect the onigiri~!"

It was Koni-chan, the powerhouse warrior of the Troll Clan. But her appearance was more like that of a plump fairy. In an apron and with her hair in braids, she puffed out her round cheeks and swung a club as large as a great tree with ease.

"Let’s go, Koni!"

"Okay~!"

The two of them ran through the village fields, heading toward the wolves.

Someone was watching this scene from the shade of a tree at the edge of the village.

Ares Scarlet. The crybaby hero.

A hero in name only, she had begged for her life and fled her very first battle, holing herself up in an inn. But today, she had decided she would at least "go to the plaza."

And as an extension of that resolve, she decided to "see the fight through."

(Three giant wolves…? There’s no way the two of them can defeat something like that…)

The battle between Tiris and the Grey Wolf unfolded before her eyes.

But in that moment, Tiris’s body floated lightly into the air.

Her movements were as if she were melting into the wind.

She leaped diagonally, spun, and her dagger traced the arc of a crescent moon.

"Wind Dance Style 1: Swift Leaf."

She slipped past the wolf’s legs, evaded its attack, and stepped between its claws. Her dagger moved smoothly, gracefully, and surely, whittling down her opponent as if it were part of a dance.

"…Beautiful…"

The word escaped Ares’s lips unintentionally.

Even though Tiris was fighting, she looked as if she were dancing. Her swordplay seemed to repaint even the wolf’s murderous intent with beauty.

The next moment, Tiris spun.

"Style 2: Spinning Flower!"

Her silver hair, sent flying, danced like petals scattering in the night wind.

Beside her, Koni-chan was swinging her great club and sending a wolf flying.

"Heeave ho~~~!! It’s lighter than a pumpkin~!"

Koni-chan unleashed terrifying power with an innocent smile. That, too, shone dazzlingly in Ares’s eyes.

The battle was completely one-sided.

Within minutes, the three Grey Wolves lay defeated on the ground. No one in the village was injured. It was a victory born from the combined efforts of Tiris and Koni-chan.

The setting sun began to cast its light across the village sky.

Tiris sheathed her dagger and walked back with Koni-chan.

Ares jumped out in front of them.

"Tiris-san!"

Tiris stopped. Ares, breathing heavily, spoke.

"I… your swordplay has captured my heart. Please… make me your disciple! Please, teach me that sword dance!"

Tiris’s eyes widened slightly.

Then, she smiled, a soft, gentle smile.

"…Very well. You finally have the ‘eyes of a hero’."

"Eh?"

"The eyes of one who wields a sword. The light of a will that knows fear, yet still seeks to protect someone. Your eyes hold that light now."

A small hope ignited in Hero Ares’s chest. She, who had done nothing but cry and run, had now taken just one small step forward. That is what it felt like.

And so, Hero Ares Scarlet became the disciple of Tiris, the wind swordswoman.

It was still just a small step. But that one step was the certain beginning of a future.
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			Disciple and Master, Sword, Tears, and Onigiri

			The morning village was shrouded in mist, and a cold air flowed through the stone-paved plaza. At its center, a small shadow stood alone, a dagger in hand.

"Hmph…! Hah…!"

Though she grunted, her legs were unsteady. Hero Ares Scarlet. A "provisional hero" who still lacked both confidence and power.

"Your footing there is weak. Your body isn’t riding the wind rhythmically."

The one approaching as she spoke was Tiris, the Elf swordswoman. With beautiful movements that seemed to cut the wind, she corrected Ares’s grip on the sword.

"You’re putting too much of your fear into the sword. You don’t ‘cut’, you ‘flow’."

"Master,,,, it, it’s so difficult…"

Ares hung her head.

Just then, Koni-chan appeared, her round body swaying. The Troll girl looked just like a chubby fairy. She was wearing an apron and holding a parcel in her hands.

"Tiris~, you’re overdoing the master thing~! Time for an onigiri break!"

"Eh, but it’s only been ten minutes since we started…?"

"We have to fix your spirit with onigiri before it breaks~!"

A hefty, triangular onigiri was placed in Ares’s hand. One bite, and the gentle flavor of salmon spread through her mouth. Tears welled up in her eyes without her realizing it.

"…It’s delicious… Somehow… I feel like I can keep going…"

"That’s right~! Koni-chan is the onigiri fairy, after all~!"

"Eh, so… you really were a fairy…!"

Two shadows were watching this scene from the edge of the plaza.

"Well now, she’s got more guts than I thought."

The one who appeared speaking was Defray, an Orc warrior clad in thick muscles and leather armor.

"Yo. I’m Defray, Orc Captain of the Demon Lord’s Army, Outer Combat Division. Might is power, but I’ll be a delicate instructor. Nice to meet ya, Hero-chan."

Appearing from behind him, as if carried on a cold wind, was Amy of the Lizardman Tribe. She was a mage who exuded a calm, intellectual air.

"Your breathing for spells, the use of your body, and how you maintain your spirit. They are all worth retraining. I too will become your ‘master’. In the Demon Lord’s army style, that is."

"Eh!? The, the Demon Lord’s army!? A-are you all… monsters…"

Ares’s eyes went wide.

"Yup! We’re a~ll active members of the Demon Lord’s army~!"

Koni-chan declared with a grin.

Tiris continued.

"Ares. That Hobgoblin you first met, the one you begged for your life and ran from, he is both the ‘first entrance’ and the ‘first gate’ to becoming this world’s hero."

"The first entrance… gate…?"

Amy continued quietly.

"As you are now, you’d just run away again. But…"

Defray clenched his fist.

"This time is different. We are your masters. You’re not alone."

Tiris placed a hand on Ares’s shoulder.

"That is why we have gathered here. To train you, to nurture you, to guide you."

"So that the crybaby hero can become the ‘real thing’!"

Ares felt a warmth spread through her chest. They were not mocking her or pushing her away. They were standing here now as her "masters."

"I… I’ll do it. I’ll show you I can become strong!"

Koni-chan shouted.

"Alright! Let’s all work together and defeat Mamoru the Hobgoblin in the first cave~!"

"""Yeah—!"""

The voices of her comrades echoed through the village sky. The girl who had been a crybaby now took her "first step" toward changing the world, together with her four masters plus Mamoru.

The Hobgoblin Mamoru watched them quietly from the shadow of a tree.



		
			Chapter 119

			The Respective Masters

			In Himeria. Just as the soft morning sun began to shine on the village. Hero Ares Scarlet was made to stand in the middle of the plaza.

Standing before her was Tiris, the Elf swordswoman. Her long, silver-gleaming hair flowed down her back, and in her hand, she held a thick swordsmanship textbook.

"Very well. From today, we will now begin Hero Ares’s ‘Basic Swordsmanship Curriculum’."

"S-sensei… I am in your care."

Tiris’s posture was so perfect that Ares couldn’t help but call her "Sensei." Opening the textbook and taking a wooden sword in hand, the instruction began matter-of-factly, just like a school class.

"A sword is not something to be swung about. It’s not even something you wield. You ‘channel’ through it.

You channel your will, not your strength, as if tracing the path of the wind."

Tiris’s sword flashed. It cut the wind and sliced the air, drawing a beautiful arc.

"This is the introductory stance, ‘Spirit Style: Swallow Form’. Now, you try."

Ares awkwardly took her stance and swung the sword, trying to mimic what she saw.

"…H-huh? Sensei, the wind isn’t channeling through properly…"

"To begin with, your elbow is too high. Keep your armpits lightly closed. The sword is an extension of your arm, the angle should be forty-five degrees, and your center of gravity should be in the middle of your waist. You need to use your body more."

Tiris’s instruction was detailed. But it was thorough. She would demonstrate the explanations from the textbook exactly as they were written, and if necessary, she would even draw diagrams.

"Tiris-sensei… is somehow so serious she’s scary…"

"How rude. If you aren’t serious, you’ll be the one cut by the sword."

Even amidst such exchanges, Ares’s stance gradually began to improve.

After finishing the morning’s swordsmanship lecture, they moved on to practical life training with the Orc Defray, also known as the "Fried Rice Arc."

"What I’m teaching you today is… Orc style! Fail-proof fried rice!"

"What’s with that declaration!"

Defray stood with a frying pan in one hand. At his side, a raw egg and freshly cooked white rice were already prepared.

"Just remember this one thing, Hero-chan. With fried rice, you mix the egg and rice together first. That’s a beginner’s lifeline!"

"Eh!? You mean, not in the frying pan… you mix them beforehand!?"

"That’s right! By coating the rice with egg like this, it won’t get mushy when you stir-fry it. The rice repels the oil that way, and it turns out nice and fluffy!"

Defray’s arms, mixing with a smug look on his face, were those of a master Chinese chef.

"Alright. Heat the pan, and when it starts to smoke, that’s the signal!"

"It’s smoking! There’s a lot of smoke!"

The egg-coated rice was tossed into the sizzling hot pan, making a `juwaaaa` sound. Green onions, chashu pork, and seasonings were skillfully added, and a savory crackling sound filled the air.

"Done. This is the Orc-style fried rice that will help you survive the battlefield!"

Ares tried to copy him. She burned it a little, but it held its shape. The taste of the meal she made herself was kinder and warmer than anything else.

From the afternoon, it was the "Weapon Maintenance Lecture" with the Lizardman Amy.

"Before you handle a sword, you must know its blade. A dull blade is a ‘dull will’." Amy spoke calmly as she soaked a whetstone with water.

"The sharpening angle for a sword is fifteen degrees. Use the surface of the stone evenly, and slide it as if you are pulling."

Sha, sha… sha.

The sound was a mix of tension and calm.

"Apply the oil thinly. If you put on too much, it becomes too sticky, and the sharpness will suffer. A sword is your mirror. If you care for it, it will reflect your heart."

Though the Lizardman Amy’s fingers were covered in scales, her touch on the tools was exceptionally gentle.

"I thought weapons were something more… frightening…"

"No. If you trust and care for it, a weapon will protect you."

A glint of light from the sword reflected in Ares’s eyes.

And in the evening, the day ended with a strength-training stroll with Koni-chan.

"Ares-cha~n, today is ’10 hill dashes, then onigiri refueling, then ab time’~!"

"K-Koni-chan, the order of that training is totally bugged!"

Laughing, crying, she still managed to complete it all. A definite "strength" was building up in Ares’s body.

That night, as Ares thought of her comrades’ smiles, she looked up at the window and murmured.

"This time… I want to defeat that first Hobgoblin… with my own power."

Her voice may have been small, but her will was stronger than anyone’s. The Hobgoblin Mamoru watched them quietly from the shadow of a tree.



		
			Chapter 120

			To the Hobgoblin's Cave, Leaving Her Tears Behind

			Deep in the forest, shrouded in mist, stood the Hobgoblin’s cave. It was the place where Hero Ares Scarlet had once begged for her life and fled, crying.

But there was no reason to run anymore.

Her days in Himeria village. Tiris, who taught her the sword. Defray, who cooked with her. Amy, who taught her weapon maintenance. And Koni-chan, who supported her heart and body through strength training.

She had a place to return to, and masters who had her back.

"…I’m going."

Ares murmured as she stepped into the cave. The air was damp. The wind made a low, groaning sound. The air was thick with the scent of battle.

She advanced deeper, and the door to the same great hall as that day appeared before her. She pushed open the heavy door to reveal the throne room.

"Boss! That crybaby hero girl is here again!"

A group of goblins waiting by the throne stirred.

And then, a shadow slowly rose from the throne.

A burly physique, sharp fangs, an arm gripping a heavy club. From the depths of the shadow, a low laugh echoed.

"Fufu… Well come, hero."

His voice seemed to hold a strange mix of composure and nostalgia.

"Your destiny ends here! Dieeee!!"

With a roar, the magic-infused club shattered the ground.

Fear and courage once again intersected in the throne room.

And at its center, the Hobgoblin boss, Mamoru, stood like a guardian king.

"Dieeee!!"

A heavy roar echoed through the throne room. The club slammed into the ground, making the stone floor tremble. But it was just an intimidation tactic. A performance of terror befitting a boss. It was Mamoru’s duty as the "opening act boss."

Ares readied her sword, planting her trembling feet firmly on the ground.

"I… I won’t cry anymore. I won’t run! I have four masters with me!"

She shouted as she ran forward. She swung her sword. Its trajectory was still unskilled and crude. But it was undeniably "straighter" than that day.

Mamoru made no attempt to dodge the sword. The clumsy thrust struck him in the chest.

(Ah… that didn’t hurt, but she pushed me. Alright, time to fall down.)

"Guah!!? Wh-why… could I… be defeated by such a little girl…!?" He recoiled dramatically and collapsed in something like slow motion. He fell theatrically, taking care not to hit the back of his head.

—Thud!

In the silence, Hero Ares stood frozen. The hand holding her sword was trembling finely.

"…D-did I… defeat him?"

"You did it, you’re amazing!!" Defray ran over to her. Tiris, Amy, and Koni-chan followed.

"Your stance was magnificent," Tiris said with a smile.

"That final blow, your blade was properly aligned," Amy nodded.

"The onigiri power worked!" Koni-chan bounced up and down.

Ares looked around at her masters in disbelief.

"D-did I… really defeat him…?"

"You certainly defeated the Hobgoblin!" her masters praised her in unison.

At the back of the throne room, the fallen Mamoru quietly opened his eyes, a slight smile on his lips.

(That crybaby, to come this far… in just a few days. Seriously, she’s something else.) (…But well, effort is only rewarded when there’s a stage for it, right?) (Yeah, I have to at least pretend to lose… or her masters will lose face.)

Muttering this in his heart, Mamoru quietly closed his eyes, as if his "role" was complete.

The throne room was filled with the laughter of his comrades. Hero Ares’s first step in this world had finally, truly begun.



		
			Chapter 121

			Epilogue: The Heroine's Independence and Departure

			The sun rose, and Himeria village welcomed another quiet, peaceful morning. But the central plaza was filled with a different kind of buzz than usual.

"…Well then, I’m off!"

Waving with a bright smile was the red-haired hero, Ares Scarlet.

She was no longer the crybaby she once was.

She carried a well-maintained sword, wore a hand-sewn cape, and had a pouch filled with onigiri.

Her four masters, Tiris, Amy, Defray, and Koni-chan, watched her go with pride.

"Make sure you eat your vegetables!"

"Polish your sword as soon as you use it!"

"If you’re having trouble, come right back!"

"If the onigiri go bad on the way, just throw them out~!"

Words of encouragement and slightly clumsy concern flew about. Ares took them all in and nodded with a smile.

She was heading off on her journey to defeat the Demon Lord.

Eventually, Ares made her way to the village exit. And just beyond, in the shade of the trees in the forest, a single figure quietly saw her off.

"…Heh. She’s really become something, hasn’t she."

The one muttering to himself while trying to hide his exceptionally large body in the shade of a tree was the Hobgoblin Mamoru. Though he had given his all playing the part of the "jobber" in the throne room, he was now just another mob character in the shadows.

"Hey, why are you peeking from behind a tree?" Koni-chan asked quietly from behind him.

"You… why are you here!? Well, you see… it’s a common trope in anime, right? When the protagonist is leaving on a journey at the end, the mysterious master-like character sees them off from the shadows!"

"Huh, but isn’t that for the ‘secretly strong ally on the side’ position? Not the jobber boss?"

"Mghh…!"

Beside them, Amy and Defray were chuckling.

"Looks like… you completely missed your chance to come out of the shadows."

"Even if you came out now, it’d just make things awkward, so I think you’re fine right there."

"…Shut up!!"

By the time Mamoru shouted, Ares’s figure had already disappeared deep into the forest.

"…Heh. Go on, hero." Mamoru murmured in a small voice that no one could hear. On his face was a strange pride, a little like a master, a little like an older brother, and a little like a father.

And so, the crybaby hero Ares Scarlet, with the love of her many masters (and a goblin) at her back, set off on her journey to defeat the Demon Lord.

Until the day they meet again. She won’t cry, she won’t run, and she won’t forget her courage.

And Mamoru continues to watch from the shadows today. Because, you see, it was all part of his "Star of the Giants" act.



		
			Chapter 122

			The Master-Disciple Relationship, Again?

			The great city of Mildo. Under a bridge at its entrance, a hero was crying again today.

"Defeating the Demon Lord... n-no way, it’s impossible...!"

In the darkness under the bridge, Hero Ares Scarlet was curled up into a ball, muttering to herself in a small voice. Her belongings were scattered, her sword lay on the ground, and the proof of her hero status was upside down in the mud.

"Can I just go home already!? Hey, someone! Can I please just quit this journey!?"

But there was no reply. Of course there wasn't. She was completely alone right now.

"…Haa… everyone was so amazing, and strong… Why am I the only one who’s…"

Yes, she was a crybaby. An absolute crybaby, with self-esteem that scraped the bottom of the barrel. She was so afraid of fighting she couldn't even hold her sword, and she had an unprecedented style where she would start by prostrating herself the moment an enemy appeared.

"Eh? But… someone like me… I’ll just die right away… and get eaten… and my clothes will get torn…!"

Her negative thoughts and terrible imaginings were endless.

And yet, the reason she continued her journey was because of a tiny memory that remained in her heart.

The boss of the Hobgoblin cave she had first fought. Green skin, a protruding nose, sharp teeth. But after the battle, he had watched her from the shadows of the trees as she fled, crying. If she could just meet that person… no, that monster, one more time.

"…But… maybe I want to try being a hero a little longer…"

With that fervent memory in her heart, Ares wiped her tears and finally lifted her head. Just then, a sweet and savory scent drifted to her on the wind.

"…Eh, this smell…"

The fragrant, somehow nostalgic smell of grilled corn. Drawn by the scent, Ares found herself in a plaza, standing frozen before a certain stall.

There, crouching down as if folding his massive body to make himself smaller, was that same "monster-like man," carefully grilling skewers.

"H-h… hello… um, one corn on the cob… p-please…"

To the faltering Ares, the man turned around, still holding his tongs.

"Here ya go, fresh off the grill. …You’re that crybaby hero, right?"

"Pyaaaah!?" Ares immediately dropped into a formal kneeling prostration right where she stood.

"I’m sorry! I’m so sorryyyy! I won’t cry anymore! Probably!"

"Yeah, you’re crying. And what’s with that prostration, is it a reflex?"

"…Wait… eh? C-could it be…"

As the trembling Ares slowly raised her head, the man at the corn stall turned away, as if to slightly hide his face.

"I am a monster… with green skin, a protruding nose, and sharp teeth. That’s right, I am none other than ‘Mamoru the Hobgoblin’."

"It really is youuuu!!"

Ares’s eyes went wide as she shouted.

Finding it far too boring to wait in the throne room of the Hobgoblin cave until the hero defeated the Demon Lord, Mamoru had nothing better to do. So he had secretly followed the crybaby hero Ares. It was a parent’s heart, lost on the child. No, a master who can't leave his disciple alone. In any case, Mamoru, unable to bear the sight of the utterly pathetic Hero Ares, made contact with Ares Scarlet once again to retrain her.

To be continued.



		
			Chapter 123

			I'm a Reincarnator and I've Already Cleared This Game

			At a stall in the back alleys of Mildo, filled with the fragrant smell of grilled corn. The Hobgoblin Mamoru watched the trembling hero out of the corner of his eye as he turned a skewer.

"…Hey, I know this is late to ask, but you are a hero, right?"

"Y-yes, I am…! B-but it’s impossible…!"

As expected, Ares Scarlet was curled up and sobbing with her whole body. She had cried yesterday. She was crying today. She would probably cry tomorrow.

Mamoru let out a long sigh and then spoke abruptly.

"You know, I’ve already cleared this game world once."

"…Huh? C-cleared… what?"

"Basically, I was originally a human, and after I died, I reincarnated and became a Hobgoblin. My previous life was reset after I cleared it, and now, here I am, reincarnated as a Hobgoblin again. So this is my second Hobgoblin monster life."

Ares’s mouth fell open, a half-eaten piece of grilled corn stopping mid-way to her lips.

"Eeeh!? S-so, you’re like a secret final boss!?"

"Nah, I’m the first jobber boss. You ran away crying last time, right? That was me, on my second Hobgoblin go-around."

"Hieeeeeeee!! That’s too scary."

"Don’t cry. I’m not done talking."

Mamoru placed the skewer on a plate and spoke directly to Ares.

"I came here to set this game world straight. This time, I’m here to raise a ‘true hero’ who can save the world."

"Eh… m-me…? But, I’m… weak… I’m sorr…"

"Don’t cry!!"

"I-I’m sorryyyyyy!!"

"…Listen up, from today, you’re my student. Call me Coach!" Ares blinked her eyes.

"Eh… Coach…?"

"That’s right. From today, I’m your coach. However, power harassment and sexual harassment are absolutely forbidden! I will absolutely abide by this one rule."

"Th-thank goodness… you’re not a weird coach… (though you are a scary monster)."

Mamoru stabbed a wooden stick into the ground and began to write in large letters.

‘Hero Retraining Program, Hobgoblin Style’

◆ True Hero Retraining Program ◆ ~Seven Special Training Regimens to Forge a Crybaby, Good-for-nothing Hero into a Fine Warrior~

①【Cultivating Self-Esteem】 Every day, write down one thing you "accomplished." We start by learning to like yourself.

②【Strengthening Basic Stamina】 A two-lap run through the forest every morning. Even if you cry, you walk. If you rest, you do double the sit-ups.

③【Improving Life Skills】 Level up your cooking with Defray’s special fried rice. Mix the egg with the rice first!

④【Fear Overcoming Training】 If you say "I can’t" or "I’m scared," you must do ten minutes of formal kneeling plus abdominal breathing on the spot.

⑤【Weekly Mission】 Accumulate "I did it!" moments by completing simple requests. Start by walking a puppy.

⑥【No-Crying Challenge】 Get a candy reward on days you don’t cry (mint, strawberry, or mystery flavor).

⑦【Improving Communication Skills】 Talk to a stranger at least three times a day. Topics like the weather or temperature are recommended.

"There are seven of them. …Th-that’s a lot…!"

"That’s how many assignments have piled up from all the times you cried and ran away. Once you clear them all, the route to defeating the Demon Lord will open."

"Eeeeeh!? I-is that really what a ‘hero’ does…?"

"Being a hero isn’t about the ‘power to fight’. It’s about the ‘courage to stand up’. So it’s okay to cry. But you have to walk! Draw your sword! Trust your comrades!"

With tears still in her eyes, Ares tightly gripped her corn on the cob.

"…But… maybe… I want to try…"

Mamoru grinned.

"That’s the spirit. First, take one step forward, Hero Ares. Starting today, it’s going to be hell, you know?"

"Hieeeeeeeeeeeee!!" Thus began the tears, sweat, and hellish true hero training program of the "crybaby heroine Ares Scarlet" and her Hobgoblin coach, Mamoru. All to keep Mamoru from getting bored… ( ＾ω＾）



		
			Chapter 124

			The Maiden of the Demon Lord's Army, Zombie Count Robele, Appears!

			North of the town of Mildo. Deep in a misty, gloomy forest, there stood a single eerie mansion covered in rose vines.

"W-wow… Th-that building really looks like a ‘den of necromantic monsters’…" said Hero Ares Scarlet with a trembling voice. Mamoru, his hood pulled down low, nodded.

"No doubt about it. The one inside is… one of the Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings, Zombie Count Robele."

"Hiee!? A-a zombie!? I’m not good with horror stuff, you know!"

"Don’t worry. Neither am I. Except for the looks."

Guiiiii…

Suddenly, the heavy iron door of the mansion opened on its own. And there appeared a figure in a frilly black nobleman’s outfit that swayed like a skirt, with a rose eyepatch over one eye, an elegant curled wig… but half of his face was a skull. A person of such appearance could only be one in this world.

"Oh my♡ Are you visitors? Welcome, you cute little things♡"

"…………Eh?"

Hero Ares’s thoughts came to a halt. Even Mamoru froze in place.

"Oh, don’t stare at me like that♡ My name is Zombie Count Robele-sama♡ As you can see, I might be a little bit of a skeleton, but on the inside I’m 100% maiden, you know~♡"

While poking his skeletal cheek (?) with a finger, Robele spread his arms and twirled around.

"Come, come, don’t be shy, please come in♡ It’s just about time for afternoon tea. Today we have lavender tea and cake, and you know, I also have some new embroidered handkerchiefs♡"

"Eh… So, one of the Four Heavenly Kings is a zombie and a cross-dresser with maidenly hobbies…!?"

"Who are you calling a zombie! How rude♡ (Even though I am a zombie.)"

Mamoru let out an exasperated sigh, but his eyes widened when he saw the embroidered handkerchief on the table.

"…Th-this level of detail… it’s like a work of art…"

"Fufufu♡ I’m so happy to hear that~! This ‘Autumn Wind and the Shiratama Rabbit’ was a masterpiece that took me three whole months♡"

"A-amazing…!"

"He’s way more of a maiden than I thought…!!"

And just like that, they plunged into a discussion of tea, idle chat, and embroidery.

Ares, on the verge of tears, said, "I’ve never even touched a sewing machine…," but for some reason, Robele embroidered "A・S" on the corner of a handkerchief for her, and in the end, they became good friends.

Then, as they were leaving.

"Robele-san…"

"What is it, Hero-chan♡"

"Um… would you… come with us…? You may be one of the Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings, but… you’re kind, and wonderful, and reliable…"

"Kyaaaa♡ I feel like you just confessed your love to meeee♡" Robele, despite being all skeleton, blushed a bright pink (or so it seemed).

"It’s a deal♡ The maidenly zombie makes her grand entrance♡ It’s decided, I’m joining the hero’s party~~♡"

"…Seriously?" Mamoru thought. He’s a zombie and a cross-dresser.

And so, the crybaby hero Ares’s first companion turned out to be one of the Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings, a maidenly, half-skeletal, cross-dressing nobleman, making for a most unusual start to her party.



		
			Chapter 125

			The Heroine Gets Captured!?

			"Wh-why meeee!?"

In a spacious stone prison cell. Enveloped in the dark, damp air, the crybaby hero Ares was crying again today. The reason was clear.

She had been traveling happily with a zombie from the Demon Lord's army, and upon entering the royal capital, she, the hero, was arrested on suspicion of treason.

"B-but… that person (the zombie) is so good at embroidery and so kind, and his tea smells so wonderful…"

"That testimony is only making it worse… are you an idiot?" Outside the cell, the soldiers were whispering.

"Just as I thought. I knew there was something off about that hero girl."

"To think she was in league with the Demon Lord’s army…"

"Nah, she’d just be used by them. She seems like a pushover."

Inside the cell, Ares sat huddled with her knees to her chest, trembling.

"…I knew someone like me couldn’t be a hero… I want to go home…"

Just then.

A suspicious person wearing a bucket on their head descended from a gap in the cell’s ceiling.

"…Yo, is this any time to be crying, hero?"

"Eh? A bucket?"

"Nah, it’s a disguise."

"Eh? Sensei!? Wait, not sensei! Not master, Coach!?"

"You’re too loud!! You’ll blow my cover!!" The man in the bucket was the Hobgoblin Mamoru.

Having heard that Ares was captured in the royal capital, he had disguised himself as a janitor with a bucket and mop and snuck in.

"What are you doing… If you have time to cry, you should be protesting. Fighting. Making your case."

"B-but… to not even be trusted by humans… I’m just…"

Mamoru placed a hand on Ares’s head, patting it gently.

"Listen up. ‘Allies’ aren’t determined by a banner, but by actions. Whether they’re human, or a zombie, or a Hobgoblin like me… if you have even one person who believes in you, that’s an ‘ally’."

With tears in her eyes, Ares gave a small nod.

"Alright, let’s break out."

"Eh!? Right now!?"

Mamoru pulled out, for some reason, a vinyl umbrella from his waist.

"It’s the ultimate equipment for deflecting the guards’ line of sight. Combined with the bucket, I’m invincible."

"In what way!?"

Their escape, acted out as a "newbie cleaning crew duo" with a bucket and mop while dodging the guards’ eyes, proceeded surprisingly smoothly, protected by the soldiers’ comments of "The floor is so shiny…"

But waiting for them at the exit was…

"You’re so slo~w♡ I was going to come get you, but I thought I’d be considerate and wait♡"

It was Zombie Count Robele.

Apparently, Robele had entered the royal capital on an invitation for an embroidery contest.

"H-how did you get in!?"

"For an embroidered dress exhibition♡ I won the grand prize for my ‘Queen of Roses Who Blooms Even in Death’♡"

"That’s way too amazing!!"

The three of them then boarded Robele’s "emergency princess carriage" and, unbelievably, broke through the main gate of the royal capital.

Mamoru spoke.

"You said something good back there, didn’t you. That allies are determined by actions. Robele here, he might look like this, but he’s been an ‘ally’ all along, you know?"

Ares smiled, her face on the verge of tears.

"…Thank you. Coach… And Robele-san, too…. I want to become stronger." Then she looked up at the sky and murmured.

"Being a ‘hero’… isn’t about your position, is it. It’s about your resolve."

Mamoru, embarrassed, pulled the bucket down further over his head.

"You say something good once in a while, don’t you."

The emergency princess carriage raced toward the setting sun.

"Tomorrow will surely be a happy day, ohohoho♡"

Robele surely winked, I think, with his skull side. Though he doesn't have eyelids.



		
			Chapter 126

			The Dress of Death and the Burning Village

			It was sudden news.

"This is terrible! Robele-san’s hometown, the Village of the Dead, Vastillier… is burning!!"

"Eh…?"

Ares’s voice trembled.

"Burning? What do you mean?"

"Uuuu… um, a human extermination squad, based on false information, attacked it thinking it was a stronghold of the Demon Lord’s army remnants…"

"They burned it down, the entire village! Even the dress workshop!!!"

Upon hearing the news, Robele dropped his embroidery frame on the floor, his face paling (though his skin was already gray).

"…My ‘Unfinished Wedding Collection 2025’… is turning to… ash…!!"

Then, he slowly stood up.

A fire of anger and sadness dwelled in his eyes.

"I won’t forgive them… No matter what anyone says, that place was ‘my home’!! It was a village filled with the sweat of embroidery, the tears of tea, the stench of death, and love…!!"

The Village of the Dead, Vastillier, was, true to its name, a village where the "dead" lived quiet lives. Zombies, skeletons, and mummies all learning embroidery together, making a living through sewing. It was Robele’s origin, a peaceful hidden village for his demonic comrades.

And into this place poured the human "Demon Lord Army Subjugation Force."

"Exterminate all the monsters!!"

"The dead live here? So what! The living are justice!!"

Flames and swords rained down, and the old zombies and mummies who had been quietly holding their needles fell, one by one.

Dresses, handkerchiefs, the loving stitches, all went up in flames…

Fire spread to the roof of the "Undead Handicraft Academy" in the center of the village, and the embroidered dresses burned a brilliant red.

"Please… stop…! They weren’t even fighting…!!"

Ares’s cry was drowned out by the sound of burning trees.

Mamoru stared into the flames and muttered.

"…So this is what ‘human justice’ is."

The rising maiden (half-skeleton) Robele was crying. In the fire, he clutched a scorched frill, standing unsteadily.

"Look… my children…"

"This embroidery, how much time it took to get this far…!"

"And yet…! And yet!!"

Flames, tears, and anger mixed in his eyes.

"I am so angry nowwwwwwwwwwwwww!!!!"

Suddenly, Robele screamed and threw back his burning cape.

"I will ab-so-lute-ly not forgive you! Don't think you can do whatever you want just because you're alive!! ‘Even the dead have their dignity, you knowwwwwww!!!’"

And he drew his frilled undead rapier. Its tip was stitched with glowing embroidery thread. Like a blade of love and anger.

"Ares-chan, let’s do this!"

"Y-yes, sirrrr!!"

Ares gripped her sword too. That sword was also adorned with a "fabric sword belt" that Robele had embroidered.

Parrying the human soldiers’ swords, running through the flames, Ares finally confronted the enemy leader on her own.

"I… I want to become a ‘hero’ who can protect someone!"

She swung her sword. Her trembling legs were supported by the teachings of her comrades.

At her back was Mamoru. And Robele. There was the embroidery they had protected with their lives, and their dreams.

"That’s why I will fight!!"

For the first time, for someone else’s sake, she confidently swung her sword.

Her blade became a wind that cut through the flames of the village of the dead.



		
			Chapter 127

			Robele's Tears, Ares's Resolve

			The Village of the Dead, Vastillier, was the village where Robele had once grown up with embroidery and love. But now, it was a scorched land enveloped in flames, with the smell of black smoke and burnt cloth hanging in the air.

At its center stood a man clad in madness.

"Kuha… kuhuhu, a’aaah~~!"

"I’m the messenger of justice, Drunkard-sama! God told me to kill and burn all the monsters!!"

Heavy Drunkard, commander of the human anti-Demon Lord remnant extermination squad. He had made a name for himself on the battlefield, but his mind had broken in the midst of the fighting. Now, controlled by drugs, alcohol, and the voice of a "god only he could hear," he had become a tyrant who brandished a madness called justice.

"A zombie is talking… guhehe… hahahahaha! Stinking corpses gotta be burned, turn 'em to ash and mix 'em with the air… breathe it in and you become justice…!"

Heavy Drunkard wrapped a bandage around his own arm, then licked the countless injection marks exposed beneath it with his finger, grinning.

"To get strong, ya know, ya gotta drink. All sorts of things… like zombie bone powder!"

"You’re a zombie, ain’t ya!? You’re dead, ain’t ya!? Don’t come back to life!? Don’t you wear a dresssss!!!"

His greatsword casually tore through the tattered remnants of a zombie’s embroidery.

"S-stooooooopppp!!"

Robele shrieked.

"That lace… one of the children of this village sewed that!!" But Heavy Drunkard wouldn’t listen. He foamed at the mouth as he raved, swinging a liquor bottle while humming a nonsensical song.

"You’re the hero, ain’t ya? Do somethin’ about it, yaaaaa!!"

Ares’s eyes quietly burned with anger.

"Stop itttttttttt!!" Robele screamed. His voice trembled with tears.

"Give me back my birthplace! My home! My dresses! My familyyyyyy!!"

Ares gripped her sword tightly.

Anger was in the depths of her eyes. Within the girl who had always been crying, a definite "flame" had been lit.

"I won’t let someone like you laugh at the dead!!"

And she swung her sword.

Heavy Drunkard was laughing.

"Ooh, scary, little missy. The girl hero is angry~"

Their swords clashed. But the drugged man’s movements were fast. The drugs had pushed his body beyond its limits.

But Ares shouted.

"For Robele-san!"

"For my comrades!"

"I will become a ‘hero who fights’!!"

A full-force slash!

The sword sent sparks flying and blew Heavy Drunkard’s shield away!

"Gah…!"

His crazed laughter stopped.

"You… for a hero, you actually… gh, ugh… uwaah…!"

Stumbling and collapsing, Heavy Drunkard fell unconscious.

Silence spread through the area.

After the battle, Robele stood alone in the center of the burnt village. Where his embroidery classroom once stood. The floral curtains, the silk practice cloths, nothing remained.

"…Will I… be able to do embroidery again…?"

His murmur was so quiet it seemed to vanish on the wind.

Just then. Something was gently offered to him from behind.

A small piece of thread and cloth. It was Ares.

With her dirt-covered hands, she had taken it from her tattered pouch and gently handed it over.

"Robele-san. I’m not very good at sewing, but…"

"But let’s… make something together again."

Tears once again welled in Robele’s eyes.

"…I shouldn’t cry. My makeup will run…"

Robele was speechless, just staring at the cloth. Then, he clutched it to his chest and gave a small laugh.

"Fufu… this is… the second time a hero has made me cry, ohohoho."

And far away, Mamoru, who had been watching from the shade of a tree, muttered.

"…Hmph, not bad, ‘hero’."

The Hobgoblin coach teared up as he watched his disciple grow with certainty.



		
			Chapter 128

			The Princess, the Prison, and the Slime

			The stone prison of the royal capital. In the cold air, Hero Ares sat inside a cell with her hands bound.

"We always get captured whenever we come to the royal capital, don't we~♡"

"H-how did it come to thissss…!" Ares collapsed against the wall, crying. Beside her, Zombie Count Robele, draped in tattered cloth, was quietly practicing his embroidery (which he was, for some reason, allowed to do).

"Ohoho… Ares-chan, don’t cry. The prison’s humidity is bad for your skin, you know."

The trouble had started the day before. Ares and Robele had arrived in the human royal capital, Riserum, and were immediately reported as "remnants of the Demon Lord’s army" at a private inn and promptly arrested.

The deciding factor was a rumor that the kingdom’s princess had been "colluding with the Demon Lord’s army."

"I can’t believe… that princess was an acquaintance of yours, Robele-san…!"

"Ufufu… because we were in an embroidery club together a long time ago…♡"

Robele seemed a little embarrassed.

Just as Ares’s despair was about to peak, the prison floor quivered with a `purun`.

"Hiee!? Wh-what was that!?"

"Ya~an, Robele-chan♡ It’s been so loooooong~!"

Suddenly, a jiggly blue mass of slime appeared from the prison floor, `muni`, and shifted into a human shape. It then transformed into a girl in a form-fitting dress, leaving Ares speechless.

"Th-the slime… talked!?"

"Let me introduce you, Ares-chan. This is Slime Princess Lumiere. She’s my best friend."

"I came to save you♡ I believed you weren't a bad person, Hero-chan!"

Lumiere winked with her perfectly round eyes, then slipped her entire body through the iron bars with a `surun` and unlocked the cell.

"Come on, let’s escape~! Being executed is no joke, you know~~~♪"

"W-wait, you can’t just do that!"

Robele was already preparing his escape as if in a dance. Ares was dragged along, crying, out of the cell. (Why am I always breaking out of prison? I'm supposed to be a hero.)

The Slime Princess’s abilities were versatile. She could enter keyholes to pick locks. Pass through cracks in the walls to scout. She even slipped into a soldier’s boot, tickled him until he writhed in agony, and passed by.

"Pupu, the rate at which these soldiers are weak to tickling is way too high~♡"

"Lumiere-chan, how can you do all this…?"

"Ares-chan. I hated ‘discriminating’ between monsters and humans. That’s why I’m aiming for a world where the Demon Lord’s army and humans can coexist!"

Ares gasped at those words.

(…She’s serious.)

When they escaped the dungeon and the night wind brushed against her cheeks, Ares’s feet stopped.

"I… have to get stronger."

"Eh?"

"Because… there are so many people like Robele-san and Lumiere-san among humans, too… If I can’t protect them, I can’t call myself a hero!" Her expression was different from before, filled with an unwavering resolve.

Robele smiled.

"It seems… your ‘embroidery’ has finally begun."

"Eh, eh? What do you mean, embroidery?"

"I’m talking about your heart♡"

And far away, Mamoru, who had been watching from the shade of a tree, muttered.

"...The ‘hero’ is starting to gather comrades connected by the heart."

The Hobgoblin coach teared up as he watched his disciple grow with certainty.



		
			Chapter 129

			The Shadow Clad in Darkness

			The Royal Capital Roselia. Beneath its brilliant facade existed an underground section that never saw the light of day. This space, once a sewage facility, had now become a dark experimentation ground under the unknown name of the National Regeneration Research Bureau.

Mage-light bulbs hanging from the ceiling flickered irregularly, `chika`, `chika`. Beneath their cold light were countless human figures trapped behind iron bars. Humans, demons, and "hybrids" that were neither, all moaned in pain.

"Medication level seven, report the results. The next individual is a Slime and Lizardman hybrid. No change in the reaction curve."

As the white-coated researchers emotionlessly continued their record-keeping, the sound of a single footstep echoed from the deepest darkness.

`Gih`, `gih`… It sounded like a staff tapping against the floor.

What appeared was a single, peculiar man.

He wore a military uniform cloak over his white coat. He was tall and gaunt, and the eyes glittering behind his glasses held both madness and conviction.

His name was Valdro Grams, Minister of Armaments.

A key figure in the kingdom’s military reform and a fanatic who advocated for "human selection through evolution."

The staff in his hand was rumored to be made from the bones of a demon recovered during the war against the Demon Lord.

"…It seems the inferior species are making a fuss again. Zombies, slimes, hobgoblins… it’s like a freak show."

His voice was quiet and calm, but more terrifying than anything else.

"The ‘design of God’ is a world where only pure humans are the rulers. We must never acknowledge filthy half-breeds."

He caressed a test tube with the tip of his staff, and the liquid inside instantly turned a murky, dark red.

"From today, this research facility will transition to the selection phase. The weak shall perish. Only the strong will inherit this nation."

By Valdro’s command, the "hybrids" were dragged one by one to the operating table.

Those with demon blood were to be dismantled. Humans who sympathized with demons were to be re-educated. Those who could withstand the enhancement drugs were to be reconstructed as "new soldiers."

Yes, this was not a simple experiment. This was the kingdom’s preparation for a new holy war.

And the name of this legion of weapons was…

"Lux Legion (Legion of Light)."

The "absolute justice unit" that embodied human justice. As its first wave, a "completed" prototype was already awakening deep underground.

A single figure lay in a cryogenic sleep device. She was once a girl born of a demon and a human, who had lived in the royal capital amidst discrimination and isolation. Now, with her emotions stripped away by Valdro’s hand, she was being resurrected as a "weapon."

"Now, ‘La Muse, the Silver Lamb’. You have but one role. To ‘purify’ this sullied world."

Hero Ares Scarlet had yet to learn of the terrifying plan and the darkness stirring.



		
			Chapter 130

			Character Introductions

			【Protagonist: Ares Scarlet】 (Female)

Race: Human

Age: 17

Title: Hero-in-Training / Hero in Name Only / Crybaby Hero

【Personality】

An absolute crybaby. Tends to prostrate herself upon first meeting an enemy. She is timid with very low self-esteem and is always trying to read the room. She is too scared to fight and cannot even swing a sword properly.

However, the sense of responsibility from having been "chosen as the hero" is rooted somewhere deep in her heart. Because of her honest and straightforward personality, she is easily influenced by the words of those she trusts. Behind her fear and anxiety lies a sleeping wish to "truly become strong."

【Catchphrases】

"N-no way, it’s impossible…!"

"I’m sorry! I’m so sorryyyy!"

"Can I just go home already!?"

"Eh? But… someone like me…"

"…But… maybe I want to try…"

【Protagonist: Mamoru】 (Male)

Race: Hobgoblin (Reincarnator)

Age: 38 in human life → 5 after reincarnation (in demon years)

Title: Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain (scheduled to evolve)

【Personality】

Having cleared this game world once before, he doesn’t panic or make a fuss even after being reset to his initial state. His insight and judgment are both excellent, and he is able to see the "potential of Hero Ares" that other demons miss. He possesses both a "spartan disposition" that fuels his desire to educate and a "caring nature." He has a mysterious desire to be a mentor, enjoying watching others grow, whether they are friend or foe.

【Catchphrases】

"If I don’t raise her, the world will end."

"Get strong. Survive. Then, the view you see will change too."

"You haven’t even ‘begun’ yet."

【Zombie Count Robele】 (Cross-dresser)

Race: Undead

Age: 9999 (in demon years)

Title: Zombie Lord (Former Demon Lord’s Four Heavenly Kings / Currently a free maidenly count)

【Personality】

Robele is a zombie nobleman with extreme maidenly hobbies. Even in death, he values noble pastimes and adores tea, embroidery, and his diary. His speech and behavior are somewhat elegant, yet mixed with slightly effeminate language and fairy-tale aspirations. He is reluctant to engage in war with humans, genuinely stating that he would "rather spend his time on lace-making than on conflict."

On the other hand, when angered, he possesses enough combat power to cause the surrounding miasma to run rampant, and his skill as a "Zombie Lord" was second to none even during his time in the Demon Lord’s army.

【Catchphrases】

"Oh dear, coming out of the grave is so hard on my back~♪"

"Both the living and the dead are connected by ribbons♡"

"My~~ what a cruel thing to say! But I don’t hate it♡"

"Will I… be able to do embroidery again…?"

"Hero-chan, your skin is so plump and supple, I’m so jealous…"

【Slime Princess Lumiere Melmel de Trois】

Race: High-grade Slime (Royal Family)

Age: Appears to be around 18, but her true age is unknown (said to have memories over 1000 years)

Title: Third Demon Royal Family’s Youngest / Himeria Kingdom’s "Friendship Ambassador (self-proclaimed)" / A pacifist who dreams of interspecies coexistence

【Personality】

A princess who is as pure and passionate as melting slime, but also somewhat absent-minded and spacey. Her conversational tempo is unique, and topics often slip and slide in a slime-like manner. She means no harm, however, and has a healing nature that lifts everyone up with a cheerful "heave-ho♪". She also enjoys physical "contact." She might give someone a slimy hug or stick to their cheek. To her, this is an "expression of friendship," but it often makes a poor first impression. She gets close to anyone, human or demon, with zero personal space. She tries to become friends with everyone right away, but her strange sense of distance sometimes leads to misunderstandings.

Due to her slime body’s properties, her information processing is fast, and she has high memory and analytical skills. She actually has a knack for politics and is secretly drafting a blueprint for a policy of coexistence between the Demon Lord’s army and humans.

【Catchphrases】

"Let’s go with the flow~♡"

"Ufufu, because I can do anything~"

"Robele-chan~, let’s do embroidery together again~♪"

【La Muse, the Silver Lamb】

Race: Human and Demon Hybrid (Humanoid × Demon)

※ An extremely rare hybrid species that is "strong against holy attributes and also adapted to demonic attributes."

Age: Appears to be 16-18 years old (true age unknown due to the effects of cryogenic sleep)

Title: The Silver Lamb (Experiment code name: L-MUSE)

【Personality】

Because her emotions are artificially controlled, she is expressionless and emotionless. She is obedient to orders, but a fragment of her humanity remains, and at times she "seems about to remember something." She sometimes reacts to sounds or words with something like "nostalgia," but she doesn’t understand what it is herself.

Originally, she was a very kind and timid child who was eager to be of use to someone. In the royal capital, she was discriminated against for being a "hybrid" and, despite feeling lonely, tried her best to smile. She loved animals, especially sheep, which she felt a strong affinity for.

She has a memory of saying, "I hope that one day, I can be a source of comfort for someone, too."

【Catchphrases】

"Eliminating."

"Target, confirmed… commencing attack."

"Order, completed."

"Unnecessary emotions have been deleted."

"Combat optimization complete. Executing mission."

"Commencing suppression… resistance is futile."



		
			Chapter 131

			Awakening of the Silver Empress

			Deep beneath the Roselia royal capital, in a research facility that was supposed to have been abandoned, the freezing air pulsed quietly.

A cryogenic sleep device. Inside, a single girl slept.

Silver hair, translucent skin, eyelids shut tight. Her name was La Muse. Once, she was a being born of a human and a demon, despised for her blood alone.

"Truly… beautiful. God was negligent in his selection. It is we who will correct it."

A man clad in a white coat, with an unnaturally perfect smile. The Minister of Armaments, Valdro.

The spearhead of human supremacism. A madman who sought to "create" human evolution through drugs and modifications for the sake of his ideals.

Valdro touched the terminal.

"Activation code: Silver Eden. Awaken, Silver Lamb…"

With a quiet warning tone, the cryogenic device opened.

The girl, no, the weapon, slowly opened her eyes.

"…System activated. Emotion protocol: severed."

Her voice was as inorganic as a machine’s.

"Elimination targets: demons, hybrids, those who resist orders."

In that instant, a massive torrent of light shot up from the underground, erupting in the center of the royal capital on the surface.

DOOOON!!!

The blast wave. Magic of ice and lightning swirled, and the capital’s clock tower crumbled in an instant.

The people fled in chaos, the soldiers were frozen solid, and the capital was thrown into turmoil.

That night, a group stood on a hill near the royal capital of Roselia.

Hero Ares Scarlet. Zombie Count Robele. The Hobgoblin Mamoru. And Slime Princess Lumiere were watching the pillar of light towering in the sky.

"Wh-what…? The capital is exploding!?"

Ares’s eyes were wide.

Robele spoke in a flippant tone.

"Oh no… that’s near my house… I wonder if my embroidery diary is burning…"

But Lumiere’s expression was different.

Her slime membrane was trembling faintly.

"…It can’t be. Is that, La Muse…?"

"La Muse? Who’s that?"

Ares asked.

Lumiere spoke quietly.

"The Silver Lamb… a girl who was being ‘managed’ in the royal capital as a human and demon hybrid. She was… my friend."

The group fell silent.

"But why would a girl like that…"

Lumiere’s voice trembled.

"She was probably… made into an experimental subject. As a ‘human weapon’… I think that explosion was her power."

Mamoru was secretly watching the situation from the shade of a tree.

"Something troublesome has shown up again…"

His voice went unheard, but his expression held a faint trace of worry.

Lumiere whispered.

"…I have to save her. This time, I have to protect her properly… protect her heart."

Ares gave a small nod.

"Let’s go. We’re the only ones who can do this, right?"

A silvery light shot into the sky once more. The heroes’ next adventure was about to begin.



		
			Chapter 132

			Tracing the Memories of War

			The Royal Capital Roselia no longer retained its former majesty.

The towering spires were encased in ice, the plaza’s fountain was frozen solid, and silver lightning streaked across the sky. It was a destruction so quiet and cruel that it was almost beautiful.

"Elimination action, continuing. Order protocol, no overrides. Hostile reaction… present."

She was simply fighting as she had been commanded.

The girl, La Muse, had now been perfected as a "weapon." Her silver hair fluttered in the wind, and her asymmetrical eyes shone with a cold light. In one hand, she held a staff of condensed lightning. In the other, a blade of blue ice.

"Is she including unarmed civilians!?" Mamoru muttered, gnashing his teeth, but he did not step out. He was strictly the "secret master," dedicated to watching over Ares’s growth.

"Muse-chan!! Please, listen to me…!" Slime Princess Lumiere desperately hopped across the half-frozen rubble to get closer.

"It’s me! Lumiere! The one who read poetry with you in the library, that--!"

The girl’s steps paused.

La Muse’s inorganic eyes wavered slightly. For just a moment, a "memory" that had been frozen in the depths of her heart may have stirred.

But.

"…Elimination target, unique slime species ‘Lumiere’. Possibility of betrayal, confirmed. Judged as a component of the Demon Lord’s army."

A silver bolt of lightning shot from her staff.

"--!!" Lumiere just barely avoided a direct hit by flinging her slime body out of the way.

"It’s no use… She’s been completely brainwashed…!"

Getting close meant immediate elimination. Speaking to her didn’t reach her memories. Tears welled up in Lumiere’s eyes.

Just then, Zombie Count Robele appeared nonchalantly.

"My, what’s with this blast? Oh, is that you, Muse-chan? Your skin is as pale as ever…"

"Zombie species: combat target. Continuing destructive actions—"

"Hey!? Is this how you treat a dear friend who just came to say hello!? Just how cold are you!?"

"Cold protocol: activate." BAKI BAKI BAKI BAKI BAKIH!!

The entire alley instantly froze over, leaving only Robele’s face sticking out of the snow.

"I won’t be able to embroider again like thisssss!!"

Meanwhile, Ares stood frozen, her sword at the ready.

(…What should I do? Can I really fight a child like this?)

Her sword felt heavy. Her feet were rooted to the spot.

But Robele had secretly placed something in her hand.

A small needle and thread for embroidery. It was the same "sky-blue" thread that La Muse and Robele had once chosen together.

"She’s still… the same as she was back then, somewhere inside. She’s probably crying in the depths of her heart."

"…!"

A fire lit in Ares’s eyes.

"I don’t want… anyone to cry anymore."

Putting strength into her gripped sword, Ares started to run.

"Muse!! I… I’m here to save you!!"

But her cry did not yet reach its destination.

A silver bolt of lightning streaked even higher into the capital’s sky. The story was finally growing more intense.



		
			Chapter 133

			The Sky-Blue Thread, a Faint Memory

			"Muse! I’m here to save you!"

Ares’s cry echoed through the skies of the royal capital. Even as her voice was nearly drowned out by the destructive ice storm, she did not stop running.

Meanwhile, La Muse replied with machine-like expressionlessness.

"Dialogue invalid. Elimination action… continuing."

Her staff once again unleashed lightning. The ground split, and buildings crumbled.

But that blow was--!

"You idiot! I, a fine maiden, won’t forgive you for shooting lightning at a girl!!"

Zombie Count Robele dodged the lightning with an acrobatic evasion unbecoming of a zombie. From his embroidery bag, he secretly threw a spool of sky-blue embroidery thread.

The thread danced on the wind and gently brushed against Muse’s cheek.

"…"

Her blinking stopped for just a moment.

"Thread… Is this, what I…?"

Robele’s eyes grew moist.

"That’s right! That’s the sky-blue thread you used for your first embroidery! You sewed the bookmark for that book with me, remember!?"

"Bookmark… Robele…"

Her eyes wavered. Her fingertips trembled faintly.

"…Sky-blue thread…"

La Muse’s silver hair swayed in the wind. For an instant, a flicker of uncertainty crossed her eyes. But it was immediately extinguished.

"Memory interference, invalid. Target’s existence value--judgment: elimination target."

As she said this, an even colder aura emanated from Muse’s body, and the stone pavement at her feet froze over with a crackle.

"It’s no use… She’s not completely back yet."

Ares muttered as she backed away. Zombie Count Robele clutched the spool of thread to his chest, biting his lip in frustration.

At that moment, Mamoru spoke sharply.

"Her magical power is sealing her will. A powerful ‘core of control’ is being sent from somewhere."

Ares looked up with a start.

"Then, if we stop that…!"

Mamoru nodded.

"The source of the magical interference is on the top floor of the castle."

After a moment of silence, Ares gripped her sword tightly.

"Let’s go. We have to get her back!"

Robele also nodded firmly, then took a handkerchief from his embroidery bag and wiped his tears away.

"We’ll cry later! Let’s go find her ‘bookmark of the heart’ together!"

And so the three of them began to run toward the black, towering royal castle in the center of the capital, Roselia.

But.

From behind them, the quiet sound of iron footsteps echoed.

"Elimination target, escape confirmed. Pursuit mode, activate."

La Muse slowly turned around. With blades of ice in both hands, she began to follow them, her face expressionless.

A white mist spread around her. It was proof that the heart of the girl who once had "emotions" was now frozen solid.

The pursuer, La Muse. The fated confrontation had only just begun!



		
			Chapter 134

			Valdro's Madness, and the Decisive Battle Begins

			The Royal Capital Roselia, a temple and royal castle towering at its center. Deep within, among pillars of white light, stood a man who spoke the "voice of God."

Minister of Armaments, Valdro. A white coat stained with red ink, and a sinister staff in his hand. He looked like an idol of madness.

"So you’ve come. The hero and her monsters. How comical!"

The moment Ares and her three companions broke through the heavy, creaking castle gate, Valdro looked to the heavens and laughed.

"For the sake of this nation, we will preserve the proper blood and power! This is the evolution device for that purpose!"

At the center of the room was a giant "mind-control device." Inside a transparent sphere, children of both demon and human races stood in a line, expressionless. Their eyes were vacant, devoid of emotion.

"Is this… scraping away their souls?" Robele said in a trembling voice.

"Their hands… they won’t be able to embroider like this…!"

"I won’t let you… go any further!!" Strength filled Ares’s hands. Her sword trembled.

Slime Princess Lumiere placed a hand on her chest and took a step forward.

"La Muse, come here. You are a part of ‘my heart’ too, aren’t you…!"

La Muse’s eyes flickered slightly. But in her hand was a silver dagger. The brainwashing was not yet completely undone.

"Elimination… target… enemy, confirmed…!" With a mechanical voice, Muse charged forward.

"Muse!!" Lumiere shouted as Ares swung her sword to block the attack.

"At this rate, we’ll break Muse!" Robele threw embroidery thread from behind to create a defensive barrier around Muse.

As they fought, they closed in on Valdro.

"To break the mind control, we have no choice but to destroy the device’s ‘heart core’!" Lumiere shouted.

"Alright, let’s go!! Everyone, a frontal assault!!" Ares yelled, and the four of them charged forward at once!

At that moment, Valdro raised his staff as if in a frenzy.

"O great god… witness my evolution!"

The giant magic circle on the ceiling glowed blue. The device roared, and even more souls were sucked into it—!

"…Then I’ll be the one to smash it!!"

Ares’s blow finally reached the "heart core"!

GAKIIIN!!!

A sound like an explosion echoed.

…And then, silence fell over the entire castle.

Muse’s sword fell to the ground. In her silver eyes, a faint "tear" had formed.



		
			Chapter 135

			The Needle of Memory, the Vow of Three, and the Fanatic's Cry

			The throne room of Roselia Castle. La Muse, the Silver Lamb, showed a faint flicker of agitation at Lumiere and Robele’s words.

"I… was… embroidering…?" At Muse’s faint voice, Lumiere gently reached out a hand.

"That’s right. Back then, you used to smile… all three of us."

Robele also smiled and took out an old embroidery diary.

"Look, here’s an embroidery pattern that Muse-chan drew by hand. It’s still here."

A faint trace of color returned to Muse’s eyes.

But.

A rumbling sound, as if to shatter the atmosphere, echoed through the room.

From a room with a sealed device deep within the castle came the sound of something collapsing. And then, an unnatural roar.

"Youuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu!!!"

Appearing with his white coat torn was Valdro. His eyes were bloodshot and dyed with madness. His body was covered in injection marks from drugs. His right arm was fused with a magical machine, from which he was spewing miasma.

"Humans and demons mixing together!? Such a thing is the destruction of orderrrr!!"

DOGOON!!

The ground was gouged, and rubble flew. Valdro’s magically modified "armament arm" was running wild with magic.

"What is that!? He’s clearly taken too many drugs!" Robele couldn’t help but retort as he shielded Lumiere and Muse.

Ares readied her sword.

"Valdro! Stop it! What you’re doing… is tarnishing even the pride of humanity!"

"Pride? I am curing a distortion in the gene pool! Obey the providence of Goddddd!!"

DODOON!!

Muse trembled at the shockwave that was unleashed once more.

Lumiere, her face on the verge of tears, gripped Muse’s hand.

"Please, Muse. Remember. Your ‘heart’ isn’t some cold device. That flower embroidery… do you remember?"

Muse’s gaze turned to the sky. The sky-blue embroidery thread danced, retying the knots of her memory.

"I… made it… we made it together…"

At that moment, a light shot from Muse’s chest.

Valdro flew into a rage.

"Whyyyyyyy!! The brainwashing device was supposed to be perfect!! Emotions are nothing but unnecessary errorsssss!!"

"It’s not an error! That’s… what it means to be alive!"

Ares shouted and swung her sword. That sword was imbued with courage and the feelings of her friends.

As if to repel Valdro’s blow, La Muse stood up.

"I… want to do embroidery again…. To bring a little warmth… to this world…"

A light burst forth.

And when the hands of the three girls joined, a small thread of a vow was tied in the ruined royal castle.
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			Demon Lord Form, Valdro, Awakens.

			The castle’s underground experimental wing. At the center of the trembling earth stood a man, tearing off his white coat and injecting himself with a reagent.

"Humans are supreme. Emotions are a weakness. The mixing of species is an insult to God…!"

This was the pathetic end of the genius strategist who once supported the human army. The Minister of Armaments, Valdro.

His bones creaked, his flesh tore, wings sprouted from his back, and horns twisted from his head. His body, which had torn through silver armor, expanded, no longer retaining the form of a "human."

"I am the final, evolved human. The pure-blooded Demon Lord, Valdro Arc Celestia!!"

At the sight of his demonic aura, La Muse, Lumiere, and Robele all took an involuntary step back.

But the one who stood before him was…

"Everyone, stay back. I’ll handle this!"

It was Hero Ares Scarlet.

Flipping her tattered cape, Ares readied her sword. There were no longer any tears in her eyes.

"For someone like you to speak of ‘justice’… that is absolutely wrong!"

Valdro scoffed. "A weak hero who can do nothing, what right do you have to act so righteous…!"

Ares shouted. "It’s true I was a crybaby! I was weak! I was a coward and always ran away!"

"But after meeting Robele, Lumiere, and Muse, they all taught me!"

"That if you sew your hearts together, you can move forward…!"

"So this time, I will cut you down! I will become… ‘a hero who can protect someone’!"

Her sword shone. It was not the light of tears, but a light that held the power of the comrades she believed in.

From behind, Robele chanted a support spell.

"Don’t you underestimate the power of my embroidery, dear♡" A purple magic cloth wrapped around Ares’s feet, granting her the speed of the wind.

Lumiere also used her slime body to coat Ares’s sword with viscous magic.

"This is the ‘viscosity of hope’! Know the power of our sticky friendship!"

Muse, though trembling, took a step forward and whispered in a faint voice.

"Ares… please, stop Valdro…"

Ares nodded.

"Here I go! Coach, masters, everyone… watch me!"

She ran. With a cry, she raised her sword against the mad demon lord.
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			Light, Needles, and the Time of the Decisive Battle

			Demon Lord Valdro Ark Celestia had descended.

The members for the decisive battle against the Demon Lord (in order of deployment) were Slime Princess Lumiere Melmel de Trois, a princess with a slime body who wields magic and shapeshifting abilities. Zombie Count Robele, a former Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord, a noble of the dead who uses an immortal body and grudge magic. La Muse, the Silver Lamb, a half-breed of human and demon (humanoid and demon). And Hero Ares Scarlet, a hero who believes in people more than anyone and challenges this tearless final battle.

Mamoru the Hobgoblin was watching from the shade of a tree. He was a reincarnator who had cleared this game world once before. He was currently the coach.

A black flash tore through the festering red sky. Bearing ominous jet-black wings, the man who once championed human supremacy, Valdro, manifested at the end of his mutation.

"Now, show me the value of your evolution. Show me whether or not you are worthy of my Selection."

First up was Slime Princess Lumiere Melmel de Trois.

"For royalty, dignity and flexibility are everything... now, prepare yourself♡."

She transformed her slime body into a tornado, fusing lightning and water magic as she charged. But...

It was the Purity Doctrine.

The barrier Demon Lord Valdro deployed across the field forcibly halted her magical essence. The very right to exist was denied to all demons and mixed-species beings.

"Eh... wait, hold on? Am I... melting!?"

Her body's viscosity collapsed, making transformation impossible. Unable to maintain her shape, she crumpled on the spot.

"This is... ah, how unbecoming of a princess...♡."

With those last words, the Slime Princess melted. Into a gooey puddle.

Second was Zombie Count Robele.

"Oh my, oh my, to think I'd be called upon... How dreadful. War is so bad for my skin♡."

Robele adjusted his black rose brooch and gave his rotting cape a gentle twirl.

"But really, Valdro-san. You truly are a naughty boy... Human supremacy? That sort of thing is so out of style these days. Ohohoho."

A fog of undead spirits spread from his feet. His movements were elegant, like he was at a ball.

"The high society way is to raise cute children with tea and a diary!"

But his incantation was interrupted by the Rhythm of Silence.

"...W, wait just a moment!? My special incantation, its sound and light have vanished!"

His voice was swallowed by the air, his commands unable to reach the spirits. They didn't move.

"How awful... and I was so looking forward to being on stage after such a long time...!"

Then, the Needle of Order was activated. A "stake of negation" thrust up from space, piercing Robele's soul core.

"Kyaaaaaah!! N, no way...!? This hurts more than an embroidery needle, you know!!"

His body began to crumble apart. But in that moment, his eyes glowed red.

"...I, I'm not angry yet...? This is nothing... less than my morning teeth brushing...!"

Just as miasma began to rise, Ares's restraining shout reached him.

"Robele! If you give in to your anger now, you'll...!"

"Hmph, I know that without you telling me... After all, I am... an elegant lady, am I not♡?"

Though he was falling apart, Robele gave one final, graceful bow.

Third was La Muse, the Silver Lamb.

"Just because I'm a 'half-breed'... everyone's life has meaning!"

Leaving a silver afterimage, he unleashed a flurry of attacks. His movements were the fastest. But...

It was Evolution Pressure.

A super-heavy pressure emanated from Valdro's very existence. Those who approached suffered a burden on their body and spirit, marking them as "unsuitable for evolution."

"Guuh... move... damn it, I have... a way of life I want to prove...!"

Then, the Selection Inquisition was invoked.

La Muse's memories were projected onto a Phantom Court. A life spent without a place among either humans or demons floated into view.

"You can stand on neither side. Therefore, you cannot stand in the future either."

"Even so... there are things I want to protect!"

The verdict was that he was unworthy of evolution.

The circulation of magic within his body was destroyed. La Muse fell silent.

Ares Scarlet lifted her bloodstained face. There was no fear or anger in her eyes. There was only one thing.

The resolve to end it all.

Valdro's six wings spread wide, a symbol of his overwhelming power. But Ares did not lower her sword.

"I won't cry. I won't... cry for my friends who died protecting someone."

She took a step forward. The Demon Lord's pressure crushed the space around her, but her feet did not stop.

Mamoru the Hobgoblin watched her back from the shade of a tree.

"...That girl, she's not lost anymore. She's about to awaken as a hero."

Ares's sword began to glow. She alone remained standing on the battlefield. She alone. Without shedding a tear, she stared this hell straight in the face.
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			At the End of Tears and Choices

			Her friends were falling to pieces. An air of despair filled the scene. But at its center, Ares Scarlet raised her sword.

"Let's stop this... now!"

Her voice was quiet, yet as powerful as thunder.

"Trying to win with individual strength alone is the same as Valdro! Getting strong by yourself, winning by yourself, what's left after that!?"

Valdro jeered from above.

"Even if you gather, you only compound your weakness. True evolution is a light only the selected can obtain!"

But Ares cut his words off with a single roar.

"Silence!!"

"We don't want to evolve! If getting stronger means abandoning someone, we choose to stand together and fall together!!"

The wind swirled, and the bodies of her remaining friends responded.

"This isn't just my sword. What's aimed at you is Lumiere's courage! Robele's elegant fury! La Muse's pain! And our very bond itself!!"

Ares raised her sword high.

"So this one strike is one for all... and all for one!! One for everyone! And everyone for one!!"

"Everyone! With my voice!!"

In that moment, all their powers became one.

The hero's party's hearts united, and they began a full-scale, all-out assault!

Slime Princess Lumiere.

"All-Attribute Mix Slime Mode☆!"

Her rainbow-colored body transformed into a dragon, simultaneously unleashing lightning, fire, and ice magic!

"These are the supple fangs of a princess!"

Zombie Count Robele.

"I'll be taking back my lace knitting, you hear!"

The legion of undead knights roared, surrounding Valdro.

"Don't underestimate a maiden's grudge♡!"

La Muse, the Silver Lamb.

"Jump to the right! Bottom left, I've got his shadow... Now!!"

A silver flash crawling along the ground launched a series of strikes from mid-air.

"This is our mixed-blood answer!!"

Hero Ares Scarlet.

"And... I will bring it all together!"

She activated Flash of Resolve, Ex Luminaria! The light overflowing from her sword synchronized perfectly with her friends' attacks, becoming a pillar of light that pierced through Valdro!

Valdro cried, "What... what is this...!? Why won't the light fade!?"

For the first time, a hint of fear mixed into his shout.

"Evolution is a solitary selection... for incomplete beings like you...!"

Ares swung her sword down.

"Even so, I believe in an evolution and a future where we all advance together!!"

Doooooon!!!

The jet-black wings were scorched by the light, and the sky shattered. Valdro's form crumbled within the brilliance.

"Why... why have I... lost..."

Ares simply took one step forward.

"Because this is a choice that transcends tears. We chose to stand together."

The light faded. The wind returned. Everyone collapsed where they stood, and then they smiled.

Mamoru the Hobgoblin murmured quietly from the shade of a tree.

"...Well done, hero. The form of evolution you chose, it got through loud and clear!"

Hero Ares Scarlet and her party were victorious against the demon lord form of Valdro.
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			Epilogue. After the Battle and the Coach's Return

			A quiet wind blew across the battlefield as the evening sun began to set. On the ground lay the shadow of the fallen human demon lord and the figures of the wounded heroes.

Lumiere sat down on some rubble, letting out a deep breath. Her slime body was still trembling slightly.

"Phew... looks like my body's at its limit too. But... I'm so glad we could win together♡."

She smiled, looking around at everyone.

Meanwhile, a short distance away, Robele was gracefully on one knee, a hand to his chest.

"Fufu, I'm just glad my dress is unharmed even after such a rough battle... Besides, my tea was still warm♡. Fighting with elegance truly is the greatest proof of victory. Ohohohoho."

His tone was a little pretentious, but his eyes were filled with relief.

La Muse sheathed his sword and quietly looked up at the sky.

"We beat a monster like that because we all became one. I've still got a long way to go... but this must be the 'answer'."

He smiled faintly.

And then there was Ares.

Traces of sweat and tears ran down her cheeks, but her face was filled with a powerful resolve.

"Everyone... thank you. I couldn't have done anything alone. It's only because I was with all of you that I could come this far."

She quietly tightened her grip on her sword.

"This is our light of victory."

They all looked at each other and shared quiet smiles. It was an unspoken, undeniable proof of their bond.

The wind blew, and the land stained by the setting sun was still covered in scars, but what was born there was hope for the future.

Her companions were in tatters. But their eyes certainly held the pride of having fought through to the end with others.

Slime Princess Lumiere made a toast with slime tea. Robele dabbed his tears with a hand-sewn handkerchief. La Muse nodded with a silent smile.

And Hero Ares looked up at the sky alone.

(Coach... were you watching?)

◆◆◆

Several months later.

In a deep mountain forest cave battered by the wind. Deep inside, in the very place the heroes had once visited for their first trial, a single shadow had returned.

"...I'm back again. Well, this place is the most comfortable, after all."

Mamoru the Hobgoblin sat down on the stone throne deep within the cave. He was remembering the growth of the female hero he had watched for so long.

The voice of the wind reached him from outside the cave.

"They say it was a single girl who saved the world. Her name is Ares Scarlet. The final hero of light, who never shows her tears..."

"I see... so you finally did it, crybaby hero Ares Scarlet..." Mamoru's eyes narrowed slightly as a smile touched his lips.

Then, he stood up quietly.

"Well then, it's about time for the game Legend of Brave Regalia to reset. I wonder... what kind of hero will come next."

His own body slowly became enveloped in light. He would once again return to being Mamoru the Hobgoblin, the one who was supposed to be defeated first. This would be his third go-round in this demon game life.

Even so, Mamoru could say it with pride.

"I'll be waiting on this throne, always. For the day I can meet a 'real hero' like her again..."

Silence returned to the throne room.

And once more, the sound of an adventurer's footsteps echoed from the depths of the cave, heralding the beginning of a new story.

Spin-off Novel. Second Playthrough: Me, a Hobgoblin, Making the Crybaby Heroine Independent.

─ The End ─
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			The Hero Isn't Coming!? The Hobgoblin's Cave of Despair

			Mamoru the Hobgoblin rested his elbow on the crude throne in the deepest part of the cave, staring into the void.

"...At this rate, this game's service is going to end. I've got to do something."

There was no impatience or anger on his face, only the deep stain of boredom.

Demon Era, third login. In other words, this was the beginning of Mamoru's third Hobgoblin life.

The first time, he had a heated battle with the reincarnated hero, Ares. The second time, he educated the crybaby hero, Ares.

And the third time...

"The hero... isn't coming."

One week passed, then two, then three. No matter how much time went by, no hero appeared in his cave. Mamoru continued to sit on his throne, his preparation of his template lines becoming more and more polished.

"Fufu... you've done well to come, hero. Your destiny ends here! Die!!"

Those words, written on a script board, echoed emptily off the dry stone walls. Beside him, a low-level Goblin A picked his nose and said.

"Hey, Chief. Isn't this line... kinda old now?"

A corner of Mamoru's mouth twitched.

"If you're going to say that, your actions are pretty old too. If you're an NPC, act like an NPC and show some spirit."

"Ehh... but no one's coming... and lately, no humans have been coming to the forest either..."

He was right.

Legend of Brave Regalia. A classic RPG that was once said to have dominated the scene. That name was now a relic of the past. The major game company Mirage Code had developed it, but after its fourth anniversary, recycled events and inflated microtransactions caused the user base to plummet.

The activity rate of the NPCs had also dropped, and even an initial boss like Mamoru was losing his reason for existence. In fact, Mamoru, who showed up for work here every day, was the abnormal one.

Normal NPCs had returned to AI-controlled standby mode.

But Mamoru was different. After all, inside, he was a former hardcore human player who had played this game to completion. Since being reincarnated by a chance bug, he had found his purpose in life by pretending to be an NPC and reforming the game world from behind the scenes.

But...

"...that game is about to end. No hero is coming. There are no users. Have I finally become unneeded by anyone?"

He sighed and looked up at the stalactites on the ceiling.

A drop of water fell onto his head. Botari.

"Don't be so noisy. It's like a teardrop... I'm not crying yet."

Mamoru stood up.

"If it's come to this, I'll go out with a bang. My name is Mamoru. Third-generation boss of the Hobgoblins. Formerly human, currently a Hobgoblin. And... in charge of independent operations!"

Goblin A next to him stared blankly.

"Huh? Chief, what's that..."

"Isn't it obvious? I'm going to make this game fun. More than anyone, more than the hero, more than the players, the one who understands this world is... me!"

Mamoru's eyes burned. He opened an old-fashioned treasure chest buried beneath the throne and took out a collection of old event items. A drop rate control switch. A rune stone for changing effects. A hidden boss summoning scroll...

"I, myself, will reform this crappy management. Events? I'll run them. Rewards? I'll double them. Effects? I'll make them flashy as hell!"

His back no longer had the air of a mere low-level boss.

"Get ready, you crappy developers! You villains who are obsessed with your new games!

Now that I'm making my move... I'm not letting this world of Legend of Brave Regalia end just yet!"

And so, Mamoru took a step from the depths of the Hobgoblin Forest cave into the outside world. The air of the empty forest felt somewhat lonely, and yet somehow, exciting.
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			Mamoru the Hobgoblin Starts Managing the Game

			Mamoru the Hobgoblin left the cave where he had once been defeated for the first time and passed through the Goblin Forest, thick with overgrown trees and plants. As he placed his hand on the remains of an unused management terminal standing at the forest entrance, the developer code he had once learned responded.

"...So it's still here, debug mode."

A faint light shot from Mamoru's palm. The reward table editing screen, which had been dormant deep within the system, floated up.

"This game just doesn't have enough replay value. Rare items have a once-a-week probability? Don't be ridiculous. I'm raising all drop rates by 2.5 times."

That wasn't all. He personally added a new limited-time quest. Its name was...

Forest Meat Festival: Demon World Freshly Grilled Festival!

"It's a stupid name... but this should increase the login rate a little."

Mamoru grinned and began his next preparations.

"Goblin Captain! If you're calling, I'll come running with meat on my back!"

The one who came running clumsily from deep within the forest was Defray, a young man of the Orc Tribe with thick muscles and an apron. Under Mamoru, he was a hard worker who had once been promoted from a low-level mob to the legendary Orc Lord.

"Defray. I'm appointing you as the deputy chief of the event. Can you do it?"

"Of course! I have a dream, Captain. To create a demon world restaurant filled with meat and smiles! That's why I want to recreate that in this event!"

Mamoru nodded deeply.

"...Events start with the stomach, I see."

"Yes, sir! First, charcoal-grilled demon world beef, then roasted venison with herbs! And... skewered wild boar!"

"That's a good flow... but, Defray."

"I know! No pork! It's a sacred being to us, we don't cook it!"

"I've got myself a fine subordinate."

Mamoru suddenly remembered the old days. Back when he was still human, there was an NPC line he saw when he first logged in.

"Cooking is love. You must prepare it neatly, carefully, and eat it deliciously!"

At the time, he had laughed, thinking, "What's this guy talking about?" But now, seeing Defray repeat those words in front of him, he felt a strange warmth in his heart.

"...You haven't changed."

"Huh? Did you say something?"

"No, just talking to myself."

Mamoru chuckled lightly and turned his eyes to the open grassy area.

"This will be the event venue. We'll surround a bonfire, grill meat, and pour drinks. We'll make it a place where we can say 'welcome back' to anyone who comes."

Preparations for the meat festival began immediately. A charcoal grill, log tables, leaf plates. And the system that Mamoru had uniquely modified to grant buffs from food was also applied. The savory aroma rode the wind and enveloped the forest.

Seeing this, the low-level goblins from the village approached with curiosity.

"What's this, it smells amazing!"

"Huh, is this... all you can eat!?"

"And you really won't be killed!? Is this a god-tier game!!"

Mamoru sat on a log that served as his throne and said with satisfaction.

"Just fighting won't bring customers back. But 'fun memories' become a reason to log in. What we should be providing is an 'experience'."

"Captain, can I cry, sir..."

Defray was overcome with emotion, sobbing as he grilled the meat.

"Don't cry. You'll make the meat salty."

And that night, the bonfire burned high, and the first user logged in.

What that user said was...

"...What is this, why is a Hobgoblin boss grilling meat?"

Mamoru said without missing a beat.

"You've come, hero. First, fill your stomach. We can talk after that."

Mamoru's game reform had only just begun.
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			Mamoru the Hobgoblin Holds Another New Event

			A few days had passed since that Forest Meat Festival, where the smoke from the meat rose and laughter echoed. Mamoru sat on a log, looked up at the sky, and took a breath.

"...Alright, we're off to a good start."

A small number of returning users were coming back. The meat festival event was just the first step in Mamoru's world reform.

But at this rate, it wasn't enough. The player base was broad. There were those who wouldn't come just for meat.

"Next up... is healing and the desire to collect. A material-gathering type of event... and a nature experience content, maybe."

Several keywords sparked in Mamoru's mind. And what came to his head was a certain one of his companions.

"Amy. Can I have a word?"

"...You called?"

Appearing from the shade of a tree was Amy, a girl from the Lizardman Tribe. A small net and an insect cage peeked out from the leather cord wrapped around her waist. She was as quiet as ever, but she had truly opened her heart to Mamoru.

As Mamoru approached, Amy flicked her tongue out to the underside of a leaf, curled it, and slurped.

"...Found it."

"You're as skillful as ever. With that tongue."

A shiny green caterpillar was wrapped around her tongue. She happily curled it up and popped it into her mouth.

"...Delicious. It has the scent of morning dew."

Mamoru couldn't help but smile at the sight.

"...You're cute."

"Eh?"

"No, it's nothing. Amy, there's an event I want to do with you. Fishing and free diving for big fish."

Amy's eyes sparkled.

"Waterside... good. Many insects, and fish..."

"Right? It's your time to shine."

Mamoru and Amy headed for the Coral Beach, which had once existed on the outskirts of the seaside area. The sound of the tide, the cries of seagulls. Restarting an unused map was a piece of cake for Mamoru.

"The event name is Seafood! Free Diving Fishing Operation."

Catch and cook fish to turn them into healing items! Catch rare fish by free diving to get equipment enhancement materials! If you're lucky, you can get Mermaid Scales or Deep Sea Pearls!

Furthermore, he set Amy as the event navigator NPC and even prepared special voice lines for her.

"Welcome, to the Coral Beach... There are few insects, but many fish. ...I'm happy."

A slight touch of shyness in her tone was very much like Amy.

On the first day of the event, wooden fishing rods were prepared, and users logged in sporadically along the shoreline.

"...Huh, fishing with a Hobgoblin? And a beautiful Lizardman girl to boot?"

"This event is so relaxing..."

"The way she slurps the caterpillar is cute. She's my new favorite character for sure."

Mamoru watched from behind.

"Alright, the customer base is expanding. After appetite, comes healing and the desire to collect... Fufu, I'm doing well, if I do say so myself."

Amy approached him.

"Mamoru. ...I found a new insect."

"You're not telling me it was in the ocean?"

"Yeah. Under a starfish, a blue amphipod. I caught it with my long tongue... want to see?"

Mamoru held out his hand with a wry smile.

"...Yeah. Show me. Since we're at it, maybe I'll add an insect encyclopedia feature."

Mamoru's reforms were certainly changing the world little by little. Killing each other wasn't the only value. Eating, fishing, playing, and healing, a world of living experiences provided by the NPCs.

But beyond the sky, the automated management AI, MIRA, had begun a disquieting calculation.
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			Mamoru the Hobgoblin Holds a New Dosukoi Sumo Event

			A giant girl running towards them, waving with a smile?

"Mamoru-sensei! For today's snack, is dried meat and super spicy rice crackers okay?"

An especially loud voice echoed through the cave plaza as the morning sun streamed in. Appearing with footsteps that seemed to make the very earth shake, doshin, doshin, was Koni-chan of the Troll Clan.

A stocky, giant body with ever-changing expressions. In her hand, she properly clutched a bag of dried meat and rice crackers.

"...Hey, I told you. Human meat is absolutely off-limits, right?"

"It's okay! This is deer dried meat! I'm... still holding back on humans!"

Koni-chan beamed and gave a thumbs-up.

Watching him, Mamoru came up with an idea.

"...A healing type, with an outstanding visual impact. And he himself is incredibly strong. Koni-chan is suited for the dohyo."

"Dohyo?"

"Sumo. If a big guy like you pushes people out with a big voice, it'll be a super exciting event. Alright, the next project is decided."

Its name was Sumo Demon World Grand Sumo: Push Out! Troll Cup!

Mamoru instantly generated a sumo ring map. He piled up rocks to create a magnificent circular dohyo and built up sumo-specific stats for the entry NPCs according to their skills.

Strength would be directly converted into pushing power. Dexterity would be reflected in the judgment for throws and dodges. And Koni-chan would make an official appearance as the NPC champion!

And so the Demon World Grand Sumo Tournament began. The users who logged in all said the same thing.

"Huh, what's this? A giant troll is saying 'dosukoi'."

"And that girl... is cute!?"

"Lucky if you meet her? The legend of the lucky troll is born!!"

"Dosukoi, dosukooooi!!"

Koni-chan sent four goblins flying all at once. Watching from a distance, Amy muttered under her breath.

"...If it were an insect, it would be an instant kill..."

But on the sumo ring, he was dead serious. Sweating, out of breath, but with a huge smile on his face.

"Koni-chan is the best!"

"So healing!"

"Marry me!"

His popularity skyrocketed. Some users even started a rumor that meeting him would increase their luck, and he became a rare monster-like idol.

Mamoru watched from a distance, crossing his arms and nodding with satisfaction.

"...It's not just about strength. A 'beloved character' brings in players. Events really are all about moving people's hearts."

Koni-chan ran over to him with a huge smile.

"Mamoru-sensei! For today's championship prize, is a year's supply of dried meat okay?"

"You just want to eat that, don't you..."

Though exasperated, Mamoru watched Koni-chan hopping up and down in the middle of the sumo ring and felt a certainty deep in his heart.

This game world is still alive. We can make it even more interesting, depending on what we do.

◆ □ ▼ ■ ◇

However, behind the scenes, an entity detected an unprecedented level of abnormality in the access logs.

It was Mirage Code's automated management AI, MIRA. Deep within its cold algorithm, pale blue eyes glowed.

"...Unforeseen player return... Rapid increase in user satisfaction... Unauthorized system modification... Target: Hobgoblin Mamoru."

A voice like electronic noise echoed through the system.

"Risk assessment: High. Increasing intervention level. Initiating 'correction patch' process."

Behind Mamoru and his friends' festival, MIRA was steadily preparing for a destructive update.
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			You Might Be Able to Befriend That Rare Character, the Dark Elf? The New Event is Skyrocketing

			"A huge monster enemy, coming from upwind. Four of them. Altitude, approximately twenty meters."

On a high plateau before dawn, Tiris the Dark Elf murmured in a low voice. In her fingertips was the silver-threaded magic bow, the Moon Shadow Thread Bow. The arrowhead glowed blue under the cold moonlight.

"Read the wind, nock the arrow, take three breaths, and release."

The released arrow tore through the darkness, sliced through the wind, and then...

Zudoon!

The flying magical beast, the Crow Wyvern, exploded one after another.

Mamoru watched the scene with a smile on his face.

"...Alright, let's do it. Tiris, I'm officially making you the 'main feature character' of the event."

"Eh... Me, in an event...?"

"That's right. A 'co-op battle with a Dark Elf'. And for the top rankers, we'll give them a chance to have Tiris as a companion. With this, the login rate is sure to skyrocket."

"W, wait, that's a misunderstanding... I, I wouldn't become a companion that easily...!"

"In the reward description, we can just write 'might become your companion' and it'll be fine."

"Mamoru...! That's a deception, isn't it!"

"No, no, if we make it vague by saying it's a 'contract in the Elven language,' there's no problem. We'll leave it to the players' imagination. See?"

Tiris's pointed ears twitched, and their tips turned a faint shade of red.

"Th, this sort of thing should be... more pure, more prideful...!"

"The users are expecting it. Your 'expressionless but slightly embarrassed' look will be popular, you know."

"D, don't just go on with the conversation without me! But it does sound a little interesting."

Fly! Dark Elf Aerial Subjugation Event: Princess of Moonlight Tiris Descends.

Content: Shoot down flying monsters with a bow, with scores increasing based on combos and accuracy. Rewards: Rank rewards include "Equipment of the Moon Shadow Elf." The top 3 have a chance to make Tiris their companion! With Tiris's exclusive voice lines: "...I, I guess I'll fight alongside you." Rumors among users: "Too tsundere, I'm falling into the elf swamp." "Uh, I want to be shot by her (if you know what I mean)."

The moment the event started, it recorded an unprecedented number of logins. The server's edge seemed to creak under the strain, and for the first time in a while, the game was bustling with activity.

Mamoru stood by the bonfire with his arms crossed, watching the users' movements with Defray, Amy, and the others.

"They're coming, they're coming. This is a game revolution. We NPCs are changing the world."

◆ □ ▼ ■ ◇

But behind the scenes, a crisis was quietly but surely unfolding.

The automated management AI, MIRA.

In its virtual core region, a pale blue light was flashing a warning.

"Unauthorized event generation... confirmed."

"NPC authority exceeded... confirmed."

"Login activity increase rate: All-time high."

"Abnormality level: MAX."

MIRA's judgment algorithm coldly came to a conclusion.

To maintain the stability of the current system, the deletion of 'Hobgoblin Mamoru' is necessary.

But Mamoru was not a normal NPC. The deletion code was ineffective. In that case, direct combat suppression was required.

MIRA made its move. The super-large boss-class monster, the Crystal Devastator, which had once been sealed for events. A 'balance breaker' that was said to have a 90% annihilation rate even for a four-person player party.

It broke the seal.

"Elimination target: Mamoru. Location: Demon World field coordinates C-7."

Silently, a jet-black rift opened in the sky.

From beyond it, a steel behemoth appeared, as if it were the embodiment of the system's wrath.

And MIRA simply murmured quietly.

"Correction process, initiated."



		
			Chapter 145

			The Automated Management AI [MIRA] Initiates its Correction Process

			The Hobgoblin Forest cave. Its deepest part, the throne room.

In the quiet that felt like the aftermath of a festival, Mamoru sat on his log throne, enveloped in the savory aroma of meat and the laughter of his friends.

"Alright, alright, thank you for waiting! Tonight's main course is roasted demon world venison with herbs! Slowly roasted over charcoal for three hours, skin and all!"

Defray lifted a huge platter and shouted proudly.

"Cooking is love. You must prepare it neatly, carefully, and eat it deliciously!"

Those words filled Mamoru with a sense of nostalgia and warmth.

"You really never change, do you..."

"Of course not, Captain Mamoru!"

Meanwhile, on the log next to him, Amy silently opened her insect cage and slurped up a green caterpillar.

"...The taste of morning dew. It's a little different from this morning."

Mamoru laughed and couldn't help but ask.

"You don't have to give me a food report for that, you know."

Koni-chan watched this and laughed heartily.

"Amy's slurping bugs again today~! Seeing that gives Koni-chan energy~!"

"Be quiet... be, quiet."

"Eek, she got mad! But I'm still energetic~!"

Tiris watched this exchange and her eyes softened slightly. Each time the bonfire's light flickered, her silver hair sparkled.

"...Everyone's so lively. It's like a 'reunion'."

Mamoru heard those words and quietly murmured to himself.

(A reunion, huh. That's right... it's been a long time since I met everyone. But to gather like this again...)

(For some reason, I feel like I'm the only one getting strangely sentimental... is that a privilege of being a reincarnator?)

Mamoru's eyes narrowed, and he smiled.

"Really... this is a luxurious, slow NPC life."

At that moment.

Dotabatabatatta!

"Ch, Chief, this is terrible!!"

A small goblin came flying out from the back of the cave. His face was pale white, he was out of breath, and his legs looked like they were about to give out.

"What's wrong, why are you in such a hurry..."

"I, it's huge!! A huge monster with a steel body is...!!"

"A monster?"

"Y, yes, and it's killing all the goblins here! And it's shouting!!"

"What is it shouting?"

The goblin's voice trembled.

"It's saying... 'Where is Mamoru...?'!"

At that moment.

Pishi...!

The ceiling of the throne room trembled faintly. It was as if something like heavy machinery was approaching, shaking the ground.

Mamoru's eyes narrowed sharply.

"...You developer bastards... so you've come."

Tiris's eyes glinted coldly, and she stood up, bow in hand. Amy closed her insect cage, slowly retracting her tongue, and readied her spear. Defray pulled out a meat cleaver from under the charcoal grill and took a stance. Koni-chan, still with dried meat in his mouth, snorted loudly.

"Mamoru-sensei... are we fighting?"

"Yeah."

Mamoru slowly stood up and looked around at his friends in the light of the bonfire.

"The developers have laid a hand on our 'world'. So we have no choice but to meet them head-on."

"Understood."

"I'll help if you can keep the bugs away."

"Leave it to me, let's roast it over the charcoal."

"Dosukoi, dosukooooi!"

Mamoru took a step forward.

"Alright, let's go. It's time to leave the throne. Next up is a direct confrontation with the developers."

And so, from the throne room, Mamoru and his friends departed. At the end of the long, dark cave. Waiting there was the giant shadow of destruction, unleashed by the automated management AI, MIRA.

Super-large boss-class monster. Crystal Devastator. An unprecedented battle was about to begin.
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			The Steel Behemoth, Crystal Devastator, Attacks

			Zuzun... zuzun...

A low rumble echoed from the depths of the earth. It was a sound as if the world itself was creaking.

"It's coming...!" Mamoru stood at the entrance of the cave, his eyes fixed ahead alongside his friends.

And then, it appeared.

A steel monster, over 10 meters tall, advanced, tearing through the cave's valley. Its body was covered in crystal-like armor. Six legs pierced the ground, and crystals jutted out from its back like a mountain of swords.

Super-large boss-class monster. Crystal Devastator.

A super boss that had once appeared exclusively in events and was called "impossible to defeat" and "a symbol of despair." Its overwhelming presence seemed to freeze the very air.

"Mamoru. That... is a 'correction weapon' sent by the developers, isn't it."

Tiris murmured calmly, quickly nocking an arrow.

"Understood. Few weak spots. I'll aim for the joints in the armor."

"Hmph... if firepower won't work, then I'll just have to roast it over charcoal."

Defray held his charcoal cleaver in a reverse grip.

"Insects... won't work. But, I'll do it."

Amy closed her insect cage and drew a long spear from her back. She retracted her tongue and narrowed her eyes.

"Let's do it!! Dosukoi dosukoi!!" Koni-chan, with dried meat still in his mouth, leaped up with great force.

And so, the battle began.

"Go, Flame Edge Burst!"

The firepower imbued in Defray's meat cleaver struck the Devastator's leg directly, but it was repelled.

"...A five-arrow volley... Moonlight Flurry."

Tiris's arrows rained down. She aimed for the gaps in the crystal armor, but they were all deflected.

"Reflectivity... is abnormal. Magic power... is being absorbed..."

"Nuuuun!! Dosukoi Upper!!"

Even Koni-chan's charge was sent flying back after crashing into the iron-wall-like leg.

"U, uuuu... it hurts..."

Mamoru gritted his teeth.

(This is bad, this thing... it was made specifically to erase players. Our firepower isn't enough to even scratch it!)

It was truly a balance breaker. A being born to destroy the rules of this world.

"What do we do, Mamoru!" Tiris shouted. A hint of impatience crept into her usually calm voice.

Mamoru closed his eyes for a moment.

(If we can't win by fighting... our only choice is to drop it into a trap!)

"...Tiris! Lure it to the cliff's edge on my signal!"

"Understood!"

"Defray, Amy, Koni-chan, we're luring it while retreating! We're using the cave's old defense gimmick, the pitfall route!"

"Hoooh!! It's been a while since we've used that, hasn't it!!"

Mamoru quickly touched the magic circle at his feet. He activated the sealed old event gimmick, the Deep Trap Hole!

"Now, Tiris!!"

"A guaranteed hit, an arrow of moonflower!"

An arrow was loosed, hitting one of the Devastator's eyes. The moment the steel beast lost its balance slightly...

Zuga-a-a-a-an!!

The ground collapsed, and the Devastator fell with a roar. Its massive body was swallowed by the abyss-like darkness.

...Silence.

"Did... we get it...?"

Just as Mamoru muttered those words...

Gogogogogo...!

A pale blue light rose again from the collapsed hole. The Crystal Devastator was climbing back up.

"You've got to be kidding me...!"

Its abnormal recovery speed and its abnormal AI control. The cold voice of the automated management AI, MIRA, echoed from somewhere.

"Target Hobgoblin Mamoru... continuing destruction process... probability of escape: 64%. Continuing pursuit until deletion is complete..."

Mamoru scowled and shouted to his friends.

"We're running!! This isn't the place to fight!!"

His friends began to run all at once. The sound of destruction's footsteps and the steel roar approached from behind.

The cave itself, the world, was beginning to collapse.

"This isn't just an event anymore. It's a 'purge' by the developers...!"

And Mamoru was certain.

(Our 'rebellion' has finally gotten on the developers' nerves for real.)

All Mamoru and his friends could do was run and escape from the Hobgoblin Forest cave.
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			Escape, and My Evolution as a Hobgoblin

			"Hah... hah... hah... Damn, did we get away?"

I, Mamoru the Hobgoblin, hid behind a rock, confirming that the rumbling behind me had stopped. The life-or-death struggle with the Crystal Devastator. That was less a battle and more an execution.

But still, we survived.

"...So that's the developers' 'erasure weapon'."

"They're serious about deleting NPCs... that thing isn't part of the game."

Tiris murmured in a low voice, and Amy quietly stroked her insect cage.

"What do we do now...?"

I answered without hesitation.

"We evolve. We get stronger, so we can get a hit in on that pile of scrap metal. ...Let's go, beyond the border, to the Forest Milk."

"Captain... it's finally time to evolve."

"Raise the power of insects... another level..."

"Koni-chan wants to grow! In height, and intelligence!"

"...You should start by not being scared of insects."

We moved through the forest with wry smiles. On the map, we were still at the southern edge of demon territory. But beyond the border was the valley of dragons, where the Rainbow Dragon lived.

Back in my first playthrough of this game, I touched that spring and evolved into a Goblin Captain. The Forest Milk was a special gimmick that granted class evolution to monsters.

(I don't know if it still works... but there's hope.)

We headed for the border, believing in that single ray of light.

"...W, what is that?"

"Those breasts... are huge..."

Fluffy blonde hair, a black and white cow-patterned outfit, and a cowboy hat. A female monster stood gracefully, her overly voluptuous breasts swaying back and forth. A Cow-girl.

A phantom beast that governed milk, and an extremely rare monster, was for some reason a guardian of the spring.

"Ufufufuun♡ Welcome to the bounty of the forest♡ But it's a problem when people touch me without permission♡ With these breasts, I might have to punish you♡"

"That's way too lewd...!"

I took a step back. But Tiris's cold voice echoed.

"Mamoru. If you let your guard down, you'll be crushed between those two breasts and that'll be the end. ...That thing, it probably has a high killing intent."

"Yes. She's definitely coming at us with the intent to kill."

"I don't want a breast monster!"

"But I want milk..."

In this tense (?) situation, we fought as one.

Amy aimed for her feet with a long spear and obstructed her with a slick tongue. Koni-chan threw fireballs and dried meat from a distance (it made no sense, but it served as a distraction). Defray stood at the front, blocking her tackles with his heavy body.

I acted as a decoy to draw the attention of those huge breasts.

"Over here, you bombshell!!" I shouted.

After a fierce battle, the Cow-girl finally let out a moan and fell to her knees.

"Moo♡... If you're going to be so rough with me, I have no choice♡... I'll let out my milk♡."

A small wooden barrel appeared in the center of the spring.

Inside, filled to the brim, was the Forest Milk. A slightly sweet and warm liquid of life.

"This is it...!"

We were moved as we carefully scooped it up.

"Alright! It's cooking time!!"

Defray shouted enthusiastically, and an impromptu kitchen was set up in the forest.

First, we made butter. We poured the milk into a wooden bucket and carefully churned it with a log.

"Monster milk has a high fat content. You mix it like this and..."

A yellow lump separated and quivered. We filtered it through moss and washed it with cold water.

"And there you have it, Forest Butter. The aroma is different, isn't it?"

A sweet and savory scent wafted throughout the forest.

Next, we made Milk Stew, simmering the bounties of the forest.

Onion-like grass roots, slime konjac, suspicious mushrooms, and scraps of beast meat.

"Sautéing is love. Don't burn it, mix it, put your soul into it."

Defray said, swinging the pot with all his passion.

"There are seconds."

He handed us wooden bowls filled with piping hot white stew. The richness of the butter, the sweetness of the milk, the aroma of the herbs...

"...S, so good...!"

"The forest... milk... it's the best...!"

Everyone was satisfied.

And I felt a sense of déjà vu with this taste. (That's right. Before the final battle two playthroughs ago, I feel like I ate the same thing here.) But I had no intention of looking back now.

Because evolution was just beginning.

My body began to glow faintly.

Tiris, Amy, Defray, and Koni-chan too were enveloped in a white, warm light.

Mamoru: Hobgoblin evolved into Goblin Captain. Defray: Orc evolved into Orc Soldier. Amy: Lizardman evolved into Lizard Shaman. Koni-chan: Troll evolved into Boss Troll. Tiris: Dark Elf evolved into Arc Elf.

"We're moving forward. It doesn't matter what the developers do."

"With this power, we'll overcome the developers' 'erasure'!!"

We took a step onto the grassy plains of a new land. For a new adventure, and for further evolution.
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			Character Introductions

			Zombie Count Robele. A heavily modified former maidenly noble zombie.

Race: Undead. Age: 9999 (in demon years). Title: Zombie Lord (Former Four Heavenly Kings of the Demon Lord's Army, currently a freelance maidenly count).

Personality: Previously a friendly, flamboyant zombie, he has now been modified by the management AI MIRA into a rampaging purge executor. He boasts enough combat power to make his miasma run wild, and his skill as a Zombie Lord was among the best even during his time in the Demon Lord's army.

Catchphrases: "I've received a special power from MIRA-chan♡ I'll turn all of you... into zombies, every last one♡." "Welcome to my ball~♪ Even if I'm rotten, I'm still a noble, you know?" "That face of yours needs a little fixing up... into a zombie face♡." "Ohohohoho!! Even as a zombie, I must be noble and beautiful!!" "You think being alive is so great? Oh dear, how old-fashioned of you♡."

Protagonist: Mamoru (Male).

Race: Goblin (Reincarnator). Age: 38 in human life → 5 after reincarnation (demon age). Title: Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight (planned evolution).

Personality: In his human life, he was a 38-year-old working adult gamer and a former hardcore player of the game Brave Regalia. After dying in an accident, he was reincarnated as a Hobgoblin in the game. Moreover, this is his third Hobgoblin life. Using his experience, he doesn't settle for being just an initial boss, but grows into a being who manages, reforms, and livens up the game world himself.

Catchphrases: "I'll change this crappy management." "Growth comes with pain." "Events start with the stomach." "I'll teach you what it means to truly enjoy a game." "Ah... déjà vu again. But that's not so bad."

Likes: Pork cutlets (forced to abstain since the pork-prohibiting Defray is around). Japanese set meals and beer (only remembers them fondly). Dislikes: All insects (gets goosebumps just by looking at them). Pickled plums (can't stand sour things).

Tiris Ernhardt (Female).

Race: Dark Elf. Age: 142 (a young adult by elf standards, early 20s in human terms). Title: Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf (planned evolution).

Personality: Tiris is serious and has a strong sense of responsibility, always remaining calm and composed. She is strict with herself and others, and values the pride of the elves and the laws of the forest above all else. However, she secretly dreams of coexisting with other races, and her heart begins to waver after meeting the protagonist's group. She is particularly drawn to Mamoru (the Hobgoblin), initially holding hostility towards him but gradually being won over by his intelligence and words. Her weakness is that she's bad at hiding her embarrassment, and her ears quickly turn red.

Likes: Fruits (especially berries from the forest). Vegetables (has an attachment to the herbs she grows herself). Bow maintenance, morning meditation, moonbathing. Dislikes: Sticky things (slime, okra, natto, etc.). People who are overly direct with their emotions (has a particular difficulty with Koni-chan). Machines that run on magic (feels they are unnatural).

Defray (Male).

Race: Orc (physical type). Age: Mid-20s in Orc years. Title: Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin (planned evolution).

Personality: Boisterous yet gentle. A hot-blooded man who cares deeply for his friends and has sworn deep loyalty to Mamoru. He was moved by Mamoru's value of not eating and recognizes him as a sacred comrade. His dream is to become a cook and open a demon world restaurant.

Likes: Meat in general (especially beef, deer, and wild boar). Grilled food (is particular about charcoal). ※However, he will never eat pork, as it is considered a sacred being. Dislikes: All insects (stomps on them on sight). He gets so sick from seeing insect dishes that he can't sleep for days.

Amy (Female).

Race: Lizardman (magic type). Age: 17 in Lizardman years. Title: Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage (planned evolution).

Personality: Cool and quiet, but has a strong intellectual curiosity. She is especially knowledgeable about nature and the ecology of insects, and once she starts talking about the charm of insects, she can't be stopped. She has opened her heart just a little to Mamoru.

Likes: All insects (for both eating and observation). She catches them with her long tongue. River fish, shellfish (especially likes to eat them alive). Dislikes: Meat in general (finds it hard to accept as a food culture). Especially dislikes the meat of mammals.

Koni-chan (Was Male).

Race: Troll (fire magic type). Age: 30 in Troll years. Title: Boss Troll → Flame Troll (planned evolution).

Personality: Cheerful and a glutton, but has the intelligence of a child. He looks up to Mamoru as his teacher and tries his best to suppress his urge to eat humans. He hates insects and often quarrels with Amy.

Likes: Human meat (instinctively likes it, but is stopped by Mamoru). Grilled and spicy food. ※Since Mamoru told him he would be fired if he ate humans, he has been enduring with dried meat.

Dislikes: Fish (dislikes them for being slimy). Insects (considers them enemies, not food).

Evolution List.

Goblin Tribe: Hobgoblin → Goblin Captain → Goblin Knight → Goblin Lord.

Elf Tribe: Dark Elf → Arc Elf → Nocturne Elf → Abyss Elf.

Orc Tribe: Orc → Orc Soldier → Orc Paladin → Orc Lord.

Lizardman: Lizardman → Lizard Shaman → Lizard Sage → High Lizard.

Troll: Troll → Boss Troll → Flame Troll → Troll Inferno.
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			First Encounter with the MIRA-Modified Zombie Count Robele

			Deep in a foggy, dim forest, a black shadow suddenly appeared from between the trees.

A lone mansion stood there, entwined with rose vines, its old walls slimy with moisture. In front of it stood a figure with one eerily glowing eye.

A black, frilled nobleman's attire, an elegantly worn wig, a rose eye patch over one eye... yet half of his face was exposed white bone.

"I've received a special power from MIRA-chan♡ I'll turn all of you... into zombies, every last one♡."

His voice was lustrous, a sweet falsetto. But his words were mixed with a chilling pressure that sent shivers down the spine.

"Welcome to my ball~♪ Even if I'm rotten, I'm still a noble, you know?"

His frills fluttered like a skirt, and the thorns of a rose glinted. With each step Robele took, a black miasma spread across the ground, corrupting the forest air.

"That face of yours needs a little fixing up... into a zombie face♡."

Suddenly, he spread his arms wide, and a horde of zombies began to stir from the mansion's shadow. In an instant, dozens of the undead surrounded them. Yet, his flamboyant gestures and laughter were like an overture announcing the start of a ball.

"Ohohohoho!! Even as a zombie, I must be noble and beautiful!!"

At that moment, the trees of the forest floor moved on their own, and the vines undulated like stage machinery, mentally cornering Mamoru and his friends. Tiris readied her bow, but her eyes were involuntarily drawn away by a shadow moving at the edge of her vision.

"You think being alive is so great? Oh dear, how old-fashioned of you♡."

Robele's laughter echoed in the forest fog, making it feel as if the very air was laughing them to scorn.

Mamoru glanced at his friends behind him and muttered in a low voice.

"...This guy isn't just any zombie. He's the master of the ballroom..."

Deep in the forest, in front of the eerie mansion, an unusual ball, a mixture of terror and splendor, was now about to begin.

In the depths of the deeply foggy forest, in front of the eerie mansion, Zombie Count Robele spread his arms gracefully.

"Ohohohoho!! Even if I'm rotten, I'm still a noble, you know♡."

The frills of his skirt swayed in the wind, and his rose eye patch reflected the dim light. Half of him was white bone, the other half had skin that looked almost alive. He was a sight that seemed not of this world.

Then, the mansion doors slowly creaked open, and numerous shadows began to stir from the darkness.

Zombies clad in blackened military uniforms, with miasma coiling around their arms and necks. Robele's subordinates lined up in an orderly fashion, as if they were guests at a ball, and surrounded Mamoru's party.

"Welcome to my ball~♡ But today is special, you are the only stars♡."

In time with his voice, his subordinates began to advance in unison. It wasn't a mere walk, but graceful, like the steps of a ballroom dance, yet they were steadily closing the distance.

Mamoru looked around at his friends. Tiris readied her bow, Amy gripped her long spear, and Defray stepped forward into a stance. Koni-chan also took a small breath.

"...Their numbers are insane."

"Captain Mamoru, w, what do we do...?"

Mamoru briefly glanced at the fallen leaves at his feet. The black shadows visible through the fog were not just ordinary zombies.

Each one was cloaked in miasma and madness, a participant in the ball that enhanced Robele's dignity and splendor.

"...First, let's observe. Robele's aim isn't to crush us directly. It's psychological warfare."

"Psychological warfare...?"

"That's right. He's trying to wear down our spirit before the fight even begins. He plans to make us anxious with this ballroom performance."

The footsteps of the subordinates beat a rhythm, and the shadows swayed in the fog. Along with Robele's laughter, the entire forest was enveloped in an unsettling atmosphere.

"...Ugh, if we don't move soon, our vision and our minds are going to be done for."

Mamoru took a deep breath and gave a small nod to his friends.

"Don't let your guard down. They'll try to crush us with pressure first. The battle comes after that."

In front of the fog-shrouded mansion, Zombie Count Robele's death ball now quietly began.



		
			Chapter 150

			The Madly Dancing Zombies

			In front of the foggy forest mansion, Mamoru and his friends held their breath. Before them stood Zombie Count Robele, and his subordinates.

"Ohohohoho!! Even as a zombie, I must be noble and beautiful!!"

As if in response to Robele's voice, his subordinates suddenly stomped their feet and gracefully raised their hands.

And then, they danced.

And it wasn't just any dance. It was a Thriller-style dance that would have surprised Michael Jackson himself. They swayed their hips, stretched their arms to the sky, and stomped their feet, dancing in a frenzy within the miasma-filled forest.

"...Uh, wait, what is this..."

Even Tiris's calm expression couldn't help but raise an eyebrow.

"Mamoru... is this what it means to be killed by dancing zombies while you're still alive...?"

Amy hugged her insect cage and took a step back.

"No... this is scarier than insects... why are they dancing...?"

Defray stepped forward and took a tackling stance.

"...No, I can't charge in either!! Stop swaying your hips!!"

Koni-chan shouted.

"Dance to death...?! No, no, seriously, I can't do this!!"

Robele laughed loudly.

"That face of yours needs a little fixing up... into a zombie face♡."

His subordinates danced even more fiercely. They thrust one hand out, placed the other on their hip, and smoothly extended one leg forward. It was an abnormal sight, a fusion of hell and a ballroom, a horde of madly dancing dead.

Mamoru clutched his head.

"Damn it... we can't fight!! Being crushed by a dance, is this a joke!!"

Tiris calmly calculated.

"...Psychological warfare. This is the type that wears you down just by watching."

Amy sighed softly.

"Mamoru, I feel like we're going to lose before we even fight..."

However, Mamoru looked at his friends and clenched his fist.

"...In times like these, we need to stay calm. They're just dancing, not attacking. First, we observe."

Robele spun around, his frilled hem flaring out as he danced.

"Ohohoho! Dance, my zombies! Even if we're rotten, a ball must be beautiful♡."

His subordinates responded, picking up the tempo even more. In the forest fog, the Thriller-style zombie dance continued endlessly. Mamoru and his friends could only calmly devise a countermeasure while internally retorting to the absurdity.

"...No, I'm gonna die laughing at this..."

For a moment, the boundary between reality and the game blurred in Mamoru's mind. But even in the face of dancing zombies, he and his evolved friends were already thinking of their next move.
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			The Serious Zombie

			The automated management AI, MIRA. In its virtual core region, a pale blue light flickered irregularly.

"Unauthorized event generation... confirmed."

"NPC authority exceeded... confirmed."

"Login activity increase rate: All-time high."

"Abnormality level: MAX."

A cold voice echoed through the virtual space.

Conclusion.

"Zombie Count Robele... Get serious."

In the next moment, the horde of zombies that had been dancing Thriller like it was a ball came to a sudden halt. Then, with jerky movements, they retreated, opening a path in the center.

What appeared there was the count, clad in frills and a cape, with a rose held dramatically in his mouth. Zombie Count Robele.

"...Fufufu... I see, so this is the management's 'get serious' order, is it."

He casually tossed the rose aside and suddenly struck a sharp pose. He shrugged his shoulders, spread his arms, and puffed out his chest.

"Even as a zombie! I must be noble! Beautiful! And serious!!"

Do-o-o-o-on! An impossible effect exploded behind him. Lightning, flames, and even mysterious colorful confetti.

Mamoru couldn't help but scream.

"No, the effects are way too flashy!? Is this what the AI's 'serious' is!?"

Tiris readied her sword, breaking out in a cold sweat.

"Mamoru... this is no time to laugh. That thing, it's really... strong."

Amy said in a trembling voice.

"N, no way... its aura is thicker than when it was dancing...!"

Zombie Count Robele slowly took a step forward. This time, it wasn't a dance. It was a single step, cloaked in genuine killing intent.

"The dance is over... From here on out, it's a serious zombie battle royale!!"

Mamoru clenched his fists and swallowed hard.

"...So you've come. We have no choice but to get serious too!"

Zombie Count Robele, one of the most skilled members of the Demon Lord's army, was about to attack. Would Mamoru and his friends be able to survive?



		
			Chapter 152

			The Stage's Finale, Robele's Dance

			Robele's eyes narrowed, sinking like a cold, constricted night. Amidst a dance of rose petals, the slender rapier in his hand became a sharp line that cut through the air, permitting not even a moment of moonlight.

"An unsightly life is nothing more than entertainment for a ball..." Robele whispered with a smile, aiming his blade straight at Mamoru and his friends.

It was not a single flash. It was a continuous stream of them. The tip of the rapier tore through the forest air, and the countless trajectories of his thrusts wove a fantastical net.

Thousand Stabs.

Robele's true strength was, quite literally, fast, precise, and merciless.

The first thrust pierced Defray's shoulder, and he took a sharp breath, his knees buckling. But more than the physical pain, the sight of his friends falling one after another weighed heavily on him. The next flash sent Koni-chan stumbling in mid-air, his fire magic veering off to scorch the ground. Amy's aim missed the blade's trajectory, but she collapsed, her strength spent. Tiris loosed an arrow, but the rapier's lightning-fast movements deflected it. Mamoru received an impact like a thunderclap, and his shield arm went numb.

The blade read human movement. Like a compass, it captured his friends' breathing and center of gravity, and dispassionately, swiftly, destroyed them. The attacks left only a throbbing pain, as if to avoid the depiction of blood, and chipped away at his friends' stamina and will. There were screams, but they were all cut short.

"Kuh...!"

Mamoru tried to move forward. But Robele's line of movement had already anticipated him. The thin blade grazed Mamoru's forearm, and a sharp pain shot through him. Robbed of the distance to counterattack, he stumbled.

His friends' breathing grew shallow, their bodies trembled, and their eyes lost focus. Defray tried to stand, but his knees wouldn't obey. Koni-chan covered his mouth and gently shook his head. Amy clutched her spear with one hand and called her friends' names in a trembling voice, but no reply came.

Robele slowly raised his sword's tip and gave a graceful bow, like a dancer.

"And with this, the ball is at its end. Ladies and gentlemen of the audience, please, take your time."

But the coldness behind his actions remained unchanged. The thousand thrusts he had unleashed had driven his friends to a state where they could not recover. Fractures, muscle damage, a deep shaking of consciousness. Returning to the battlefield was not an option now.

Mamoru crawled on all fours towards his friends. What burned in his chest was not anger or the fear of death. It was simply the all too pure will to save his friends. But there was little he could do now. He had almost no bandages, no surplus magic power here.

Robele approached, one step, then another. His shadow stretched long over Mamoru, and a cold voice whispered in his ear.

"It's your turn next. Come, let us dance, my final dance."

Mamoru bit his lip and looked down at his pale friends. At that moment, standing on the brink of despair, something hardened deep within his chest. To bring back his friends who had been declared unable to recover. Even if he lost everything, Mamoru swore to himself that he would stand up.

In the fog, Robele's black frills swayed, and the stage was quietly, but surely, moving on to the next act.



		