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			Chapter 1

			A Single Book.

			When I was a kid, I was fascinated by the idea of other worlds.

But reality always had a merciless way of shattering those dreams.

What would you think, though, if you performed a ritual on a whim, just for fun, and it actually worked…?

***

It was a summer in August.

My name is Kaikawa Shinsuke. I’m twenty-three years old, with short black hair and standing at one hundred eighty centimeters tall. I'm a bit on the heavy side, but I don’t really have a gut to speak of. I've always been proud of my arm and leg muscles—I can bench press forty kilograms for fifteen reps without breaking a sweat. I used to be a physically-inclined salaryman. I say "used to be" because I quit my job yesterday.

Constant power harassment from my boss. A senior colleague who would never help me when I was in a bind. A junior who would mock me, saying, "Your numbers aren't improving, are they?" I just couldn’t take it anymore.

In school, they taught me that being a member of society was the natural way for people to live in the modern world. But I absolutely refused to believe that *this* kind of life was natural.

"Haaah… maybe Grandpa’s way of life was better after all."

When I was in elementary school, my parents died in an accident, and I went to live with my grandfather, who lived near the mountains.

My grandpa was what you’d call a hunter. As a child, he’d often take me into the mountains and teach me the tricks of the trade: how to hunt, how to set traps, where to find prey—all the skills a hunter needed. The one thing I was never allowed to touch was his rifle, since I didn’t have a license. I was only permitted to watch. Grandpa would often ask me, "Do you want to become a hunter?"

"My teacher and everyone else says that being a member of society is our duty. So I’m not going to be a hunter."

That’s what I told him when I was in my third year of middle school.

After that, he seemed to lose his spirit, appearing much frailer than before. When I was in my first year of high school, that same grandpa went into the mountains, fell from a cliff, and died. I worked part-time jobs to cover my living expenses, managed the money my family left behind, went to college, and finally landed a corporate job. And the result? I quit in just two years. How did it come to this? Maybe it was my punishment for rejecting my grandfather’s words.

"Maybe I should become a hunter… But you need six different licenses for that. Trapping, Class 1, Class 2… On top of that, it costs a lot of money, and even after paying all that, the income isn’t even stable."

But there was no point in complaining.

Resigned to my fate, I headed home, figuring I’d just start a farm in the countryside.

It had been a while since I was last back in my rural hometown. The only people around were the elderly; all the young people had moved to the city to become salarymen. The thought that I was once one of them left a bad taste in my mouth, though I couldn't say why.

It just felt wrong.

I returned to my family home and looked inside.

It wasn't too dusty, which made sense. I came back once a month to clean, so of course it would be tidy.

I checked that the gas, water, and electricity were all still on, then started unpacking. I didn't have much—just a single suitcase and whatever fit in my backpack. I was grateful that my company dorm had a kitchen and even a fridge, so I never had to buy any large appliances. As I was putting things away, I noticed some antiques lying around, but there was no point in displaying them.

I decided to store them in the old storehouse behind the house.

I’d only been inside that storehouse a few times as a kid. It was two stories tall, but I was always told the second floor was dangerous, so I’d never been up. On this occasion, however, I decided to go upstairs to put the antiques away.

There was nothing on the second floor but three bookshelves lined up against a wall.

I couldn't see what was so dangerous about it. Figuring the floorboards were probably just old and might give way, I walked slowly and carefully, placing the cardboard box of antiques on a random spot on the floor.

Looking at the bookshelves again, I saw they were filled with foreign books, each one giving off a strangely eerie vibe. But one book in particular caught my eye—it was the only one written in Japanese.

The title was clearly marked: *How to Go to Another World*.

"‘Go to another world’? Whoever wrote this must have a serious case of chuunibyou."

It was the kind of book you couldn’t help but find ridiculous. Normally, I would have just put it back without reading it.

But for some reason, I felt a strange urge to read it. Maybe it was because I, too, had my chuunibyou phase back in the day.

With that thought, I opened the book and began to read.

*A Few Warnings Before You Go to Another World.

First, the language of this world will be foreign to you.

Second, the people of this world are exceedingly weak.

Third, you may have a resistance to killing.

Therefore, the most necessary things when going to another world are language acquisition and ability acquisition.

On the next page, you will find a magic circle. The characters inscribed within it have been researched from runic letters and formulated into a spell that allows you to acquire both language and abilities. After drawing it, create a depression about one centimeter in diameter in the center of the magic circle, then fill it with your own blood.

Once that is done, you must stand in the center of the magic circle by exactly 5:55:55.

Either evening or morning is acceptable.

When the magic circle activates, your surroundings will grow dark, but this is merely the sensation of passing through a tunnel and is harmless. Within it, you will hear a voice ask you questions. Please answer them honestly.

…A word of caution… When answering the questions, if you give an answer that is too boastful, you may acquire an ability that is incompatible with you. Therefore, please answer based on your instincts or hobbies.*

"What a detailed setup," I muttered to myself. I turned the page to find a drawing of a magic circle. The design looked quite authentic. I went back downstairs and stepped outside the storehouse.

It was about one in the afternoon. With plenty of time until five, I started drawing the magic circle in the yard in front of the storehouse.

My house stood in front of this spot, so no one from the outside could see me. I could indulge in this without feeling embarrassed. Besides, since I was planning to live a slow life farming in the countryside anyway, I had plenty of time for this kind of amusement.

The magic circle was complete, and I’d made the depression in the center. All that was left was to add the blood, but it was still too early. I decided to wait until five in the evening.

At 5:40, I returned to the magic circle, book in hand. I had spent the afternoon back in the house, reading the rest of it. The pages after the magic circle described the world I was supposedly going to. Its name was Milmguard.

The transfer point was in a forest on the outskirts of a regional city called Alum.

The monsters that inhabited the area were mostly Wolves and Falcons.

Inside the city, there was an Adventurer's Guild and a branch of the Saint's Church. To register as an adventurer, you had to fight captured monsters in a training hall to determine your rank. The ranks ranged from E to A, with A being the highest. A new registrant could start at D-rank at the very highest.

If, after going to the other world, I wanted to return to Earth, I just had to draw the same magic circle and fill the depression with blood.

After that, I could return anytime, regardless of the hour. Even if the magic circle in the other world was erased, the location where it was drawn would act as a waypoint, so it wouldn't be a problem.

Thinking it was an incredibly elaborate setup, I began my preparations.

All I had to do was offer a drop of blood, but I was squeamish about cutting my finger. Instead, I decided to cut the back of my hand with a kitchen knife.

*Shaa!!* Ugh…

"Ow! Whoa, that’s a lot of blood… I need to fill the hole, quick."

I rushed to the center of the magic circle and poured my blood into the depression until it was full.

Once it was filled, I wrapped my hand with a bandage I’d brought and tossed the kitchen knife outside the circle. The time was 5:50.

In five minutes and fifty-five seconds, this little game would be over. I felt like an idiot for getting injured over something so silly.

5:55 and thirty seconds… forty seconds… fifty seconds… fifty-one… fifty-two… fifty-three… fifty-four… fifty-five.

In the next instant, my surroundings went dark.

"Huh? What’s going on? Why is it dark? It was still bright out just a second ago."

I was bewildered.

*Why? What’s happening?* I thought in a panic, but then I looked at the book in my hand.

"No way… is this the tunnel? Then where am I right now?"

Just then, a voice echoed from above my head.

【Welcome to the dimensional boundary. I will now ask you a few questions. Please answer them honestly. Are you the physical type, or the intellectual type?】

Is this the fantasy equivalent of asking if I'm a front-liner or a back-liner?

"…I like moving my body, so physical type."

【Are you better at close-range or long-range combat?】

"…Close range."

I remembered going to a summer festival with my grandpa a long time ago. I was so bad at the shooting game, missing the targets by a wide margin, that even I had to admit my aim was terrible.

【What is your preferred profession?】

"…Crafting. I especially like swords and other bladed weapons made from earth and ore, so a blacksmith."

I once made a teacup in a pottery class back in middle school.

The instructor was impressed, saying it was a fine piece of work. But I had wanted to make things like swords and spears more than anything. Of course, I wasn't allowed to make such things, so I just molded them out of clay at home.

【Final question. Upon arriving at your destination, what is the first thing you will do?】

"…First, I’ll scout the surrounding area to figure out where I am and get a grasp of the situation."

No matter the circumstances, gathering information is crucial. I learned the hard way at my old job that cutting corners leads to a string of mistakes.

It was not a pleasant memory.

【…Thank you for your cooperation. We are now searching for abilities, or skills, that are suitable for you. Please wait a moment.】

So they’re called skills, huh?

【…Thank you for waiting. You will be granted three skills: Detection, Analysis, and Matter Conversion. Do you have any questions?】

"…Hmm? I understand Detection and Analysis, but what is Matter Conversion?"

【…Matter Conversion is the ability to transform inorganic matter you touch into metal and manipulate it at will. For example, by holding a stone, you can convert and shape it into any metal you imagine. Also, if you touch the ground with your hand, you can convert and control the area you are touching. However, if you manipulate the converted material into a form that exceeds its original mass, the deficit will be supplemented by your magic, resulting in higher consumption than usual. This is the same as when you touch the ground and try to expand the area of effect.】

So, if I convert a fist-sized stone, I can only make something as small as a gauntlet. If I wanted to make a sword, it would consume a lot more magic. Is that it?

"Well, I guess it’ll be faster to just try it out. I have no more questions."

【…Thank you for your time. We hope you enjoy your life in another world.】

In that moment, my surroundings were enveloped in light.

When I came to, I was in a forest. The cries of beasts, the sound of birds flapping their wings, the dim, gloomy scenery… one thing was certain: I was not near my house. More importantly, two moons, one yellow and one green, hung side-by-side in the sky.

"You’ve got to be kidding me…"



		
			Chapter 2

			An Encounter, and Then Training.

			"You’ve got to be kidding me…"

I’d said it twice now.

But standing here stunned wouldn’t do me any good. I needed to scout my surroundings first. If this was really another world with monsters in the forest, I wouldn’t be able to rest until I found a safe place. I had acquired some skills on my way here, so I decided to try them out.

"I think I got a Detection skill, so let’s give it a go. In these situations, the standard procedure is to say it out loud while picturing it in your head. *Detection*, activate!"

Just then, something like a video game map materialized in my mind.

"Whoa, so this is how it works. I thought a map would pop up in front of my eyes."

Once the initial shock wore off, I found myself surprisingly calm. My ability to adapt was faster than I expected.

But this was all the proof I needed that this was another world and I had, in fact, been given skills.

"It looks like I can detect an area of about a fifty-meter radius with me at the center. No signs of monsters for now… That’s a relief."

Knowing I wouldn’t be ambushed right away was a huge weight off my shoulders.

"For now, I’ll just walk until I find a populated area. I also want to see how long I can keep the Detection skill active."

I decided to start walking forward.

Normally, you’d proceed through a forest with extreme caution. But thanks to Detection, I could walk without a care in the world. I was truly grateful for this skill.

After about three minutes of walking, the map in my head vanished.

"So, roughly three minutes. I guess that’s about right for a first-timer. If I train it, I might be able to extend the duration and range. That’s how it usually goes in adventure stories. I’ll start training as soon as I get a handle on my current situation."

There was no need to rush. I wasn’t summoned here, nor was the world in peril.

The thought of how strong I could become made my body tingle with excitement. I really am a physical type of guy.

With that thought, I decided to use the Detection skill again.

"*Detection*, activate… I feel a little bit of my strength draining away. So this is what magic consumption feels like."

Having learned a new sensation, I started walking again.

About two minutes later, I got a hit.

"What’s this? Three lights. Two are red, but one is blue. Going by convention, red means enemy, and blue means ally or non-combatant. Either way, I should check it out."

I moved quietly toward the lights.

Hiding in the bushes, I reached the location and saw the scene unfold.

Two wolves were attacking an old man who had his back against a tree.

"So red is the enemy and blue is an ally, just as I thought. Well, it’s not like he’s a confirmed ally yet. Now, what should I do?"

I wanted to help, but I had no weapon. My skills didn’t offer any direct means of attack, either.

The only thing I had was Matter Conversion. I looked around, searching for something I could transform.

I found and picked up a palm-sized stone.

"I’ll use this. *Matter Conversion*, activate!"

I pictured iron and used the skill. The stone instantly became a lump of iron.

"Okay, but this size isn’t even enough to make a knife. I think it said something about magic making up for any missing mass. Let’s try making a Japanese sword."

Holding the lump of iron, I pictured the shape of a Japanese sword and continued to use the skill. The iron rapidly increased in mass, growing to the size of a blade about sixty centimeters long.

And just like that, the Japanese sword was complete.

It took five seconds.

"It’s done. A good chunk of my energy is gone, but I can fight now."

My fighting spirit ignited, and I burst out of the bushes.

"Hey! You wolves! I’m your opponent now! Come and get me!"

I shouted and glared at the wolves.

The two beasts turned to look at me, and the old man had a "what the hell?" expression on his face.

The wolves seemed wary and didn't approach. I checked the distance.

I was about a hundred meters away from them. Not exactly charging distance.

But this was my first real fight, and I was at a loss for how to attack.

As if sensing my hesitation, one of the wolves started walking toward me.

(*This is bad. It’s cautious, but it doesn’t see me as a threat. The other one is still watching the old man. Damn it, what should I do?*)

Just then, a familiar voice echoed in my head.

(*Don’t panic!*)

It was the voice of my late grandfather.

(!!)

In that moment, a memory from my childhood resurfaced.

(*Listen up, Shinsuke. When you face your prey, two things are important: ruthlessness and momentum. You can’t hunt if you feel pity for the prey. You can’t take it down if you’re timid. Stay calm, and when you go in for the kill, do it with overwhelming force! You’re not allowed to use a gun, but you’d probably miss anyway. So, will you set a trap and wait, or will you go at it with a club? Either way, do what you like. But if you choose the club, and you find yourself in a standoff where neither of you will back down, there’s only one thing to do: strike first! Let out a war cry and charge!*)

Past events flashed through my mind like a movie.

Come to think of it, Grandpa taught me some oddly passionate things.

But right now, I was grateful for it.

I took a deep breath and raised the Japanese sword into an overhead stance.

"Cheeeeeeeeeeestooooo!"

I screamed as I ran.

The wolf, startled for a moment, froze in place.

The distance was about fifty meters. I ran with everything I had.

As I closed the distance, the wolf regained its composure and charged at me. As we grew closer, the wolf opened its mouth wide, baring its fangs.

I felt a surge of fear at the thought of being bitten, but my momentum was unstoppable.

My mind went blank as I continued to run.

Then, the moment the sword was within reach, I swung it down with all my might.

But it dodged to the right. Panicking, I recklessly swung the sword horizontally to my right.

By some stroke of luck, it hit the wolf’s right eye, and blood spurted out.

The wolf yelped in pain and tumbled to the ground. This was my chance.

I once again raised the sword overhead and brought it down hard.

The wolf’s head was severed from its body, and a torrent of blood gushed from the torso.

"Hah… hah… I did it."

Still reeling from the sensation of my first kill, I quickly turned my attention to the other wolf.

But the old man had already dispatched it with an axe he was holding.

"Are you alright?"

I called out as I approached the old man.

"No need to worry. I’m not so senile that a beast like this would give me trouble."

His voice was oddly cold. I took a proper look at the old man.

He was about one hundred seventy centimeters tall, with white hair and a white beard, clearly quite elderly. Yet, his physique was that of a man who had trained relentlessly; I could tell he possessed incredible strength.

The old man seemed strangely wary of me, so I said, "I’m a traveler who has just begun his training journey. I was wandering through this forest when I saw you being attacked, so I came to help."

I couldn't just say I came from another world, so I decided to lie. I felt a little guilty, but it couldn't be helped.

The old man seemed to let his guard down, though his tone remained gruff. "I was about to say you shouldn’t have bothered, but to be honest, my body wasn’t moving as well as I’d like. So… I’ll thank you."

He had a condescending way of talking.

But I was used to dealing with my boss at work, so it didn't bother me.

I asked, "By the way, I have a question. Is this near the regional city of Alum?"

I needed to confirm if this was the place mentioned in the book. If not, something might have gone wrong with the transfer.

The old man replied, "That’s right. This is the forest near Alum. Don’t ask such obvious questions. Just how much of a novice are you?"

Well, at least nothing went wrong. The old man’s manner of speaking was something I was used to, having listened to my boss's constant complaints, so I remained calm.

I said, "Even though I’ve just started, I’ve been traveling for about a month, so I wasn’t confident."

At this, the old man said, "A month? You’re the greenest of novices. And I take it today was your first real fight, then."

I was a little surprised. "How did you know it was my first time fighting?"

The old man sighed and answered, "Anyone could tell, seeing how scared you were of that wolf. Plus, your weapon handling was sloppy, like a child swinging a stick. Your war cry, though, that was pretty impressive."

Even in this dim light, and from that distance… This old man’s eyesight was clearly not failing. His gaze was sharp.

Still surprised, I asked, "Excuse me, but who are you?"

To that question, the old man replied, "I am Dornet. A hunter who lives in a cabin nearby."

Hunter. When I heard that word, I found it hard to believe that was the only reason he could tell it was my first fight.

"I’m sorry to ask, but what did you do when you were younger?"

The old man looked annoyed. "I was an adventurer. Retired many years ago."

An adventurer. Hearing that, it all made sense. It explained his keen observational skills, his ability to strike the wolf’s vital point in a single blow—it all came from his experience in battle.

And this man, he somehow reminded me of my late grandfather.

"Um, I know this is sudden, but there's something I want to ask."

The old man retorted, "What is it? Stop being so hesitant. If you have something to say, spit it out!"

His tone was strangely irritated.

But I didn’t let it deter me. "Please, take me on as your disciple!"

I bowed my head and pleaded with the old man.

"Hah? Disciple? What do you think you’re saying? You want to be the disciple of a man you just met? What’s wrong with you?"

He spoke as if he were exasperated, but I looked at him with a serious expression and replied, "I told you I was on a training journey, but I’ve been traveling without any real direction. I figured I’d become an adventurer to earn some money and came to this city. But then, Dornet-san, I met you."

I looked at the wolf the old man had killed. "The skill with which you took down this wolf, and your perceptiveness to realize it was my first time fighting… I can see that you are no ordinary man. I am inexperienced in every way, but I want to train under you and become a strong man."

The old man folded his arms and thought for a moment. Then he asked, "You want to become strong and be an adventurer?"

To this question, I replied, "I want to be a hunter and an adventurer."

My answer made the old man’s eyes go wide.

I know, he probably expected me to just say adventurer. I thought so too.

But the word "hunter" came out first, probably because it reminded me of my grandfather asking if I wanted to become one.

It wasn’t logic. It was just a feeling.

The old man’s lips curled into a slight smile. "You’re a strange one. I’d understand if you wanted to be an adventurer, but to say you want to be a hunter and an adventurer at the same time… you’ve got some nerve."

He said it with an air of exasperation, but he wasn’t mocking me.

This was another way he was like my grandfather. He would listen to what people had to say without laughing at them.

I said, "So please, I beg you. Take me—no, take *me* on as your disciple."

I bowed my head once more.

At this, the old man said, "I have a policy of not taking disciples. But… I owe you for helping me. I’ll teach you the basics. After that, you’ll have to train on your own."

I was overjoyed at his words. "Thank you, Master!"

The old man said, "Calling me Master already? You’re an eager one. Oh well. It’s late. You can stay at my cabin tonight. But starting tomorrow, you’ll build your own cabin. I’ll teach you how then."

The old man’s way of speaking was blunt, but there was a kindness to it.

I replied, "Yes, I look forward to learning from you. My name is Shinsuke."

The old man said, "Shinsuke, a strange name. Well, whatever. I have a sharp tongue and my teaching methods can be rough. Don’t blame me if you die halfway through."

I replied, "I’ll be fine. I won’t die. Not until I’ve learned everything you have to teach me, traveled to all sorts of places, and hunted."

In response to that, I thought I saw the old man’s mouth curve into a slight smile, but it quickly returned to its usual scowl. And so, under my master Dornet-san, I learned how to hunt, how to handle weapons, how to move my body efficiently, how to train as an adventurer, and all the other knowledge and skills necessary for survival and crafting.

He taught me everything he knew.

Two years passed like that.



		
			Chapter 3

			Surprise and Farewell.

			Two years had passed since that day.

I, Kaikawa Shinsuke, was now twenty-five years old.

Training under the hunter Dornet-san had changed me in several ways.

First, my physique. The slight paunch I had was gone; in fact, my abs were starting to show. My biceps were larger than before, and the soft parts of my thighs had firmed up considerably from all the training. His teaching style was very hands-on, so I fought wolves every single day.

Sometimes three times a day, sometimes as many as seven.

Occasionally, a Slime would appear. The first time I saw one, I thought it would be an easy fight and approached it casually. But it turned out to be more troublesome than a wolf. My sword attacks were met with a squishy elasticity that offered no feedback, and the Slime’s body slam felt like being hit with a rock in the stomach. It was dangerous.

My master said, "Against a Slime, you need a piercing attack, and you have to put your weight behind it. Here’s a spear, use this."

With the spear in hand, I fought and thrust with all my might.

Water gushed out of its body, and it shriveled like a deflating balloon, until nothing was left but a puddle of water.

According to my master, "Slimes are a hunter’s least favorite monster because they don’t drop any materials when you defeat them. Well, some of the bigger ones have magic stones, but this one’s a small fry."

He sounded disappointed.

To learn how to fight flying creatures, he had me practice archery, firing arrow after arrow.

I told him I was bad at shooting, but my master retorted, "With that kind of attitude, do you think you can be a hunter or an adventurer? Stop your whining and do it!"

He had a point, so I practiced with a desperation that went beyond mere seriousness.

My home—or rather, my cabin—was something he told me to build myself. I used leftover wood from when he built his own cabin. It was seven meters wide, seven meters long, and seven meters tall—a space good for nothing but sleeping. The roof was flat, just planks laid across, rather than triangular. It ended up looking like a cube.

But I didn’t sleep there. Instead, I drew a magic circle.

If I was going to sleep, I preferred a proper house, so I decided to return to Earth. Fortunately, our time together was limited to training and meals, so he never found out. The magic circle was complete, and I dripped my blood into the depression. All that was left was to stand in the center.

In an instant, the scene before me changed.

When I came to, I was standing in front of the storehouse. It was pitch black outside.

Thinking about it calmly, it was a sudden development. To be able to travel back and forth just by standing there, without even using magic.

Incidentally, when I stepped out of the magic circle and then back into the center, I was instantly transported back to the cabin.

There were no issues with round trips, so I decided to return to Earth again. I entered my family home and checked the clock. It was ten at night. The level of darkness was about the same in the other world, so I figured there was no time lag. To be safe, I decided to take a clock with me when I went back at five in the morning.

And so my days of training in the other world of Milmguard continued.

My master would go to the Adventurer's Guild in town to sell the game he caught and the medicinal herbs he gathered. In town, before selling game or herbs at other shops, you first had to have them appraised at the Adventurer's Guild.

It was a rule set by the country that everything had to be checked for poisonous game or herbs, and a fee based on the type and value had to be paid. If you broke this rule and sold things without permission, the punishment was severe, potentially even death.

The reason for this dated back a hundred years.

In a certain village, an epidemic was spreading, and the villagers were suffering. A merchant appeared, claiming to have herbs that would cure the disease. When the villagers brewed and drank the herbs, their condition worsened. It turned out the herbs were poisonous. As a result, ninety percent of the village's population died.

That person vanished, and their whereabouts remain unknown. It became known in history as the Great Massacre.

Because of that, not just adventurers and hunters, but even traveling merchants from outside had to go through the Guild before selling their goods.

I wanted to go with my master, but he said, "What are you talking about, going to town? The town isn’t a place for a fledgling like you. Let alone the Guild… Just how naive are you? You can go when you’ve gained enough skill that I say you’re ready."

I remember thinking at the time that it was a very strict town.

One thing I noticed when I ate with my master was that the food was too strongly flavored. He would just throw the bones of the game into a pot and boil them. No seasonings were used. That was the soup.

The meat was grilled until it was on the verge of being burnt, and we ate it, char and all. The vegetables were the herbs we had gathered, eaten raw. Some of the herbs were similar in size to lettuce, and when we had those, we would wrap the meat in them. But even then, the taste was too strong. As a Japanese person, I wasn’t used to such intense flavors.

I preferred lighter tastes.

However, if I carelessly brought seasonings from Earth, it would raise suspicion, so I didn’t. Fortunately, we only ate twice a day, in the morning and evening. There was no lunch, and the portions were limited to two plates per person: a plate of soup and a plate with meat and herbs. This was not enough to fill me up, so when I returned to my family home, I would eat light-tasting things like miso soup, rice, and store-bought side dishes, especially pickles.

I didn’t have much money. About seventy percent of my monthly expenses went to maintaining the house, which included electricity, water, and gas. The rest was for food, so I couldn’t buy much.

Money was becoming an issue.

I asked my master about the currency in his world. He took out a pouch and placed ten copper coins, five small silver coins, and five silver coins on the table.

"This is money. There are five types in total: gold, small gold, silver, small silver, and copper. Wolves and Falcons are common prey, so they’re worth about three copper coins each. Depending on the size and type of the prey, you might get a small silver coin. But for you not to even know about money… what kind of backwater place did you come from?"

I thought, *Oops,* at his words. But I couldn’t take back what I’d said.

As I wondered what to do, my master said, "Oh well. It doesn’t matter where you came from. Since we’re on the topic, if you have any questions, I’ll answer them. But I can’t answer what I don’t know."

I was relieved, but his way of speaking made it sound like he didn’t care about me at all. Still, I wasn’t angry. Compared to power harassment, this was nothing.

Taking him up on his offer, I asked about skills.

My master said, "Skills, huh? Those aren’t something you can learn quickly. You have to meditate and constantly wish for the skill you want. The time it takes varies from person to person, but it could be a month, or it could be ten years. And even after all that time, you can usually only learn one. Very rarely, someone might learn two."

"If you’re going to spend that much time learning something, it’s faster to learn magic. You can learn magic by reading a grimoire and understanding its contents. There are five elements: fire, water, earth, wind, and lightning. The element you learn depends on the grimoire you understand. By the way, I was never interested in that stuff, so I haven’t read any."

"As for how many you can learn, you can learn as many as you can understand. Some people learn three or five, while others try to master just one."

I thought learning magic just by reading a book sounded easy.

But a single grimoire was expensive; the cheapest one cost a small gold coin.

My master chuckled, saying that the reason he was able to continue as an adventurer until his retirement was because he made all his own weapons and armor.

When I found out he had experience as a blacksmith, I thought that meeting this person might have been fate.

I asked my master to train me as a blacksmith as well.

He replied, "I thought you’d say that. I’ll start teaching you tomorrow. The weapon you have now has a handle that’s just a metal rod, which must be hard to hold. I’ll teach you how to make a wooden handle and a scabbard."

My master was a truly amazing person. He seemed to know what I was going to say or do before I did. I wondered if this was the result of his experience as a former adventurer.

The training as a blacksmith required more concentration than I expected. Not only the way to forge the iron, but also making the scabbard and handle from wood demanded a level of delicacy where even the slightest mistake was not allowed. As a result, after my tenth attempt, I managed to create a decent sword with a sixty-centimeter blade.

I remember feeling incredibly moved when I made it myself for the first time. It took more effort than creating one with my skill, but the feeling of accomplishment was beyond words. The handle also fit comfortably in my hand. I made two of them.

One was for the sword, and the other for the katana. The color was white, with a hint of black—a common style. I made the scabbards in a matching color.

These days continued for two years.

If possible, I had wanted to continue living with my master even after I became a full-fledged hunter. But our parting came suddenly.

Right after we finished dinner in his house, he collapsed. I immediately carried him to his bed.

At first, I thought he might have eaten a poisonous herb, but if that were the case, I should have been affected too, as I ate the same thing. But I was fine.

My master spoke, coughing. "Don’t worry. It’s just my time. I was already getting weak before I met you. I was putting on a brave face back then, but in reality, I had a terrible cough and could barely move."

He said that the reason he never coughed during our training was that he would do it after I had left, so I wouldn’t notice.

I asked, "Why did you train me when you were in such a state?!"

With a pained expression, my master said, "At first, it was to repay you for saving me. But as we lived together, I started to think that I had taken on an interesting disciple. I figured if I told someone like you about my condition, you’d just worry unnecessarily. And I hate that kind of consideration."

His words reminded me that my master was still my master.

He must have thought it was better not to say anything than to have people worry about him.

As I was thinking that, my master said, "More importantly, there’s something I need to tell you."

I wondered what it could be and listened in silence.

"Shinsuke, you’re from another world, aren’t you?"

Those words made my mind go completely blank. Why? How? In what way? Such questions swirled in my head.

My master continued, "The first clue was the color of your hair. There’s no one with black hair in this world. That hair color must be unique to another world. I told you about the Great Massacre a hundred years ago, right?"

I nodded.

My master said, "There was a book that detailed that history. It said that the person who brought the poisonous herbs also had black hair. But at the time, no one had hair of that color, so it was dismissed as a mistake, and that part was removed from other books. But fifty years ago, I saw a person with black hair in this very forest."

My master continued, "At the time, I was an active adventurer, and I had built a smithy in this forest. I had no intention of showing off what I made to people, and I hated being told to ‘make something,’ so I worked here in secret. That’s when a person with black hair appeared from the forest. When I asked who they were, they said they were from a place called Japan."

"I had never heard of such a country, so I was skeptical. But they showed me a book they had and said, ‘I came here by following this book.’ I couldn’t read the characters, but when they recited the entire contents of the book, I was half-convinced. But what really made me believe was when they used a skill. After all, I told you how difficult it is to learn skills. And they used four of them."

I was surprised to hear the word "four," but even more so that someone else had come here before me.

But thinking about it, it made sense. After all, everything in the book had been true since I arrived. It wouldn’t be strange if someone had come before.

My master continued, "I asked them all sorts of things about Japan, about other worlds. It was all so surprising. But at the same time, I remembered that the one who caused the Great Massacre also had black hair, so I asked them about it. They frantically denied it, saying they didn’t know anything about such an incident. I knew they weren't lying. It was fifty years ago, so even if the culprit were alive, they’d be a decrepit old man. I laughed and said, ‘It wasn’t you, a young lad like yourself.’"

"They seemed relieved. But I didn’t recommend they go to town. At the time, only half the townspeople believed the stories about black hair, and I told them that if they went, they would likely be killed for having black hair."

"Their face turned pale, and they asked, ‘Why did you tell me that?’ I replied, ‘Because it wasn’t you who did it.’"

I thought to myself that this man was truly a good person. I was grateful that the person I met when I came to this world was such a kind one.

My master said, "They immediately returned with me to the place where they had arrived and went back to their own world. I never asked their name, but they had a similar atmosphere to you, Shinsuke."

I thought about it for a moment. Similar to me. Fifty years ago. It might have been my grandfather. If so, the timeline made sense, and it also explained why he told me not to go to the second floor of the storehouse.

I asked my master, "Why did you take me on as your disciple, knowing all that? Even if I was your savior, to teach me so much…"

At my words, my master let out a small laugh. "I told you, it’s because you’re interesting. And as we lived together, I found it enjoyable. You listened to everything I knew without a hint of doubt and put it all into practice. It made me happy. I learned how enjoyable it is to teach someone. I’m grateful to you. Thank you."

At that moment, I felt something warm stream down my cheek. It was only when I touched it that I realized they were tears. I don’t know why they started flowing so suddenly. But I didn’t question why I was crying. Seeing this, my master said, "What are you crying for? A man shouldn’t cry over something like this. You cry when you learn of the death of someone you trusted."

He said it with a hint of sternness. I wiped my tears with my arm and looked at my master again.

"Listen, Shinsuke. I’ve taught you everything I can. You may not be a master yet, but you’ll do well as an adventurer. As a parting gift, I’m giving you what’s under that shelf. Take a look."

I stood up and looked at what was at the very bottom of the shelf. Inside were iron gauntlets and greaves, and a small vial filled with a silver liquid.

The gauntlets were long enough to cover my forearms, their color a silvery-white with a hint of black. There were no decorations or inscriptions. The greaves extended from my ankles to my shins, the same silvery-white with a touch of black, and likewise unadorned.

It was a simple design.

My master said, "I made them to fit your size. They’re my final work. They may be plain, but I used the best materials I could get my hands on."

To me, these two items looked more beautiful than anything.

As I stared at them in silence, my master said, "And the contents of that vial are a magic potion that changes hair color. Most people in this country have silver hair. When you use it, just pour the entire contents on your hair, and it will all automatically turn silver."

"It was made by a magician who specializes in water magic, something they created to play around with changing their hair to various colors. Once you apply it, it will never return to its original color, so this one is meant to revert it. There’s no black version. Use it with resolve. With silver hair, you won’t be viewed with suspicion in town."

At his words, I said, "So you were stopping me from going to town until you got this. Because my hair was black. You said those harsh words to protect me."

The back of my eyes felt hot, but I held it in. I didn’t want to be scolded again.

My master said, "That’s about the gist of it. Now I’ve told you everything I need to. Put on those gauntlets and greaves and let me see."

I immediately put on the gauntlets and greaves. The length, the width—they were a perfect fit in every way.

Seeing them, my master said, "They suit you well. With those, you won’t be laughed at as a hunter or an adventurer. *Phew*… I’m a little tired. I’m going to sleep, but let me say one last thing."

I listened intently.

"Go. See the world with your own eyes. And as both a hunter and an adventurer, live a life with no regrets."

Those were the words my master had said when I had previously asked to go to town. It was his permission for me to finally go.

My master closed his eyes.

There was no sound of breathing.

"Master? Master! Can’t you hear me?!"

I cried. I cried my heart out. I cried until it felt like I had no more tears left to shed.

The morning came.

I made a grave for my master. I made it behind his house, near the smithy. I thought this would be a good place for him, since he loved crafting.

I bowed before the grave.

"Master, thank you for everything. I’ll do my best. I’ll become the strong man I said I would. Not just physically, but mentally strong as well."

And then, with my sword and katana, the gauntlets and greaves, I used the vial to change my hair color and set off for the town.



		
			Chapter 4

			Interlude: Personal Skill Training.

			Here, I’ll talk a little about the training I was doing at my family home in Japan.

About a month after I started my training as a hunter and adventurer with my master, I began a secret training regimen of my own.

It was training for my skills. This was something my master couldn’t teach me. After all, it was rare for anyone to have skills, and those who did usually had only one. When I heard that, I knew that revealing I had three skills would only make my master more suspicious.

So, I had to train on my own.

Inside my house, there were three things I needed to confirm.

First, how much magic each skill consumed.

Second, what would happen if I kept using my skills.

Third, whether it was possible to increase my magic power.

I started with the first one. I activated Detection. When I found out I could use it in this world too, I thought it was a skill for life. By the way, there were two blue dots nearby, a forest to the north, and a small stream to the west. It didn’t show detailed paths, but for general vigilance, it was fine. The magic consumption was so minuscule I barely noticed it. The duration was three minutes; I timed it with a watch, so it was accurate.

Next, I activated Analysis. I looked at a single sheet of paper and activated the skill. Information flowed into my head. The material of the paper was plant fiber, sourced from pine trees. The manufacturing process was also broadly outlined—pulping, papermaking, finishing—but when I tried to look into the details, my head started to feel a bit dizzy. So, it seems that processing becomes difficult if there’s too much information.

As a physical type, I’m not that smart. I mean, I was desperate enough to try a magic circle, which makes me feel a bit pathetic. Oh well, as long as I can grasp the general idea, that’s good enough. After that, I just need to use my intuition and apply this skill in practice. I didn't feel much magic consumption.

Finally, I tried Matter Conversion. I took a piece of scrap paper and activated the skill, imagining iron. The paper instantly turned into a sheet of iron. The thickness was the same as paper, but the hardness was that of iron. When I bent it, it buckled. I let go and placed it on the floor, but it didn’t change. Analysis revealed its material to be true iron with a purity of one hundred percent. Well, that was to be expected since I imagined iron. I could also manipulate its shape freely, turning it into a roller and making it spin without using my hands. The magic consumption was noticeably greater than the other two skills.

For the second point—what happens when I keep using a skill—I went outside to the back of the house where I was less likely to be seen. There, I turned a palm-sized stone into iron and poured more magic into it to increase its mass. I shaped it into a thick, round log. By the time it reached the height of my stomach, my breathing was ragged. It felt like the exhaustion and breathlessness of sprinting a hundred meters.

When it reached the height of my face, I was so fatigued and dizzy that I had to drop to one knee. Realizing this was dangerous, I quickly went back inside and to my room on the first floor. I couldn't stay conscious any longer and collapsed on the spot. When I woke up, it was evening. I had started the experiment at one in the afternoon, and it was now six, so I had been asleep for five hours. This was the result of using a large amount of magic.

I realized that I couldn't afford to carelessly use it until I was completely drained.

Third point: can I increase my magic power?

This was something I couldn’t just test and see the effects of. So, I decided to go to the second floor of the storehouse. The bookshelves there were full of foreign books, but I thought there might be some in Japanese as well. I went to the second floor and looked at the bookshelves. To my surprise, I could read all of them. Even the foreign language books. I wondered why, but then I remembered. When I drew the magic circle, I had written the characters for language acquisition. I had assumed it was limited to the other world, but it seemed to work in this world too. Not that there were any foreigners around here to test it on, so it didn’t really matter. But that was beside the point. My original purpose was to find out if I could increase my magic power.

I looked through all the books. There were books on the types and origins of runic characters, types of medicinal herbs and how to combine them, the pros and cons of curses, and so on. They were interesting, but right now, I needed to find a way to amplify my magic. Then, one book caught my eye. It was called *Introduction to Magic*.

I thought this book might have something about magic power, so I started reading. It described how to learn and use magic, but it said that you needed a specialized grimoire to learn, so I skipped that part.

I found a section on magic power and read it. It said that magic power is life energy, and in some countries, it’s called *haki* or *nen*. To handle it, you need to calm your spirit and be able to feel the flow of power within your body. Also, even if you can feel it, you can’t use it unless you have an affinity for an element or a special ability. It also mentioned that if you keep using it, you can lose consciousness, which I had already experienced, so that was accurate. I found the section on increasing magic power.

There are two ways to increase magic power. The first is to repeatedly use magic until you are significantly fatigued, then eat a nutrient-rich meal and rest for five hours. Repeat this process. The second is to create and drink a secret potion that enhances magic power.

The first method takes time but reliably increases magic power. The second method significantly increases magic power in a short time, but at the cost of causing mental abnormalities. For example, losing your reason and going into a berserk state. There was no reason for me to choose the second option. I wasn't in a desperate situation, so I decided to take my time and train using the first method.

Based on all this, I decided to start training my skills. In between, I bought and watched manga and anime, thinking I might find some hints. My savings dwindled, but I figured I’d definitely have a chance to earn money once I started working as a hunter and adventurer in the other world. It was a greedy and base motive, but I had to accept it as a necessity for survival.

After a year of personal training, I had a flash of inspiration while watching a certain anime. In it, they sealed magic and weapons into rings, necklaces, and the like, and used them at will. I wondered if I could do something similar with my skills and decided to try it immediately.

I made a ring with my skill and wrote the Japanese character for "fire" on it, but there was no reaction. Well, failure is part of the process. I decided to try different characters next. English, Chinese—failure. Then, I tried runic characters. There was a reaction. I was able to produce a faint flame. This was when I reconfirmed that runic characters were essential for magic.

My master had told me about the types of magic, and I wanted to be able to use all five elements if possible, so I made a ring for each and tried them out.

In conclusion, I could use all five, but their power varied. In descending order of power, it was fire, lightning, earth, wind, and water. It seemed to be related to my skills. Things with heat were powerful. Earth was useful for blacksmithing, so I could raise it, but I couldn't cause fissures. As for wind, no matter how much magic I poured into it, the best I could do was the equivalent of a fan on high; I couldn't create a *kamaitachi*. Water was my weakest element; even with intense concentration, I would be exhausted after producing just a cupful.

As I continued this training, I could feel my magic power increasing. When I first started using Matter Conversion, I would pass out when the object reached the height of my face. But now, it could grow taller than me, reaching the second floor of the storehouse. And the fatigue was only enough to leave me breathless; I didn't pass out. Fire and lightning became quite powerful. I went into the forest where I wouldn’t be seen. I found a wild boar, over a hundred centimeters long, which was perfect for a test.

I used fire magic and created a ball the size of a basketball and launched it. The boar stood frozen and took the hit. The flames engulfed its body, and it ran around trying to put them out, but they didn’t extinguish, and it collapsed. Once the boar stopped moving, the flames died out as if their job was done.

I frantically went to put out the trees that had caught fire when it was running around. I had brought a fire extinguisher just in case, and I sprayed it for all it was worth. The boar was roasted whole. Its fur was gone, and its meat was a well-done black.

I took it home and enjoyed a delicious meal. I tested lightning on a large rock. I searched the forest and found one near a large river. I shot a bolt of lightning at it. It pierced through the rock, leaving a hole about ten centimeters in diameter. The area around it was slightly blackened, but there were no cracks.

I looked behind the rock and saw that since it was on a slope, the bolt had hit the ground and caused an explosion. There was a large crater. I thought I had heard a noise, but my focus had been on piercing the rock, so I hadn't paid it much mind. This training was mostly self-taught. I decided that when I went to town in the other world, I would use it as little as possible in front of people, and only start using it openly when I had enough money to buy a grimoire.



		
			Chapter 5

			The Adventurer's Guild.

			I set off for the town. With my master’s permission and the equipment he gifted me, I began my journey.

My current attire consisted of a gray, easy-to-move-in work shirt with pockets on both chests, and gray sarouel pants, which were loose and tied with a string instead of a belt. Both were simple in design. My master had even given his approval, saying the outfit was fine.

On my arms and legs, I wore the gauntlets and greaves from my master. At my waist, I carried my katana and sword. It wasn’t flashy armor; in fact, it looked like the gear of someone with no money. But that didn't matter to me. This equipment was my pride.

On the index and middle fingers of my left hand, I wore one ring each, inscribed with the runic characters for fire and lightning. For fire, I used the symbol for the sun. There was no direct rune for lightning, but after some research, I found the runes of the Aesir gods and learned about Thor, the god of thunder. I took a leap of faith, writing his rune and his name, and it worked.

With this gear, I headed for the regional city of Alum.

As I emerged from the forest, a town surrounded by massive walls spread out before me.

"So that’s the city of Alum. It’s been two years since I came to this world… my first time meeting people other than my master."

My heart was filled with a mix of emotions.

What kind of people lived there? What kind of shops would I find? How big was the Adventurer's Guild? What kind of noble ruled this land?

I had many anxieties about the local lord, but as long as I lived a normal life, I would probably never meet them, so I pushed that thought to the back of my mind.

The main issue was the Adventurer's Guild.

Regarding registration, after submitting an application, you had to fight a captured monster one-on-one in an examination hall and win. There were five rounds in total, and you needed to win twice to pass. Your rank would be determined by the number of wins, with the highest starting rank being D.

However, my master taught me that the monsters get stronger with each round, so it was standard practice to fight at a level that matched your abilities. With this advice in mind, I headed for the Adventurer's Guild.

Two guards stood in front of the gate leading into the city.

My master had told me there was no fee to enter, but they would ask my purpose and whether I planned to settle down. I was to answer honestly. Since I had no intention of settling down and would be living outside the town, it wouldn’t be a problem, but I would be responsible for my own safety. Inside the town, the guards provided protection, so most people lived within the walls.

However, in that case, you had to pay a residence tax once a month. Since my home was on Earth, I had no intention of settling here.

I answered the guard’s questions and entered the town.

The town that spread out before my eyes could be described in one word: lively. The faces of the people walking around were bright and full of life. The stalls in the open-air market were bustling with customers. There was no sense of poverty. As I walked further into the town, one shop caught my eye—an armorer. It was a shop that sold real weapons and armor, the kind you don’t see on Earth. But since I had almost no money, I didn't go in. I figured it would leave a bad impression if I went in and left without buying anything, so I decided to come back when I had more funds. After walking a bit further, I found two large buildings standing side by side, each as big as a school gymnasium.

A sign on the building to the right read, "Adventurer's Guild."

"So this is the Adventurer’s Guild. It’s huge. I can expect a good income as an adventurer. This means I can also focus on my main job as a hunter."

My primary profession was a hunter; being an adventurer was a side job.

My work as an adventurer would be limited to gathering and investigation quests. I decided not to accept monster-slaying requests, as that was a hunter’s job. I would only sell the materials.

This approach was highly inefficient. I could just accept a monster subjugation request as an adventurer and think of it as a hunter’s job.

But I am a hunter.

To think of it as an adventurer’s job at the same time was something I couldn’t do. I might be stubborn, but that was how I would live a life without regrets.

The door to the Adventurer’s Guild was always open, and I walked right in. The interior was like a spacious cafeteria, with tables and chairs lined up in rows. The reception desk was at the back, arranged like the counter where you’d pick up food in a company cafeteria. There were a few people scattered around, each minding their own business, not paying any attention to newcomers.

This was convenient for me. I didn’t want to stand out, so I walked straight to the reception desk. I reached it smoothly, without any trouble.

"Welcome to the Adventurer’s Guild. Are you here for a request? Or to register?"

A receptionist with a pleasant smile asked me. She looked to be in her twenties or thirties.

To her question, I replied, "I’m here to register."

I answered straightforwardly.

The receptionist said, "Then please fill out this registration form. Can you write?"

Thanks to my Language Function skill, I could understand and write the language. I had shown my writing to my master, and he had given me his approval, saying it was fine.

"Yes, I can. I just need to write my name and my preferred weapon here, right?"

The receptionist replied, "Yes, that’s correct. Please fill it out. Once you’re done, please go through the door on the left."

To the left, about ten meters away, was a large door. A sign above it read, "Training Hall."

"Understood."

I wrote my name as Shinsuke and my weapon as "sword," then entered the door. Beyond it was a dome-shaped area, about the size of a soccer field. At the far end was a steel door, and in front of it, in the center, was a circle drawn on the ground, about thirty meters in diameter. I understood that this was the stage where I would fight. After a short wait, a man appeared from behind me. He looked to be in his forties or fifties, but he radiated a considerable aura of strength.

The examiner-like man asked, "Are you the applicant named Shinsuke? It says here your specialty is the sword. Have you ever fought a monster before?"

To that question, I replied, "I have fought against Wolves, Slimes, and Falcons."

At my answer, the examiner said, "It seems you have some training. Very well, the test will now begin. The rules are simple: defeat the monster that comes out of the door at the back. There will be five rounds in total, fought consecutively. Win twice, and you pass. However, if you step out of this circle, you are disqualified."

"If you wish to fight more than twice, you must shout, ‘Send out the next one!’ Two wins will earn you an E-rank registration, and five consecutive wins will earn you a D-rank. Also, before the test, you must put a drop of your blood into this."

He handed me a palm-sized clay doll with a depression in its center.

The examiner explained, "This is a substitute doll. It will activate if you receive a fatal blow. It will swap places with you, and the doll will take the damage you would have received."

"However, it only takes the place of a fatal blow. It will not substitute for scratches or non-fatal injuries. To put it extremely, even if your arm is cut off, the doll will not activate. But if you take a fatal blow and it swaps with you, your severed arm will be restored, so don’t worry. Any other questions?"

To that, I asked, "If all my weapons break, can I continue the fight?"

The examiner sighed slightly and answered, "In that case, even if you are confident in your bare-handed skills, we will deem you unable to continue combat, and the test will end on the spot. If you have already won twice and your weapon breaks on the third round, you will still pass. Any other questions?"

I replied firmly, "No."

The examiner said, "Very well, put your blood in the doll and enter the circle. The test will begin the moment you do."

I put a drop of blood in the doll, placed it on the ground, drew my sword, and stepped into the circle.

I looked around and noticed that a few spectators had gathered at some point. They seemed to be here to kill time.

The examiner announced, "Then, let’s begin. First up, a Wolf."

As he spoke, the door opened, and a single Wolf emerged. It was the same size as the ones I was used to seeing, not much of a threat. The Wolf charged at me.

But I dodged it with ease.

My master always stressed the importance of crisis management. He said that trying to follow a prey’s movements with your eyes is often too slow and impractical in a real fight.

Therefore, the important thing is to feel fear. Fear is a sense of danger, and it’s crucial in a life-or-death struggle. That’s what my master often said. I dodged the Wolf’s attack, and as it passed by me, I swung my sword in a low slash and lopped off its head.

I heard a whistle from the crowd. Someone must have been impressed.

"Next, second monster, a Slime."

From the door came a single Slime, the size of about five soccer balls piled up.

The Slime approached by hopping, and then suddenly, it jumped with greater force and charged at me. I dodged to the left.

But I didn’t slash at it as we crossed paths. Slimes temporarily harden when they charge.

As soon as the Slime landed, I took a one-handed thrusting stance with my sword and dashed forward. I moved to finish it before it could recover. The sword pierced the Slime, and with the momentum, I swung it sideways.

Water gushed out from the slash, and the Slime deflated and stopped moving. This technique was a one-handed thrust followed by a horizontal slash, inspired by an anime I had watched.

The crowd reacted with murmurs like, "What was that?" and, "Have you ever seen a move like that?" as if they had witnessed something rare.

The examiner said, "With this, you have passed the test. Do you wish to continue?"

To this, I replied, "Next one, please."

I wanted to know how far I could go with my current abilities.

From the crowd, I heard a voice say, "Youth is a fine thing, so reckless," in a slightly mocking tone. But I didn’t care.

The examiner said, "Very well. Third monster, an Anaconda."

Out of the door came a snake about five meters long.

An Anaconda. I knew the name from Earth. It was a ferocious snake, large enough to attack humans.

But strangely, I didn't feel any fear. On the contrary, I found myself thinking that I could win against this snake with a certain strategy.

The snake slithered toward me and opened its mouth to strike. Without dodging, I switched my sword to my left hand, thrust it forward, and plunged it into the snake’s mouth.

As the impaled snake’s tail began to thrash, I drew the katana from my left hip with my right hand and, in a single horizontal slash, severed the snake’s head. The snake died instantly. A collective "Ooh" came from the crowd. They must have expected me to struggle. They seemed surprised that I had won so easily.

The examiner said, "Not bad. But what about this next one? Fourth monster, a Heavy Turtle."

Out of the door came a turtle the size of a tortoise.

Its movements looked slow, but I knew that once it retreated into its shell, my attacks would be useless.

The turtle started to move. As expected, its legs were slow.

I approached it cautiously.

Suddenly, the turtle’s neck shot out, extending two meters.

I hastily dodged to the left, keeping my balance in a low stance. The turtle’s neck retracted.

I was surprised by its extending neck, but it wasn't a threat. I took a one-handed thrusting stance and rushed toward the turtle. The startled turtle immediately withdrew into its shell.

Just as planned.

Attacking the turtle’s shell would be pointless. And if I attacked its head or limbs, it would just retreat and hide. So, my target was the hole where its neck had retracted.

I accurately thrust my sword with one hand into the opening. The blade plunged deep, and the turtle’s limbs flailed for a moment before going still.

The voices from the crowd grew louder. "I didn’t know you could do that," and, "He actually got it in there," were some of the things I heard.

The examiner said, "Quite impressive. This is the last one. Fifth monster, a Goblin."

From the door emerged a creature about a hundred centimeters tall, holding a shield in its left hand and a club in its right. It was the very image of a Goblin from games and anime.

"So this is a Goblin."

I muttered unconsciously.

Yes, this was a fantasy world monster. To think that the day would come when I could fight such a creature… life is truly unpredictable.

But that thought vanished as soon as I heard the Goblin’s shriek.

Right, this is reality. If I lose, I die. I was angry at myself for almost forgetting that I had thrown myself into such a world.

I steeled myself and faced the Goblin. It started running and swung its club. Its speed wasn’t that great, and I easily dodged to the right and brought my sword down from above. The Goblin dodged with a forward roll. Its movements were nimble. So this was a Goblin’s agility. I thought it was a fitting opponent for the final test. I ran toward its back and thrust my sword. The Goblin, without turning around, rolled sideways to evade, then quickly got back on its feet and charged at me.

I immediately swung my sword horizontally as a feint. The Goblin, surprised, stopped its charge and retreated. This exchange was quite stimulating.

This is what a real fight feels like, I thought, and my heart soared with joy.

But I am a hunter. I shouldn’t take joy in battle.

To hunt prey—that is my job.

I calmed my spirit and held my sword in a natural stance.

The Goblin was wary and didn't attack. A staring contest began. But I couldn’t keep this up forever. With that thought, I switched my sword for my katana, and with the same words I used when I first faced a monster, I took an overhead stance and charged.

"Cheeeeeeeeeeestooooo!!!!"

I shouted as I ran.

The Goblin was startled and froze on the spot.

I reached it and swung my katana down. At the last second, it tried to block with its wooden shield. But my momentum-filled, powerful strike cleaved the shield in two and cut off the Goblin’s left forearm. The Goblin clutched its left arm and writhed in pain. Seizing the opportunity, I swung my katana in a wide horizontal slash and took off the Goblin’s head.

The fight was over.

A loud cheer erupted from the crowd. "Who is that guy? Does he have some kind of experience?" and, "That strike was something else." I heard some overly generous praise, but I figured it was fine.

The examiner announced, "Five consecutive victories. Congratulations. You will start as a D-rank adventurer."

I felt a sense of relief at his words.

The examiner continued, "Now, please come back to the reception desk. There, you will be given an explanation of what it means to be an adventurer and receive your D-rank insignia."

With those words, the examiner left.

Confident that I had passed the test, I quickly returned to the reception area, feeling the eyes of the crowd on me.



		
			Chapter 6

			Explanations and Entanglements

			Having passed the adventurer exam, I returned to the reception area.

I took a seat and waited. Soon, the spectators from the test began to trickle back in. At first, I braced myself, thinking they might approach me with questions, but no one came close. I just felt several pairs of eyes on me from a distance.

(...What's this all about? Is it some kind of taboo to ask about other people?)

As I pondered this, the receptionist approached.

"You're Shinsuke-san, correct?"

I nodded in response. The receptionist continued.

"Congratulations on passing the exam. I will now explain what it means to be an adventurer. First, your primary jobs will be gathering materials from monsters and collecting medicinal herbs."

"From time to time, clients will come to the guild with a wide variety of requests, such as escorting goods or subjugating specific monsters. The available quests are posted on the board, so please choose one that matches your rank. As for ranks, you'll advance after completing a certain number of quests and passing a simple interview."

"Also, on rare occasions, there are 'open subjugation' notices. Unlike normal quests, you don't need to accept these at the counter. Anyone can hunt the specified monster at any time. These are typically for incredibly strong monsters, and most come as official proclamations from the state. The rewards are, of course, substantial. Do you have any other questions?"

I asked about something that had caused me no end of grief at my old company on Earth.

"If other adventurers start bad-mouthing me or trying to pick a fight, am I free to handle it myself?"

To this, the receptionist replied.

"That sort of thing happens quite often, but the basic rule is that the parties involved resolve it themselves. If someone starts a fight, it must be done with bare hands—no weapons. Using a weapon will result in a hefty fine as punishment. Any other questions?"

I asked my next question.

"I've been feeling people staring at me for a while now. Why is no one coming any closer?"

The receptionist smiled faintly.

"Because they're afraid it would be mistaken for a party invitation. At the guild, if you want to join a party, you look at the recruitment notices on the board, go to that party, and have an interview. Whether you get in or not is up to them."

"However, recruiting members outside of official postings is forbidden. This is to prevent distrust and trouble within parties. A party is a group of trusted companions; you must not betray that trust. If a member were to recruit someone without consulting their comrades, the others would feel they weren't trusted, leading to the party's collapse."

"Long ago, there's a record of an adventurer who tried to recruit someone without telling his party members. It led to a series of betrayals during a subjugation mission, and the entire party was wiped out. In response, the Guild made it a rule that party recruitment must be done only through official postings."

"That's why the other adventurers are keeping their distance. They look like they want to ask you something, but since they haven't consulted their party members, they can't. Anything else?"

I asked my final question.

"This might sound strange, but is it okay to be an adventurer as a sort of side job?"

The receptionist looked a bit troubled by this.

"Well... that's the first time I've been asked that, but I don't believe it's a problem. Whatever your reasons, as long as you fulfill your duties as an adventurer, you won't be reprimanded for having other work. Any more questions?"

I had nothing left to ask.

"No, that's everything. Thank you for the explanation."

The receptionist broke into a wide smile.

"Very well, that concludes the explanation. Thank you for your time. And here is your D-rank proof."

What she handed me was a steel necklace with a button badge-like pendant engraved with the letter 'D'.

...So this was the proof. It was simpler than I'd expected. I put it on and was about to head over to the quest board when a voice called out.

"Hey, you the rookie with the weird moves?"

The one who spoke had the unmistakable air of a thug.

...It was a trio, all of them wearing D-rank tags.

Each of them carried a single weapon—a sword, a spear, and a bow, respectively. Their clothing was unremarkable, just light armor.

I responded to the trio's question.

"Are you referring to my swordsmanship from earlier? It's just a self-taught style I polished through practical experience. Nothing special."

I made sure to speak politely, as they seemed to have more experience than me.

In response, one of the men sneered.

"Huh? What's with that look and attitude? That's a hell of a way to talk to your seniors here."

Another one chimed in.

"Don't get cocky just 'cause you started at D-rank. You're gonna get hurt."

He spoke aggressively, and the third man nodded in agreement.

Though the phrasing was different, it was just like when I first joined my company—the seniors giving the new guy a hard time with backhanded harassment and bullying. It was a familiar feeling.

Back at my company on Earth, I would have had to obey my superiors no matter what they said, unless it involved violence or an unreasonable order.

But this was another world. And as the receptionist had just explained, fights between adventurers were to be resolved by the individuals themselves.

Faced with their hostility, I replied.

"How I act and toward whom is for me to decide, not you. And if you're my seniors, why don't you try acting like it? You sound like children."

My slightly sarcastic reply seemed to set them off.

"You bastard... you trying to pick a fight?"

To the thug's irritated voice, I responded with a tone of utter exasperation.

"If that was your intention, I wish you'd used better words. With a tone like that, I might just mistake it for you trying to pick a fight with me."

That did it. The thug snapped and threw a punch.

"You son of a...!"

The fist came straight for my face, but I dodged it with ease.

It felt like I was watching a slow-motion video.

I grabbed the thug's outstretched arm with both hands and, using his momentum, executed a shoulder throw. His body felt as light as a feather, and I tossed him to the ground effortlessly. The fallen thug twitched, convulsed, and then lay still. He was still breathing, at least.

The other two saw this.

"You bastard!"

"We'll make you cry!"

Shouting lines straight out of a B-movie, they charged at me simultaneously.

I ducked under their two punches and, like a counterattack, drove my fists deep into both of their stomachs. They clutched their bellies and crumpled to the ground.

The fight was over in an instant.

What was with this weakness? I thought. For them to be D-rank—probably mid or high D-rank at that—and to go down this easily...

The gazes of the onlookers were filled with admiration. I heard voices.

"Not bad, that rookie."

"Who is he, really?"

The reactions were unexpected.

Just then.

"What is the meaning of this? You lot..."

I turned toward the voice and saw a muscular old man, over sixty, standing about 190 centimeters tall.

A whisper went through the crowd.

"The Guild Master..."

Hearing those words, I tensed up.

Guild Master. So he was the one in charge here. This wasn't good. Even if fights were supposed to be resolved between the parties involved, things changed when the boss showed up. Whose side would he take? I'd experienced that scenario more times than I could count in the other world.

They only ever listen to the ones who've been around longer. That's just how it is. As I was thinking this, the thug I'd thrown regained consciousness and protested.

"This rookie started a fight with us, and when we took him up on it, he ambushed us! Please give him the punishment he deserves!"

The thug was already lying through his teeth.

I figured there was no point in arguing, that they wouldn't listen to me anyway, so I just watched with an exasperated expression.

But the Guild Master said.

"Hmph. I received a report that a capable rookie had joined, so I came to have a look. And what I saw was you lot harassing him. I decided to watch and see what would happen."

The thug's face went pale.

The Guild Master continued.

"Besides, you know the Guild doesn't get involved in every little squabble between adventurers, don't you? Now, if it were a fight to the death, that would be a different story, but that wasn't the case here, was it? Therefore, this fight is your loss. If you don't want to embarrass yourselves further, get lost. You pack of fools."

Hearing this, the trio of thugs held their sore spots and scurried away.

After the room quieted down, the Guild Master spoke.

"Now then, you must be the rookie, Shinsuke. I'd like a word with you. Is that all right?"

I tensed up again at his words.

But the Guild Master must have sensed it.

"Relax. I'm not going to reprimand you. As I just said, a fight is your own responsibility. I just want to talk to you about something else. I do this with most of the new recruits."

His words were a weight off my shoulders.

This really was another world. I was reminded once again that it was different from the world of unreasonable people who used their social status, age, or position as a superior to get their way.

I replied to his question.

"I understand."

One word was enough. I said no more.

To that, the Guild Master said.

"Good. Then, there are some stairs in the back. Let's talk in the reception room on the second floor."

It just occurred to me now, but this place had a second floor?

Well, no matter. I followed the Guild Master towards the room upstairs.

We entered the room, and the Guild Master took a seat. I sat down opposite him.

The Guild Master began.

"Alright, I hate beating around the bush, so I'll be direct. You're Dornet's apprentice, aren't you?"

At his words, I asked.

"You know my master?"

My voice was filled with surprise as I questioned the Guild Master. He replied.

"I do. He and I are old friends. He told me to look after his apprentice if one ever showed up."



		
			Chapter 7

			The Guild Master and the First Job

			The Guild Master was my master's best friend.

I was a little surprised, but then again, my master wasn't one to talk much about himself. It wasn't strange to think he'd have a friend or two.

The Guild Master said.

"I never thought he'd actually take on an apprentice. You must have done some convincing to get that stubborn old man to agree."

He sounded rather impressed. To that, I replied.

"Well, at the time, I happened to find him being attacked by wolves. He offered to train me as a way of repaying me for saving him."

At my words, the Guild Master said.

"I know. It was rare for him to be caught off guard like that. When I first heard about it, I spat out the booze I was drinking."

The Guild Master roared with laughter as he spoke.

"But there's something I want to ask you. Is he... is Dornet dead?"

The Guild Master's expression turned serious.

I looked down slightly.

"Yes. Yesterday, he suddenly collapsed and passed away in his sleep. Just before he did, he told me it was time for me to go to town. That's why I came here for the first time."

At first, my words came out haltingly, but my final sentence was filled with confidence and resolve.

The Guild Master responded.

"Just as I thought. He told me... 'If my apprentice ever comes to the Guild, it means I'm probably dead.' Damned fool, saying such ominous things. But I know him well enough to know he wasn't one to make jokes like that."

The Guild Master's voice was tinged with sadness.

I had a question, so I asked.

"You said you and my master were best friends. Were you in the same party back when you were adventurers?"

To this question, the Guild Master replied.

"No, he was a solo adventurer until the very end. I invited him to join when I was forming my party, but he turned me down. Still, the rest of my party never thought ill of him. We were drinking buddies, often complaining to each other over a few cups."

"Alright, that's enough reminiscing for now. This will turn into a long story. Now, Dornet probably taught you the basics. So if there's anything you're wondering about this town, I'll answer. Go ahead, ask."

At the Guild Master's words, I said.

"What kind of people are the high-ranking adventurers in this guild? I'd rather not anger someone without knowing who they are. That trio from earlier was weak, but I imagine the high-rankers are a different story."

My master had only taught me about general worldly matters, not about famous individuals.

To this, the Guild Master replied.

"High-rankers, eh? In our guild, there are two famous adventurers I can tell you about. The first is Tina, the A-rank leader of an all-female adventurer team called 'Beautiful Sword'."

"She's not the type to pick fights with people for no reason. In fact, her attitude and actions are a model for all adventurers. She's away on a long-term job in another town at the moment, so she hasn't returned yet."

An all-female adventurer team, huh.

This really was another world. If you had the skill, even a woman could rise to the top. In a way, it was a world of freedom for me. Not that I was particularly interested in them.

The Guild Master continued.

"The second is a solo adventurer named Bardos. He's a battle-crazed maniac who loves to fight and is probably off fighting some strong monster right now. He rarely bothers people, since he's only interested in strong opponents. He's B-rank. His personality and his weapon of choice, an axe, have earned him the nickname 'Bardos the Mad Axe'. He's quite fond of it himself. Any other questions?"

I asked.

"Are those people considered upper or middle in their respective ranks?"

The Guild Master looked at me with a blank expression.

"??? What's this 'upper' and 'middle'? I've never heard of such a thing."

Eh? I thought, but then the Guild Master seemed to remember something.

He stood up, took a book from a bookshelf, and began to read.

As he read, he said.

"Ah, yes, there was a system like that once. But it was abolished because it became too complicated as the number of adventurers grew. Still, how do you know about this? That system was abolished one hundred and thirty years ago."

One hundred and thirty years?! Was that book really that old?! I was shocked, but I kept a poker face.

"There was a knowledgeable old man in the village where I lived, and I heard it from him. I had no idea it was such old information. I'm glad I could confirm it early on."

It was a huge lie, but it couldn't be helped.

As I thought that, I asked about a certain incident.

"By the way, my master told me about a great massacre that happened a hundred years ago."

To this, the Guild Master replied.

"Ah, yes, there was such an incident. But while they call it a 'great massacre,' incidents where entire villages are wiped out are quite common. Attacked by a horde of monsters, slaughtered by bandits, and so on. In fact, that incident was more significant because it led to the Guild taking over the management of materials and goods."

"According to the records, the goods and materials being sold in shops were of poor quality, and some were even sold that caused plagues. The country and the Guild tried to crack down on it, but with little actual harm done and few victims, the merchants were not cooperative."

"Because those items sold for high prices, no one wanted to stop. There were even foolish nobles who said there was no need to amend the law when so few people had died. However, after this incident occurred and many people died, the nobles fell silent, and the law was changed."

"Some people said it was divine retribution. In any case, it was recorded grandiosely as the 'Great Massacre Incident' to mark the change in the law. Well, hardly anyone cares about it now, so if you ask, you'll just be told they don't know. Anything else?"

My biggest worry had vanished.

I realized I didn't need to worry about my black hair or being associated with those of my kind. Still, I couldn't be careless. There was still a chance I could meet descendants from that village, which could lead to a fight to the death.

But then again, if I told anyone about being from another world, they'd just laugh at me, so I wouldn't tell anyone anyway.

I said.

"No, that's all. Thank you for the long explanation."

I gave a bow. The Guild Master said.

"Hoh, quite the polite speech and mannerisms. Just as Dornet said, you seem to have a good grasp of etiquette. Alright, that concludes my explanation. If you have any questions while you're working as an adventurer, just ask at the reception desk. We're done here."

The Guild Master gave his concluding words. I stood up, walked to the door, turned back to give the Guild Master one last bow, and left the room. I returned to the reception area and stood before the quest board I had intended to look at earlier. There were fewer people around now, and no one spoke to me, so I took my time looking it over.

The quests were for monster subjugation, material gathering, and herb collection, with a request to submit any new species found. There were also personal requests for escorting goods, guarding shops, and even testing prototypes made with magic. A real variety, I thought.

I wouldn't take any personal requests at first. You needed trust and a track record for those, and even then, there was a chance you'd be asked to do something unrelated.

In this situation, the best thing to do was to take on many of the standing quests offered by the Guild. However, I wouldn't do monster subjugation or material gathering.

Because I am a hunter.

I didn't want to take on my work as a hunter under the guise of an adventurer's job. I really am a stubborn person, I thought. I didn't care about adventurer ranks either. To live and work in this world, I didn't need a rank or title. I just wanted to live freely.

With these thoughts in mind, the first job I would take was gathering medicinal herbs.

The instructions on the board said to bring the quest paper to the reception desk, so I took the paper and headed over.

The receptionist said.

"Yes, a material gathering quest. As a beginner, that's the right choice. Please gather as many medicinal herbs as you can. Bring what you've collected to the receiving area behind the Guild. Also, it's not a violation if you hunt monsters for their materials along the way. Just think of it as a way to earn more money."

After hearing the receptionist's explanation, I left the Guild.

I looked at the money in my pocket. Ten copper coins, three small silver coins... just barely enough to buy a bag for the herbs. I saw a sign for a tool shop, went inside, found a suitable bag, paid one small silver coin, and left the shop.

I thought things were going surprisingly smoothly, but I quickly changed my mind. What was I expecting? Some kind of fated encounter or dramatic event like in a manga or anime?

A little drama might be nice, but for now, I had to focus on the job.

I left town and headed southwest. My house was to the southeast, so I went to the forest in the opposite direction.

I entered the forest and began gathering herbs.

My master had taught me about grasses that could be used for healing salves, antidotes, and ointments. After I had gathered a fair amount, I felt someone watching me.

I quietly activated `Detection`. There were seven red spheres gathered in one spot within my range. They were definitely hostile. Now, how would they act? I couldn't go home. I couldn't let them know where I lived. If they weren't going to make a move, then I'd have to draw them out. With that in mind, I said.

"Why don't you stop hiding and come out? It's painfully obvious you're there."

In response to my taunt, three of the seven spheres came forward.

It was the trio of thugs who had hassled me at the Guild.

"Hey, thanks for the welcome at the Guild. We're here to return the favor, with interest."

He delivered the classic line of a thug out for revenge.

I sighed.

"The fight in the Guild was your fault for starting it in the first place, and then you lost to me in an instant. When the Guild Master showed up, you cried and begged him to punish me, only to be refused and run away. By any logic, you're the ones in the wrong."

To my words, the thug replied.

"Shut up! Who gives a damn about the Guild?! And I wasn't crying, you bastard! Well, whatever. There's no one here to stop us, and if you die, we can just blame it on monsters. We can do whatever we want, hehehe."

He really was a third-rate thug, I thought.

But his words struck me as odd.

"Hmm? I get blaming it on monsters, but why not bandits? Unless... you guys are the bandits, is that it?"

My probing question made the thug flinch.

"Wha—?! How did you know—?!"

Did he not know the meaning of subtlety? To fall for such a childish word game... The salarymen in Japan were tougher opponents than this.

Still, bandits... The Guild had said you could do whatever you wanted as long as you did your adventurer work, but considering they were hiding it, they must have been up to a lot of things they couldn't talk about.

As I was thinking this, the thug said.

"Well, it doesn't matter if you know. You're gonna die here anyway. Boss! It's your turn!"

At the thug's shout, the remaining four spheres began to move.

Each was equipped with a sword or spear. And one of them, a man with a greatsword on his back, stood out.

The thug bowed before the man with the greatsword.

"Boss, this is that cheeky rookie. He seems to know about us, too. Please, show him true despair with your own hands."

The boss ignored the bowing thug and turned his gaze to me.

"So you're the rookie with the weird moves I've been hearing about. I'll be sure to thank you properly for the trouble you gave my boys."

The boss said with a smirk.



		
			Chapter 8

			A Sword of Resolve

			A man with a greatsword on his back stood before me. He seemed to be the boss of this seven-man group.

From his words just now, he seemed like a small-timer too, but I had to assume he had the skills to be called 'boss.' On top of that, if the other six were to attack as well, the situation would be seven against one.

In a normal fight, I'd be beaten to a pulp and that would be the end of it. But this world had magic.

I hadn't used it in the exam, and the three thugs hadn't used it either.

Therefore, they didn't know I could use magic. This was a significant advantage for me. With fire magic, I could probably take down three or four of them.

As I was thinking this, the six men, excluding the boss, formed a Crane Wing Formation.

I expected a simultaneous attack from all sides. In this formation, no matter where I attacked first, it would be difficult to defend against the subsequent attacks. There was only one thing I could do... run backwards. That was the best option. The moment I thought that, I broke into a run without a second glance.

The thugs shouted.

"He's running! Don't let him get away!"

They gave chase.

But this was a forest. I weaved between the trees, and when their figures were hidden by the trunks, I slipped into a thicket and hid myself.

What in the world was I doing?

My opponents were bandits disguised as adventurers, and they were intent on killing me. Yet, I had stood there without launching a preemptive strike. My master always said that letting the enemy get the first move was unacceptable for a hunter.

Why didn't I use magic first?

No, the answer was obvious.

It was because they were human.

That reason alone had made me hesitate.

At that moment, I remembered one of the warnings written in that book.

*Third: You will have a resistance to killing.*

At the time, both before and after coming to this world, I hadn't understood what it meant and had forgotten about it, thinking it was unimportant. But now, I understood the meaning of that warning. It meant having a resistance to killing *humans*.

I understood now. In this world, those who hesitated to kill villains—to kill people—could not survive.

That must have been what it was written for.

I had been naive.

To think I would only be killing monsters was a selfish assumption. But even understanding that didn't change the situation. It didn't affect the reality that they were trying to kill me.

But if I managed to escape to town now, I would drown in the sweet temptation of thinking I could escape, and the delusion that I could escape next time would be ingrained in me.

That was no good. That was not the mindset of someone living in this world.

I had decided to live as a hunter in this world. There was no way I could allow myself to cling to such weakness here. Just then, I saw one of the thugs, a spear wielder, approach my hiding spot.

I made my resolve.

I emerged from the thicket and stood before the thug. Seeing me, he sneered.

"Found you. Heh, has the runaway coward finally decided to give up?"

There was no lie in the thug's words.

That's right, I had run.

I had run from the desire not to kill another human being.

But now, there was only one thought in my heart: the resolve to take a life.

The thug thrust his spear at me.

A slow thrust.

I dodged it with ease and, in the instant we passed each other, drew my sword.

*Bushuuuu!*

With that sound, blood erupted from the thug's side.

"Huh? ...Gyaaaaaaah!"

He screamed.

I'll put you out of your misery. With that thought, I sent the thug's head flying.

The head fell with a thud, and the body collapsed in a spray of blood.

Hearing the scream, three more thugs arrived—a swordsman, an archer, and an axeman. Easy, I thought, and acted.

Before the thugs could say anything, I quickly moved to the side and lopped off the unguarded neck of one.

Next, the axeman charged, his weapon held for a horizontal swing. But his speed was slow. The moment I entered the axe's range, he swung. I leaped back a step, and before he could regain his posture, I quickly moved to his side and cut off his head.

The remaining thug immediately nocked an arrow, but I quickly hid behind a tree.

The thug held his ground, bow drawn, tracking me with his eyes. I moved from tree to tree, creating a diversion. While he was confused, I moved to a tree near him, revealed myself, and as he noticed and hurriedly tried to take aim, it was already too late.

The bow is a weapon specialized for long-range.

A master might have ways to deal with close-range combat, but my opponent was a thug, an amateur who could do nothing but shoot. My judgment was correct. Unable to react, he was still in shock as I cut off his head before he could aim.

That was four down, three to go.

I immediately activated `Detection`. There were two moving targets nearby. The remaining one hadn't moved from its original spot.

That's probably the boss. Which means the other two are the thugs with swords. I ran towards the nearest red sphere.

The thug noticed me and tried to draw his sword, but I was already there, swinging my blade in a low cut at his legs.

The thug screamed, but I silenced him by cutting off his head.

The other red sphere seemed to have reached the location of the four bodies. I quickly returned, and as the thug stared in shock at the corpses, I mercilessly lopped off his head.

That was six. Only the boss remained.

I stopped there, put my hands together, and prayed.

After finishing my prayer, I went to where the boss was.

He was standing where I had first seen him, arms crossed.

When I appeared, he asked with a serious expression.

"I heard my men screaming just now. Did you kill them all?"

I answered his question.

"That's right. The six are dead. You're the only one left. But before that, I have a question for you. Are you prepared to bet your life?"

To that, the boss replied.

"Bet my life? What a ridiculous thing to say. We've killed plenty of merchants and adventurers. I made that kind of resolve long ago. Though, I'm not going to be the one dying here."

The boss said with a mocking tone and drew his greatsword.

Hearing and seeing this, I said.

"I see. Prepare yourself."

With that, I drew my katana in my right hand and my sword in my left. Dual-wielding.

The boss charged with his greatsword in a high stance. His speed was faster than the other six, but not so fast that I couldn't dodge. The moment I entered the greatsword's range, he brought it down.

I dodged it, and swung my katana at his wide-open side.

The boss blocked the katana with the gauntlet on his left hand and swung his arm, deflecting it. My stance broke for a moment, but I quickly recovered. At that moment, the boss closed in and swung horizontally.

I blocked the greatsword with both my weapons. He was slightly stronger. If this kept up, I'd be blown away.

Sensing this, I slid my blades down to the tip of his greatsword, and we ended up back-to-back. I half-turned my body and slashed at the boss's exposed back with my katana. The boss froze for a moment. I didn't miss the opening. I thrust the sword in my left hand, piercing his back. The sword went through his back and out his stomach.

The boss stopped moving completely.

The greatsword he was holding fell from his hand. He let out a groan, and the face that turned to look at me was contorted in agony.

I pulled out my sword and took some distance.

The boss fell to one knee, his left hand on his stomach, his right hand trying to reach for his greatsword. But I struck his reaching right hand with my katana, wounding it badly. The boss screamed. His right hand lost all strength and hung limply at his side.

As I was about to deliver the final blow, the boss pleaded.

"W-wait! I lose! I can't fight anymore. I won't mess with you again. Let me go. Please."

He begged for his life. To such a boss, I said.

"Didn't you say you were prepared to bet your life, you bastard?"

To that, the boss replied.

"That was just a joke, you know, something I said in the heat of the moment. I wasn't serious. So please don't kill me."

What a pathetic guy. What did he think a fight to the death was?

I thought about mentioning the people he had killed, but I stopped myself. I was sure he would just make some ugly excuse. Besides, I thought such words would only anger the dead.

With that in mind, I made my decision.

When I sheathed the sword in my left hand, the boss smiled. But then I gripped the katana in my right hand with both hands and pointed it at him. Seeing this, the boss's face turned pale.

"Wait! I told you I surrendered! Don't you have any mercy?! Huh?!"

The boss shouted at me, his tone turning angry. In response, I said calmly.

"Mercy? There's no need for that in a fight to the death. There is only life or death. And here, now, I will kill you!"

With those words, I cut off the boss's head.

I gathered the seven bodies in one place and prayed. If I left them here, they would just become food for monsters. That was natural, the law of nature.

But I wasn't callous enough to just leave them and go back.

I put the collected bodies into a hole I dug and burned them using fire magic.

I stayed there until the fire burned fiercely and turned them to ash. After the fire went out, I confirmed that only bones remained, and buried them in the dirt along with their weapons.

I arrived back in town.

It was dusk, the sky a reddish hue, when I entered the Guild. The receptionist said.

"Welcome back. You were gone for quite a while. Did something happen?"

To her words, I replied.

"I was attacked by bandits after I finished gathering herbs. I just finished a life-or-death battle with them and came back."

I didn't mention that the three thugs were the bandits. If I did, I'd probably be bombarded with troublesome questions, and more importantly, I didn't know what would be said if it got out that fellow adventurers had fought to the death.

"That's unfortunate. But I'm glad you made it back safely. What kind of bandits were they? I need to check if they were on the wanted list."

To her question, I replied.

"There were seven of them. A boss with a greatsword, and his subordinates with swords, spears, an axe, and a bow. Come to think of it, all their clothes had a bird-like picture on the chest."

Now that I thought about it, all seven of them had a crow-like picture on their chests, and it was even engraved on the boss's greatsword.

It was probably their banner.

It wasn't strange for them to have such a mark.

At my answer, the receptionist said.

"A bird?! Was it by any chance this picture?"

She hurriedly took out a piece of paper with that very mark drawn on it.

Seeing it, I said.

"Ah, yes, that's the picture. But why do you have a paper with this picture on it here?"

To my question, the receptionist replied.

"This is the crest of a group of bandits that has been causing damage in this area recently. A group of seven, they attack merchants on the main road and the adventurers escorting them, stealing money and goods. The Guild had posted this picture on the board with a subjugation request. Wait, you didn't see this on the board?!"

I had no memory of it.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't recall it.

Heh, so I was that uninterested, huh? This was embarrassing.

To not know something everyone else knew was nothing short of shameful.

I nodded in response to her question.

"Haaah... well, fine. You said you finished a fight to the death. Did you kill them all?"

The receptionist asked with a serious expression.

"Yes, I'm sure of it. I killed seven people. Would it have been better to capture them?"

The receptionist shook her head.

"No, it's common for wanted criminals to be killed. In fact, capturing them alive is difficult even for the guards. What's most important is that you're safe."

The receptionist said with a bright smile.

I remained unfazed.

"I see. Well, changing the subject, can I consider the herb gathering request completed now?"

I forcefully changed the topic.

It seemed like anything further had nothing to do with me as a hunter. In response, the receptionist said.

"Ah, yes, the herb gathering is complete. Also, where are the bandits' bodies? We need to retrieve them for final confirmation."

A cold sweat ran down my back. And then.

"I burned all the bodies."

At my answer, the receptionist exclaimed.

"You burned them?! Why?!"

She looked shocked, so I explained.

"In my village, we have a rule not to leave bodies as they are, even if they're criminals. I burned the bandits' bodies and buried them in the ground along with their weapons."

At my answer, the receptionist sighed.

"Haaah... well then, I'll contact the guards immediately. Shinsuke-san, please go with them to the burial site and retrieve the bodies right away."

To her words, I asked.

"Right now?"

"Right now."

The receptionist said with a scary smile. I nodded silently.

I went to the forest with the guards and dug up the spot where the bodies were buried.

All that remained were bones, but amidst the burnt clothes, we found a partially burned bird crest. Furthermore, the bird crest was engraved on the boss's greatsword, proving that these bodies were indeed the bandits.

(Thank you, bandit boss. Thank you so much for putting that crest on your sword.)

In my heart, I sent a word of thanks to the dead boss.

By the time we returned to town, it was getting dark.

We went back to the Guild, and the staff confirmed the bones and belongings. Apparently, the bandits had worn masks, so their faces were unknown, and the chest crest was the only clue. It made sense. Three of the seven had been registered as adventurers.

Those three probably checked the Guild to see who had taken what quests, and then chose victims they thought they could kill.

If that was their mission, then why did they mess with me back then? Because I was cheeky? They picked a fight for that reason, lost, reported to their boss, and the boss decided to retaliate and attack me.

They didn't wear masks because I was a rookie, alone, so they thought they could kill me easily without needing them. What a stupid reason.

Well, thanks to that, I had the opportunity to defeat the bandits who were causing trouble for everyone, so in that respect, I should thank that trio.

As I was thinking this, the receptionist approached.

"Shinsuke-san, we have confirmed the seven bandit bodies. This achievement will be added to your evaluation."

To that, I panicked.

"No, my quest was to gather herbs. Not to subjugate bandits."

At my answer, the receptionist shook her head.

"No. No matter what the quest, if you resolve an incident that occurs along the way, that also becomes part of your evaluation. Especially for requests from the Guild, it's a rule that whoever completes it gets the credit. If we broke this rule, other adventurers would stop doing anything outside of their quests. Therefore, we will add it to your evaluation. This is a final decision."

The receptionist said with a confident smile. I couldn't say anything.

When I went home, the bag of money I was given contained the reward for gathering herbs and the reward for defeating the bandits.

Inside were twenty silver coins and thirty copper coins. The copper coins were for the herbs, the silver for the bandits. I thought I had made a good haul, but I immediately corrected myself. I can't get a taste for getting a lot of money for killing people. Even if this is a world where killing is permitted, if I actively go around killing people, I'll be no different from those bandits.

I am a hunter.

One who hunts monsters and sells their materials. Not one who hunts humans. That said, if someone comes to kill me, I must kill them.

If I can't do that, then I will never come to this world again. But I have decided to live as a hunter in this world.

I have no intention of quitting. I have no intention of retreating. I will not look back.

I carved a sword named Resolve and an unquenchable flame into the steel of my chest, and continued to burn.

It was a little strange, but I thought it was the most appropriate expression of my resolve that I could think of.

I went to the house with the magic circle and returned to Earth.



		
			Chapter 9

			Hunting and Work

			A week had passed since my deadly encounter with the bandits.

Ever since that incident, I had been strangely drawing attention.

'He's a promising rookie,' or 'I wish he'd join my party,' and all sorts of other comments. But I had no intention of joining a party. It's because my main job is a hunter, and adventuring is more of a side gig. I was worried that people who made their living as adventurers would find that unpleasant.

I made a point of not looking at the party recruitment notices.

I acted strictly as a solo adventurer. In fact, there were other solo adventurers, which was a relief.

During this week, I began my work as a hunter in earnest.

First, I hunted monsters for their materials—Wolves and Falcons. Then I went to the forest on the opposite side and hunted snakes, monkeys, and a giant mantis. Along the way, I fought a group of about ten Goblins. The result was a complete victory.

I wiped out the Goblins using fire magic.

Specifically, I unleashed that move from my favorite manga.

"Goblins, I'll burn you to a crisp with this! CHESTO!"

With a shout, I threw a straight right punch, launching a fist of fire. The Goblins who were hit were burnt to a crisp.

As proof of subjugation, I had to take the magic stones from their bodies, so I did. It's a hunter's basic principle to make effective use of any prey.

Incidentally, magic stones have colors corresponding to their attributes, and attaching them to accessories or weapons doubles their power. Unfortunately, Goblin magic stones are colorless. These are usually crushed, taken to a blacksmith, and used as material to increase the strength of weapons. I learned this when I took a colorless magic stone to the Guild.

Realizing this, I thought it would be useful for making weapons and armor.

I asked the receptionist.

"Is it okay if I hunt monsters and keep these colorless magic stones for myself?"

To this, she replied.

"You can, but without processing and smithing skills, they're just pebbles."

There was no problem.

Since then, whenever I saw Goblins, I would acquire their magic stones and bring them back, immersing myself in making weapons and armor. The weapons I made were a dagger, an axe, a spear, and a great hammer. For armor, I made a breastplate, a helmet, and shoulder guards. The helmet was a Japanese-style Oni Kabuto with horns. This level of detail was enough to satisfy my desires.

My ultimate satisfaction, by the way, was full plate armor.

When I saw that armor in a weapon shop before, my chest tightened and my breath became ragged.

I restrained myself so the shopkeeper wouldn't think I was strange, bought a leather breastplate for reference, and went home.

I still can't forget it.

The shape of that full plate armor, the way it was constructed from foot to neck, with only small gaps at the joints where a little skin was visible. It was a perfect creation.

Now, the armor depicted in Japanese manga and anime on Earth often has steel parts only on the chest, legs, and arms, with the rest being clothes. Some even have things like bikini armor, which is more like a swimsuit than armor.

In the first place, armor is not only for protecting the body but also for concealing the physique of the person inside. It's something that protects you even if the size is a little off. It's meant to be worn snugly against the body to prevent chafing, and because of that tightness, even if you look cool before a battle, the fatigue afterwards is much more intense than usual.

When a woman wears it, what at first glance seems unappealing... the body line visible over the armor reveals the wearer's figure, and the expressions and gestures shown in fatigue after battle are indescribably exciting.

Yes, I have an armor fetish.

I'm such a fanatic that I buy manga, anime, and even doujinshi featuring female knights in full plate armor.

It's a turn-off, so I've never told anyone.

Anyway, after a week like that, I saw an investigation request on the quest board.

Apparently, there was an unknown bird in the rocky mountains to the northeast, and they wanted someone to check if it was harmless.

I wouldn't take this request as an adventurer. But as a hunter, I wanted to see it.

With that single thought, I left the Guild silently.

My destination was the rocky mountains to the northeast. I would see this unknown bird, and depending on the situation, hunt it.

It was said to be a journey of over half a day on foot. But I had developed something that allowed me to arrive in about two hours.

It was a motorcycle. And not just any motorcycle.

Normally, a motorcycle needs rubber tires. Otherwise, the balance would be poor and it would be difficult to control.

But I have the `Matter Conversion` skill, and what's more, I can control the converted material as long as I'm touching it. Using this power, I made a steel motorcycle. First, since buying a motorcycle would be pointless, I bought a bicycle. I rode it to understand how it moves and turns, and got a feel for it through repeated practice.

Then, I bought a model motorcycle and thoroughly learned its construction. After that, I used `Matter Conversion` to create a steel motorcycle and controlled the rollers to move it.

The result was excellent. There were no problems with speed or turning.

This was much faster than walking. Moreover, the magic consumption was low. After running for two hours without a break, my breathing was only slightly ragged, and my stamina was fine. In this way, I arrived at the rocky mountains.

The area was all rocks, and it seemed undeveloped, a complete wilderness. It was a difficult place to walk.

After walking for a while, I reached a place with a good view and saw a certain bird.

It was huge. It was probably three times the size of a Falcon, looking like a mid-boss giant bird from a video game.

And I knew immediately that this bird was a carnivore.

Because it was eating the flesh of a monster right in front of me. Being a carnivore of this size, there was a possibility it would eat humans, so I couldn't just let it be. But if it was a gentle creature, I might be able to leave it alone. With that in mind, I approached it without any defenses or hostility.

But the moment the giant bird saw me, its eyes lit up as if it had found prey, and it took to the sky and attacked.

It was fast, and I was doing all I could just to dodge.

Conclusion: it was a target for hunting.

My work as a hunter began.

The giant bird circled in the sky, observing me. In response, I looked at the weapons I had on hand: a katana and a sword, two daggers, and in my tool bag, two potions and two antidotes. No ranged weapons.

I felt like I had come here to commit suicide with such a lack of ranged options.

My only long-range attack was magic.

But my opponent was flying high in the sky. If I shot carelessly, it would just be dodged. I had to fight while conserving my magic.

The giant bird came in a glide. Even if I dodged with all my might, I couldn't counterattack immediately, and it would just ascend again. In that case, there was only one thing to do: a razor-thin exchange of blows, drawing my sword as we passed each other.

I dodged the giant bird's attack to the right. The wind pressure was considerable, but I endured it and drew my sword, slashing at the bird's leg. Blood spurted out, but it wasn't a fatal wound. The giant bird immediately ascended and became wary of me.

(Well, I didn't think I could defeat it with just that. Now, what will it do?)

As I was thinking this, the giant bird opened its beak.

Wind swirled around its mouth, forming a large sphere. The bird then fired it at me. Surprised, I dodged with all my might.

It was a close call. The spot where the sphere hit formed a small crater. Quite a bit of power.

Seeing this, I thought.

This thing has a magic stone, and an attribute-infused one at that.

I wanted to hunt this thing no matter what. As a hunter, and as a curious human being. I came up with an idea.

The giant bird seemed to have no intention of getting close. It was flying around, observing. It was probably looking for the right timing to shoot its wind magic.

Then, it was my turn.

I concentrated lightning magic in my left hand.

Seeing this, the giant bird opened its mouth, and a sphere with a larger size and swirl than before began to form. I don't know if it was the pride of a powerful monster, but it seemed to want a head-on confrontation. Seeing this, I planned to use the lightning as a decoy, and once the bird dodged it, I would unleash the fire I had concentrated in my right hand. But I abandoned this plan and showed the fire magic in my right hand without hiding it.

The moment both of us finished charging would be the bell for the match.

The giant bird unleashed its wind breath.

I shouted.

"Lightning Flame Twin Demon Palm!!"

I yelled the technique's name and unleashed it.

Magic clashed. The man and the monster watched, their powers equal. I felt the illusion that this moment would last forever.

However, the stalemate gradually began to crumble.

I was being pushed back.

I held my ground. I put so much force into it that my feet sank into the ground.

At this rate, I would lose. But the option of running did not exist. My mind was empty. As if the details, the future, everything didn't matter.

"Get blown away!"

I released all my magic. The power of the lightning and fire increased, and the tables turned.

The lightning and fire pushed back the wind and headed towards the giant bird.

The bird couldn't dodge, and it was a direct hit.

The sky exploded.

From beneath the black smoke, the giant bird fell.

It was a close call, almost falling off the cliff, but I was glad it landed nearby.

I approached cautiously, thrust my sword to confirm if it was dead. Even when stabbed deep, it didn't even twitch.

I began the dismantling process.

I searched inside the giant bird, near its heart. And I found the magic stone. Just as I thought, it was a green stone, large enough to be held with both hands.

With this size, I could process it however I wanted. I was excited to see what I could make. But this was no time to be celebrating.

The giant bird's meat was edible, its bones could be processed, but its feathers were burnt and useless.

As a hunter, I wanted to bring all of this back, but it was too big. I thought about making a large cart like in a manga and loading it on. I felt like I had less than half my magic left, but I made it with sheer grit.

I didn't want to camp out here. I didn't know when a monster might attack.

I yelled.

"FIGHT! ONE MORE SHOT!"

With that shout, I acted.

I transformed my motorcycle into a cart, loaded the giant bird on it, and sat in the driver's seat.

Normally, you would hitch a horse to the front to pull it, but there were no horses, so I decided to control the cart itself.

At first, I traveled at ten kilometers per hour, taking breaks along the way back to town. I figured I would arrive around evening, so I moved with a bit of a hurry.

At that time, I made a mistake.

When I found the giant bird, I should have used `Detection`. I had assumed there was no one else here. I didn't know that someone had been watching the entire battle.

A man who had been hiding in the shadow of a rock appeared after I left.

"Heh, not bad. I didn't know there was an adventurer like that. Maybe I'll head back to town for the first time in a while."

The man, with a great axe the size of his body on his back, chuckled to himself.



		
			Chapter 10

			The Grimoire and the Diary

			Cashing in the giant bird was a huge ordeal.

When I reached town, I was stopped by the guards.

I explained that I had hunted it and wanted to sell it for cash, and then some Guild members rushed over. Looking at the giant bird, one of them said.

"This is a Galebird. It's a rare monster in these parts. How on earth did you encounter such a creature?"

To this question, I replied.

"I decided to go on a bit of an excursion to hunt, and I ran into it then."

The Guild member had a subtle expression, as if he both believed me and didn't.

He was probably thinking that it was too rare a monster to just stumble upon by chance. But I had subjugated it, and I hadn't broken any rules, so there was probably no problem. That's likely why he had such an ambiguous expression.

After that, when I showed him the large wind magic stone I had extracted from the Galebird, his reaction was incredible. He commented on its magnificent size and asked how I had managed to subjugate a monster with such a large stone all by myself.

To this question, I lied.

"When I arrived, there were already several corpses, and the monster was a little weakened. I think I was only able to defeat it thanks to those who had fallen."

It was a lie.

The corpses were there, but the Galebird had been in perfect health. The reason I lied was that if a rumor spread that I had single-handedly defeated a powerful monster at full strength, I would stand out even more, and other adventurers might start trying to get me to join their parties in roundabout ways.

In fact, I had already been asked to join a party during a drinking session, so I really wanted to avoid any more of that.

The Guild member said.

"Is that so? Well, that makes sense. Defeating a monster like this alone would be difficult even for a B or A-rank party. But still, the fact remains that you defeated it. You wanted to cash in this monster, right? Are you selling the magic stone too?"

To this question, I replied.

"I'd like to keep the magic stone if possible, but it's too big. If you could cut it down to a palm-sized piece, I'll sell the rest. Is that okay?"

To this, the Guild member said.

"That's fine. That much is no problem. We'll transport this to the Guild, so please wait there."

I agreed and went to the Guild.

As I entered, the receptionist saw me and approached.

"Congratulations on subjugating such a large monster. By the way, isn't that monster the bird from the investigation notice posted on the board about the one in the rocky mountains?"

To the smiling receptionist, I replied.

"I-I don't know anything about that. Was there such a request? Phew, phew, phew..."

I tried to play dumb while whistling poorly.

The receptionist said.

"Haaah... well, whatever. For you, monster subjugation is a hunter's job, or so you'd probably say. As long as you do adventurer work, it doesn't matter to us either way."

She sounded as if she was exasperated or had given up.

The monster was cashed in ten minutes later. The Galebird's meat and bones fetched thirty silver coins, and the magic stone, minus the palm-sized piece I kept, was worth six small gold coins. I had heard that attribute-infused magic stones were valuable, but I never expected this much. With this, I could finally get my hands on the grimoire I had longed for.

Grimoires were kept in the town library.

They were stored securely in a place inaccessible to the general public. Therefore, it was impossible to buy a grimoire. They were valuable items in themselves, and it was dangerous for individuals to possess them. The reason was that just by reading and understanding them, one could use magic. If individuals possessed them, the number of people who could use magic from a single book would increase dramatically.

Enough people to form a division would be a threat. That's why, to read a grimoire, one had to clear two conditions.

First, one had to be in a profession where using magic was not a problem.

Second, the fee to view a grimoire was one small gold coin.

I had cleared both of these conditions. The profession of an adventurer was fraught with danger, and magic was a necessary, if not absolute, power for monster subjugation. A job that paid in small gold coins was only available to B or A-rank adventurers, but I had the money from the magic stone.

I went to the library and applied to view a grimoire.

Being D-rank, I was initially met with suspicion. But since I met the conditions—the fee and being an adventurer—I was granted permission to view it. I decided to spend one small gold coin and look at only one grimoire. I had no talent for magic.

Rather than learning everything, it's sometimes better to master one attribute to fight effectively.

In that case, my choice was between two types: fire and lightning.

Fire was a perfect match for me. I thought I should choose it, but then I looked at my ring and noticed. I already had the fire rune and could use it freely, so I didn't need to rely on a grimoire. But for lightning, I didn't have a corresponding rune and was using it in a forced way. Therefore, the magic consumption was greater compared to fire. In the battle with the Galebird, I had consumed a considerable amount of magic to make the lightning's power equal to fire's.

Besides, I had a feeling that lightning had more potential for application than fire.

As a result, I decided on the lightning grimoire.

I informed the staff of my decision. After a while, the lightning grimoire was brought to me.

I began to read it immediately. The content was about the origin and history of lightning. As I read, I felt the information smoothly entering my mind. I also felt something entering my body.

By the time I finished reading, I felt a new power within me.

The staff member said.

"If you wish to test the magic you have learned, please do so in the open square outside."

Following the staff member's words, I went out to the square.

I imagined lightning and gathered it in my palm. Sparks flew, and a yellow sphere formed. I fired it at the practice wooden dummy in front of me. It was a direct hit. The wooden dummy vanished without a trace. I felt that the magic consumption was about the same as fire.

Satisfied, I decided to go home.

I returned to Earth and checked my earnings so far.

Seventy silver coins, five small gold coins. I felt like a bit of a rich man.

However, the design on the small gold coins was one that didn't exist on Earth, but the purity of the gold was ninety-five percent. I had checked this using `Analysis`. If I sold this, I could probably get twenty to thirty thousand yen, but with this design, there was a possibility that a curious historian would investigate and eventually track it back to me.

I might be able to deceive them for a while, but eventually, I would be found out. Then the historian would probably say they wanted to go to the other world.

If I refused, they would threaten to go public. If I agreed and took them, there was a high chance they would boast to their colleagues. Even if I asked them to keep it a secret, it would probably be impossible.

It's human nature to want to boast about the unknown. I wanted to boast too, but I didn't want to get involved in trouble. I didn't think other people would share my way of thinking. But if I didn't sell the small gold coins, I wouldn't have any money. As I was looking at the small gold coins, wondering what to do, an idea struck me.

With `Matter Conversion`, I could turn it into iron and control it. So, if I analyzed gold, converted the coins to gold, and then turned the gold into different accessories... I started immediately.

I analyzed the small gold coins in detail and understood the properties of gold. I converted the small gold coins to one hundred percent purity. Success.

I converted them into a necklace. Success.

Wonderful! My ability is an ability that creates wealth!

But I wouldn't abuse it. Gold is valuable because it's scarce. If there's a lot of it, its value will drop, and it will become like a pebble. It's a common pattern in anime and manga. I would only use it in emergencies. That was the best way.

After finishing my work, I looked around the house and found my grandfather's desk. In a drawer, there was a diary.

It was a very old diary. Out of curiosity, I read the contents. It said that my grandfather's father was a magic enthusiast who often bought foreign books and researched magic.

"So the foreign books on that bookshelf belonged to my great-grandfather."

I murmured as I read the diary.

My grandfather seemed to have looked at his father with exasperation.

One day, his father suddenly disappeared. He had gone into the storehouse and never came out. When my grandfather went to check, no one was there. The police investigated, but they couldn't find him, and he was declared missing. Ten years later, my grandfather entered the storehouse for the first time in a while and was looking at the bookshelf on the second floor when he found the book 'How to Go to Another World'. He thought it was ridiculous.

But then he remembered that on that day, there had been something that looked like a magic circle on the first floor, but he had erased it because it looked suspicious.

He tried it half-believingly, and when he did, he found himself in another world. There, he met some people of the forest who told him that people with black hair were killed, so he never went back again.

But the skills he acquired at that time were `Detection`, `Deodorize`, `Silence`, and `Invisibility`. He used these in his hunting work.

As a result, he was able to hunt a considerable amount of prey, and his timid personality gradually became more assertive.

"So that's why he was so hot-blooded. But this combination of skills is the strongest imaginable. No wonder he became so assertive."

Erasing scent with `Deodorize`. Erasing sound with `Silence`. Erasing his body with `Invisibility`. These were skills that would be useful in any field.

I finished reading the diary while thinking about such things.

Today had been a really long day. I'll have to work hard tomorrow too, I thought as I went to sleep.

In front of the gate of the regional city of Alum.

"Well now, let's go ask what he's all about."

A large man with a huge axe on his back entered the town.

The guard said.

"Welcome back, Bardos-san. Are you here on business with the Guild?"

The large man, Bardos, replied.

"I'm here to meet someone interesting."

He answered with a smile.



		
			Chapter 11

			Bardos the Mad Axe

			The next day, I arrived in Alum and started walking towards the Guild.

I hadn't hunted any prey today, so I had nothing to sell. I figured I'd just pick up a suitable quest at the Guild.

There was some kind of commotion near the entrance. I asked a nearby adventurer.

"What's going on? Did something happen?"

The adventurer replied.

"Yeah, it seems Bardos-san is yelling at the receptionist. It's too scary to get close."

Bardos? Ah, the B-rank adventurer the Guild Master mentioned before. The one who wasn't interested in anyone but the strong.

I figured a D-rank like me would be beneath his notice, so I went inside the Guild.

Inside, in front of the receptionist, stood a large man about two hundred centimeters tall. On his back was a double-bladed great axe as tall as he was. He had long green hair that reached his neck. For equipment, he wore chainmail except for a breastplate, black shoulder guards and gauntlets, and black Western-style armor on his shins. It was light armor, but his muscle definition was incredible. His physique was reminiscent of a gorilla.

The large man was saying.

"I told you, there's an adventurer who uses magic and a sword. Uses fire and lightning. I'm asking who that is."

The receptionist replied.

"There is no one here right now who uses a sword and magic. The only ones who come to mind are the members of 'Beautiful Sword', but they are currently on an excursion."

Bardos said.

"It's not 'Beautiful Sword'. That team is all women. I'm talking about a man. I've never seen him before, so he's probably a rookie. You must know that he can use magic."

The receptionist said.

"There are people who have joined recently, but I have not received any reports of them using magic."

The two of them were bickering back and forth. It didn't seem to have anything to do with me, so I decided to go to the quest board.

At that moment, Bardos turned around.

"Ah! There he is! This is the guy! The one who used magic to take down that huge bird in the rocky mountains."

Bardos shouted and pointed at me.

How did he know about that?

There was no one else at those mountains. While I was thinking this, Bardos approached me.

"Yo. You put on an interesting show yesterday. My name's Bardos. B-rank adventurer. What's your name and rank?"

He spoke in a friendly manner.

It felt less like a conversation with a stranger and more like talking to a friend. His speech was rough and his tone was condescending, but for some reason, I didn't feel annoyed.

On the contrary, he had the strange air of a generous big brother.

I replied.

"My name is Shinsuke. I'm D-rank. I think it's been about a week since I joined the Guild."

To this, Bardos said.

"D? With that much skill? The young lady here didn't seem to know you could use magic either. Why hide it?"

To this question, I replied.

"I don't want any unnecessary trouble. It seems there aren't many adventurers who use magic, so those who do stand out. I just want to do my adventurer work quietly here and focus on my job as a hunter."

Adventuring was just a side job. My main profession was being a hunter.

That was the intention I conveyed.

To this, Bardos said.

"A hunter? What's the difference between that and an adventurer? They both kill monsters, don't they?"

To this question, I replied.

"An adventurer is a profession with various jobs like monster subjugation, investigation, and escorting. A hunter just hunts monsters. That's it. I just want to stick to the simpler one."

Simple is best. That's my way.

I was tired of the complex work and relationships of modern society. That was one of the reasons I was working in this world. Bardos said.

"Hmm, you're a strange one. Well, whatever. Anyway, I have something to ask you. Is that okay?"

I didn't know what he was going to say.

It was hard to understand what people like him were thinking. He seemed like the type to act solely on emotion.

I nodded.

And then.

"Fight me."

He was exactly the type I thought he was.

I didn't understand what he was thinking. I asked why we had to fight all of a sudden.

"Why do we have to fight? I just met you today. Why?"

To this question, Bardos replied.

"Because you look strong. I wasn't interested in anything but strong monsters, but after seeing yesterday's fight, I really wanted to fight you. And just so you know, refusing is pointless. I'm a persistent guy."

I had no choice but to give up.

This type of person was truly persistent. Even if I refused, he would probably stick to me until I agreed. If he saw me going to Earth during that time, my troubles would multiply instantly.

Besides, in my heart, I welcomed this fight. I wanted to test the lightning power I had just acquired, and I wanted to try out the fire techniques, especially their names.

I said.

"Very well. Shall we fight at the training grounds?"

Bardos nodded with a joyful expression, and the two of us headed to the training grounds.

At the training grounds, we finished our preparations and stood facing each other.

There was a large crowd of spectators, probably out of curiosity.

It was a little embarrassing, but I had no intention of backing down.

I steeled my resolve, drew my sword, and took a stance. Bardos also held his axe with both hands and took a stance.

One of the spectators struck a gong.

"As a greeting, here I come!"

He charged, his axe raised high.

He was fast. Despite his large frame, he was quick.

However, from experience, it wasn't so fast that I couldn't dodge.

I didn't dodge. I blocked the downward swing of the axe with my sword. But the blow was heavy, and I couldn't fully parry it.

So, I slid my sword along his and circled to his side, landing a blow.

His chainmail blocked it. Zero damage. An impressive physique. I was impressed.

Bardos said.

"That's more like it! The fun is just getting started!"

He said, holding his axe horizontally and swinging it.

I ducked under it and thrust my sword at his stomach.

But the chainmail was tougher than I thought, and it didn't pierce properly. I put some distance between us.

Close combat was too disadvantageous. As I was wondering what to do, Bardos said.

"What's wrong?! Your power isn't just this, is it?! Use the magic you used to defeat that huge bird!"

He said, spreading his arms wide and exposing his undefended body.

After being provoked like this, if I didn't use magic, I would be the one to lose face. I gathered fire magic in my left hand. I had shouted a random technique name before, but it felt somewhat bland.

So, I decided to shout the technique name I had come up with myself.

"Burn Fist!"

I shouted and threw a left straight punch.

The fire shot straight towards Bardos with great force. He didn't dodge and took it with his body.

The force of the fire dissipated.

I looked, and Bardos was still standing. He had burns here and there, but it wasn't a fatal wound.

Bardos smiled.

"Hahahaha! Nice! This is great! To think there was someone like this. I thought the only strong ones were in 'Beautiful Sword', but I'm glad there are still strong people I don't know about! Now, I'll use my skill too."

Skill. The word put me on guard.

I had never faced an opponent with a skill before. I was wary of what kind of skill it might be, but given his personality, I thought it would probably be a physical type.

Bardos shouted.

"Skill, 'Berserk' activate!"

At that moment, Bardos's body swelled, and his muscle mass increased.

Bardos ran towards me, swinging his axe diagonally upwards with one hand. His speed was faster than before, and I was doing all I could just to dodge. Then came a storm of fierce attacks, a continuous assault that gave me no time to counterattack. I wasn't sure if my stamina would hold. I decided to take a gamble.

As I dodged an axe attack, I shot fire at his face.

The power wasn't great, but it served as a blind. I put some distance between us. Bardos stood still for a moment, but he quickly recovered.

Bardos said.

"Hahaha, that's it! Show me more of your power!"

Under the influence of `Berserk`, he seemed to have lost some of his self-control.

Was it something like a berserker? In that case, I wouldn't be able to win unless I went all out too. I decided to try out the lightning techniques I had seen in anime and manga.

"Thunderclap Incarnation!"

I shouted and cloaked my body in lightning.

The human body basically moves through electrical signals. So, if I amplified that electricity, I could enhance my physical body—a technique I had often seen in anime. I had tried it a little on Earth, and I felt my body become slightly lighter.

When I did a vertical jump, I leaped all the way to the roof of the two-story storehouse in one go.

With this physical ability, I thought I could compete. I moved.

I instantly stood beside Bardos. He was surprised and swung his axe, but his movements were slow, and I dodged with ease, slashing him three times with my sword. Each blow was light, but because I had struck the same spot three times, his chainmail tore, and blood spurted from his stomach.

Bardos was surprised by this. He touched his stomach and saw the blood.

And then he laughed.

"Hahahahaha! That's it! This is what I wanted to see! No more messing around! Let's settle this with the next blow!"

As he spoke, he began to rotate his axe horizontally above his head.

Was this the end? It was a shame, but this state wouldn't last long.

I also thought this was the decisive moment. I drew my katana and switched to dual-wielding.

Then, I imbued both weapons with fire. I had never tried it before. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision. For some reason, I felt like I could do it.

The two of us stared at each other, and then Bardos moved.

"This is the end!"

He shouted and brought his axe down.

In that instant, I met him head-on.

"Lightning-Fire Cross!"

I shouted and clashed with the axe. Two swords against a great axe. We were evenly matched.

Bardos was slightly stronger. But I concentrated the power of lightning in both hands and amplified my strength.

And then, my swords deflected the great axe.

Bardos's body was left wide open. I didn't miss the opening. Spreading my arms wide, I spun like a top, took a step closer to Bardos, and slashed him.

It was an attack from a very reckless posture, an action without thinking about the consequences. It wasn't a bad feeling.

The match was decided.

Bardos spurted a large amount of blood from his stomach and fell backwards.

At that moment, Bardos's body disappeared, and a dummy was left in its place. It was proof that the battle was over.



		
			Chapter 12

			Ranks and a Surprising Offer.

			The battle ended in my victory... but it came at a cost.

After leaving the training hall, I was bombarded with questions from the other adventurers. But I couldn't answer any of them. The moment I sat down...

"Guaaahhh!!... Kaaahhh!... M-My body... i-it hurts."

The moment I deactivated 'Thunderclap Incarnation,' an intense pain shot through me. I couldn't just collapse, so I gritted my teeth against the pain and made my way to a seat inside the guild. The reason I didn't answer anyone was because it hurt too much to even speak. The other adventurers must have realized, as they soon stopped asking.

Just when I thought I could catch my breath, the Receptionist approached me.

"Shinsuke-san, why didn't you report that you could use magic?"

She asked with a terrifyingly sweet smile.

The look on her face told me she wouldn't accept my inability to speak as an excuse.

I somehow managed to move my mouth.

"M-Magic... I learned it... three days ago... D-Did I... need... to report it?"

My words were choppy, but it was the best I could manage.

The Receptionist sighed. "Haaah... When you learn magic, we have to add it to your adventurer record. When magic-related jobs come in, we have to look at the records to select a suitable candidate."

"Someone who can't use magic can't handle such jobs, so it's mainly B- or A-rank adventurers who learn it. As far as I know, you're the only D-rank adventurer to have ever learned magic."

Only high-rankers, huh? That made sense. It cost a small gold coin just to view a grimoire, and quests that paid that much were only available to B-rankers and up. My master once told me that most magicians must come from wealthy backgrounds. As I was lost in thought, the Guild Master arrived.

"Shinsuke, I need to speak with you. Come to the reception room. Now."

He was asking the impossible of someone who could barely move.

I shook my head, but the Guild Master's face was dead serious.

"This concerns your future. You two, carry him."

The two designated adventurers picked me up, one on each side, and carried me away.

In the reception room, the Guild Master and Bardos were already waiting.

Bardos had no signs of injury from our fight, and even his chainmail was perfectly restored. That substitute doll must be an incredible item, I thought, to restore not just injuries but clothing as well.

Bardos grinned. "Yo, Shinsuke! That was a hell of a fight! I haven't been that fired up since I was a rookie. Let's do it again sometime."

He said with a brilliant smile, giving me a thumbs-up.

For a second, I had a vision of his teeth glinting with a *kiran*.

The Guild Master cut in. "Cut it out, Bardos. That's not what we're here to talk about. And for the record, your private duels are now forbidden. Don't go having such intense fights between fellow adventurers. It's bad for my heart just watching."

Bardos scoffed. "Tch, what's the big deal? Lighten up a little. You're as stuffy as ever, Guild Master."

"Idiot, I'm just stating the obvious from a normal person's perspective. But that's not what this is about. You two, thank you for your trouble. You can set Shinsuke down there and leave."

The two adventurers, looking relieved, placed me in a chair and quickly exited.

Now there were three of us. What could this be about? The Guild Master sat up straight.

"Alright, Shinsuke, I've called you here for a specific reason. I'm sure you were told about rank promotions when you first joined, but I'll say it again. Normally, you rank up after completing a certain number of guild jobs and passing an interview. You understand that much, right?"

I nodded in response.

What was this all about? As I wondered, a sudden chill ran down my spine.

The Guild Master continued. "However, as a special exception, Shinsuke, I am promoting you to C-rank."

His statement was so shocking that I...

"W-Wait a minute, p-please. I haven't... completed... that many... jobs."

I managed to argue back, my voice breaking, but the Guild Master was unfazed.

"True, the work you've done so far has been gathering medicinal herbs, routine patrols, and a few merchant escort missions between town and a village. It's not enough to warrant a promotion."

"...However, we just have to add in the number of monsters you've hunted outside of guild jobs. You seem to think that it doesn't count toward your evaluation since it's not official guild work, but we recently changed our policy to include it, albeit at a lower evaluation rate. And because of that..."

What? When did that policy change? He must have seen the question on my face.

The Guild Master explained. "The reason we adopted this policy was because a certain adventurer kept hunting monsters without accepting any quests. We started getting reports from adventurers who took on a quest only to find the monsters were already gone. Around the same time, an adventurer claiming to be a hunter would come in to exchange materials from the very monsters on that quest."

"...That's what happened. Ring any bells, Shinsuke?"

I averted my gaze as he stared at me coldly.

The Guild Master continued. "Well, there are other adventurers who do odd jobs for pocket money, so I'm not saying that hunter is the only one at fault, but try to be a little more discreet. Anyway, that's why the policy was changed. But the deciding factor, more than anything else, was you winning your private duel with Bardos."

Hearing that, I looked at Bardos.

Noticing my gaze, he said, "Hey, just so you know, I don't hold a grudge for losing. I was the one who challenged you. It's my creed not to regret my own decisions. So don't worry about it."

He flashed a grin, showing his teeth. What a man of honor, I thought. The Guild Master continued.

"To continue, it would be problematic for you, the one who defeated the B-rank Bardos, to remain a D-rank. We can't afford to wait until you're normally eligible for promotion."

"...Bardos is one of the faces of this guild, after all. If the one who defeated him gets nothing, it could start bad rumors about the guild. As a countermeasure, we've decided to promote you to C-rank. In fact, we're probably announcing your promotion to the other adventurers in the guild right now. You have no right to refuse, Shinsuke."

Things were certainly moving along without my consent. Still, in a way, his reasoning made sense. Bardos was a B-rank adventurer, one of the top-ranking adventurers in this city. And I had defeated him.

On Earth, a company's 'face' would often take credit for other people's successes to make themselves look good, or pin their own failures on others. They did whatever they pleased. In fact, that kind of thing happened all the time at my old company.

I was usually the one forced into the role of scapegoat.

Compared to that, this world was a true meritocracy.

The strong live, and the weak die. It was a world that embodied survival of the fittest.

Perhaps the guild's system was structured this way because people's lives were on the line, or maybe they were concerned about something else. In any case, it seemed they properly evaluated what needed to be evaluated.

I said, "I understand. Under the circumstances, I accept."

My body had recovered enough that I could speak properly now.

Hearing my reply, the Guild Master said, "Good, as long as you understand. Also, Bardos said he has something to talk to you about. I told him to do it here to avoid any trouble."

At these words, Bardos spoke up. "Alright, beating around the bush is a pain, so I'll just say it straight. Shinsuke, you wanna team up with me?"

It was so sudden, so out of the blue. My mind was flooded with thoughts. The Guild Master looked just as stunned, his eyes wide in disbelief.

"Why? You just said you wanted to fight me."

Bardos grinned. "Because if we're together, we can fight anytime. If we stay as free agents, there's no telling when I'll see you again. So it's simpler if we just stick together from the start. Well, the Guild Master just banned it, but even without that, I still want to team up with you."

Bardos took a breath. "You go to all sorts of places to hunt monsters, right? I figure if I'm with you, we'll run into strong ones. I didn't come across many when I was on my own."

I had to object. "Hold on. It's not like I'm constantly running into strong monsters. If you team up with me, there's a high chance it'll be nothing but boring fights."

If we teamed up and it was all just tedious work, he'd be disappointed and probably start badmouthing me. I was done with that. I'd come back to the countryside to live a quiet life like a hermit because I didn't want any more grief. I'd learned about this other world and was trying so hard to live here without stress, but then Bardos...

"Hahaha, don't worry about that stuff. What I said before was just an excuse. The truth is, Shinsuke, I've taken a liking to you."

"...I'm curious to see what kind of places you'll go to as a hunter. It'd be creepy for both of us if I just followed you around. So, I figured it's better if we just form a party from the start. Oh, in this case, would it be a combo? Eh, whatever."

He said, laughing.

To be honest, it wasn't a bad offer.

It was the first time in my life someone had so bluntly said, 'I've taken a liking to you,' and it made me happy.

However, being together twenty-four-seven would be a problem because of the other world. Other parties usually worked together and often stayed at the same inn. If Bardos came to my house, he'd find out about the magic circle I use to return to Earth.

With that in mind, I asked, "I live in the forest outside the city. I've heard that B-rank and higher adventurers own their own homes. Do you have one?"

To this question, Bardos replied, "I guess you could say I do. I used to stay at inns, but they said my presence was scaring away customers, so I bought a house on an installment plan or something."

"It's a small place, so it might be a bit tight for two people. I never thought about getting a partner before. We can live separately. Just promise me you'll invite me when you go hunting. Just promise me that."

He said it with an insistent look on his face.

If I refused after he'd gone this far, it might start rumors that I was plotting something. This was probably the point where I had to concede.

"Alright. This is my first time teaming up with someone, but I look forward to working with you."

I held out my right hand, still trembling slightly.

Seeing this, Bardos came over. "Yeah, you too. And you can drop the formal language. You can talk to me like a friend."

He said as we shook hands. It was a welcome feeling.

"Oh, and one more thing," Bardos added.

"Even if it's a combo, it's still a party. You can be the leader, Shinsuke. You're the man who beat me, and it seems like the leader has to handle all the tedious details for the party. I'm no good at that stuff."

He said with a laugh.

I kept the thought that he looked the part to myself. Still, a leader, huh?

It sounded cool, but it meant I'd be doing all the grunt work in this world, too. It would be a pain, but I had to do it. Also, even though I'd just made C-rank, I had to get to B-rank as soon as possible, or it wouldn't be fair to Bardos.

I, the lower-ranked one, was now standing above him.

I'd originally intended to refuse that part, but he'd so frankly admitted he was bad with the details. For some reason, I felt I had to respond to that honesty.

The Guild Master, watching this exchange, commented, "Bardos is joining a party, huh? Live long enough and you see everything. It's not a bad thing if that battle maniac settles down a little."

He nodded with a satisfied look on his face.

Alright then, I thought, and started to leave the room. My body had recovered enough to walk, but I couldn't work today.

With that in mind, I said, "Bardos, sorry, but my body's not moving right today. Can we start working together tomorrow?"

To this question, Bardos replied, "Sure thing. Thanks for going along with my request today. Get some rest. I'll see you at the guild tomorrow."

He agreed with a cheerful face.

I bid farewell to the Guild Master and left the room.

When I got down to the first floor, the adventurers all stared at me.

Were they scared, or just surprised about my promotion? Either way, I had no desire to boast.

I didn't want them to think I was some jerk. Not knowing what expression to make, I left the guild in stony silence.

I'd just shown them my incapacitated body. They probably assumed I'd recovered a little but was heading home because I couldn't work. I hoped so, anyway. Well, Bardos would probably say something. I was almost certain he'd boast about it proudly.

Things were about to get tough. When I was alone, I could eat whatever I wanted at the hunting grounds, but now that I'd be eating with Bardos, I'd have to look up some old field rations again. I also had to cash in on Earth. It looked like I was going to be busy.

I sighed, but deep down, a part of me was excited. I wonder why?



		
			Chapter 13

			Interlude: About Food.

			Now, let's talk about food.

This story takes place back when my master was still alive, on the day I learned about the food situation in the other world.

To enhance my magical power, I had been choosing foods that would build up my stamina. Rice and miso soup were staples, and my side dish was always one of three things: leek and liver stir-fry, or steamed or grilled garlic. It was a very simple, three-item meal. I'd heard somewhere that diet is part of training, but this was too austere. Still, I didn't have much money, so I couldn't afford to be picky. I had to strengthen my body and gain knowledge and experience as a hunter. For that, a little endurance was nothing.

I also had to think about what to pack for lunch when I was out hunting. That was simple enough—I just had to stock up on the usual instant noodles, cup noodles, and canned goods.

After my master passed away, I began my work as a hunter and adventurer.

You don't just walk into a forest and immediately run into prey. That's a common trope in games and anime, but reality isn't so convenient. After walking through the forest for a while, I got hungry and decided to eat my packed lunch. Today, I'd brought cup noodles.

I'd bought and brought a small, portable kettle. I gathered some wood and used my fire magic to prepare a bonfire. The water was from my canteen, since I'm not good at water magic. I made a stand for the kettle with an aluminum wire mesh and four iron rods, creating a simple barbecue-style cooking platform.

After I finished eating, I cleaned up.

I threw the empty container into the bonfire to burn away the evidence. It was then that a thought occurred to me: what if another adventurer suddenly showed up while I was eating? Thinking about it, I realized I needed a plan for the future. I could only claim that these were goods from my hometown for so long. So, I decided to do some research—into old war rations.

Back on Earth, I headed to the library.

I figured the civilization level of the other world was close to Japan's Sengoku or Tokugawa periods.

I scoured the library for history books. I found what I was looking for surprisingly quickly and grabbed two or three volumes to start my research. The results, to put it simply, were very helpful.

War rations, also known as field rations, were easy to carry and had a long shelf life. The focus, they said, was primarily on ease of acquisition and preparation.

This could help reduce the chances of arousing suspicion.

I left the library.

I wanted to carefully study the books while cooking and experimenting, so I searched for a bookstore that sold history books with detailed information on field rations.

I found one quite easily and bought two or three books.

While I was at it, I did some grocery shopping. Until now, I'd been using instant miso soup and microwavable rice, but this time I chose more authentic ingredients, buying miso, rice, salt, chili peppers, and vinegar.

I returned home.

I immediately started cooking.

First, I decided to make miso balls. I put a small amount of water in a pot and brought it to a boil, then added the miso. I slowly roasted the miso while stirring. Once it was done, I let it cool naturally, then rolled it into dumplings by hand. I placed them in a net to sun-dry. And they were done.

All I had to do at the campsite was dissolve a miso ball in hot water for instant miso soup.

I added salt and chili peppers for a hidden flavor. I'd find out if it was any good when the time came.

I decided to bring the rice as is. I could put it in the miso soup to make porridge. As for ingredients, I could find medicinal herbs at the campsite, and if I managed to hunt some prey, I could just roast the meat. With this, my preparations were almost complete.

All that was left was to actually eat it while camping outdoors.

In the other world.

I started my hunt for the day.

By lunchtime, the prey I'd managed to catch was a monster that resembled a weasel but had a considerable amount of fat. I quickly skinned it, skewered the meat on a stick, and roasted it.

Now, it was time to make porridge using the miso balls I'd made the other day.

I put the water I'd brought into a small pot and added the rice once it boiled. After a while, the rice was cooked. I added more water and a miso ball. Then, I stirred the pot. The miso dissolved, and the rice became mushy. To finish, I added something that looked like a wild vegetable I'd picked, and it was complete.

How does it taste? I took a bite.

To be frank, it was underwhelming.

The chili pepper was too strong, and I ended up drinking more water than usual.

The texture was just like regular porridge, nothing special, just plain and simple. The monster meat was nicely roasted, and when I tried it, it was delicious.

However, just because this world's weasel was tasty didn't mean Earth's weasels would be. There was a high chance they'd be disgusting, since you don't hear about people eating weasels.

So, the result of my field ration taste test... was, frankly, a failure.

Adding too much chili pepper was a mistake. Next time, I'll add just a little or none at all. I couldn't taste the salt, but getting salt is important, so I'll keep adding it.

The porridge wasn't very good, maybe because I made it with already-cooked rice.

From now on, I decided to either make the cooked rice into rice balls or bring uncooked, unwashed rice with me.

And so, my research into field rations continued.



		
			Chapter 14

			A Partner and Cashing In on Earth.

			My muscles were aching from the fight with Bardos, so I couldn't work. I returned to Earth in the morning.

Exhausted, I went straight home and collapsed onto my futon, falling asleep instantly.

When I woke up, it was already evening.

I'd slept for quite a while. But my body was almost fully recovered, so I'd have no problem with work starting tomorrow.

Right now, I had two problems.

First was the situation with Bardos. A sudden fight followed by a sudden declaration of partnership—it was all so abrupt that I was having trouble keeping up.

Second was my financial situation.

My funds in the other world were fine. I had one hundred fifty copper coins, ninety small silver coins, seventy silver coins, and four small gold coins. In the item shop, cheap things cost one copper coin while expensive ones cost five silver coins. In the weapon shop, cheap items were ten small silver coins and expensive ones were one small gold coin. Food items were generally between one and ten copper coins, so I had no worries about food.

As a hunter, I could get food for free anyway. As for weapons and armor, I'd browse the blacksmith's shop for reference or buy cheap things.

My life in the other world was stable.

The problem was my life on Earth. My savings were getting dangerously low. If this continued, there was a chance everything would get cut off. I needed to cash in on Earth, and fast.

I decided I had no choice. I picked up ten random stones and used Matter Conversion to turn them into gold.

Then I shaped them into necklaces and rings. But gold alone was boring, so I made some silver ones and added what looked like jewels. I even carved some simple patterns into the rings.

And with that, they were done. It was already late.

I decided to head to a certain place I'd researched the day after tomorrow.

The next morning, I finished my preparations and returned to the other world.

I usually hunted before going to the guild, but from now on, I'd be meeting up with my partner to hunt.

Bardos was standing in front of the town gate.

"Yo, Shinsuke! Looks like you haven't hunted yet. Well then, let's get going."

He was pushy, but I had to accept that this was just how he was.

Still, it wasn't a bad feeling.

Hunting monsters with someone else—it was the classic JRPG storyline of fighting alongside comrades.

In contrast, human relationships on Earth were basically about deceiving and being deceived. Even in a business partnership, both sides only cooperate because their interests align, writing up countless contracts to prevent betrayal, all the while plotting for the day they can discard the other.

It was a murky, ugly society.

It could instantly tarnish the innocent feelings everyone has as a child. Compared to that kind of society on Earth, life here wasn't bad.

There were probably swindlers here too, but at least they weren't everywhere.

The fight against monsters was a true life-or-death struggle. Those creatures couldn't care less about human affairs.

To them, we were just prey. Nothing more.

And humans hunted or subjugated monsters, thinking of them as nothing more than prey.

The phrase 'eat or be eaten' was a perfect fit.

Maybe that's why it wasn't a bad feeling. Con artists only appear in a world that's safe and secure.

But this world wasn't safe.

Step outside the town walls and you'll be attacked by monsters and die. This was a world that wealthy, corrupt people couldn't endure.

Thinking about it gave me a slight sense of pleasure.

It made me feel like I was some kind of chosen one.

But I quickly suppressed that feeling.

People like that usually meet a bad end. It's a common pattern in anime. I wanted to die peacefully, at least.

I didn't want to die filled with grudges and hatred.

Well, that's enough of that. We were in the forest now, and I couldn't let my guard down.

Bardos was on alert too, but he seemed relaxed.

As we were searching for prey, we found some: a Falcon.

I immediately grabbed the crossbow I had mounted on the back of my waist.

No matter how much I practiced with a bow and arrow, I could only hit three out of ten shots.

At this rate, it would be useless in a pinch. So I figured I should just make an old-fashioned projectile weapon that I could handle, and I started looking.

Finding one was easy. A crossbow is more powerful than a bow, and it wasn't an incomprehensible weapon in the other world.

It was the ideal projectile weapon. I decided to make one right away.

I used books and YouTube for reference on how to build it.

Wood was plentiful and free in the other world, and as for iron, I could just use my skill to convert some nearby stones.

I failed many times. The trigger mechanism was tricky, but I managed to get it into shape. And finally, model number one was complete.

It passed the tests without any problems, and I was able to take down avian prey with ease.

This was the first time I'd used it in front of someone.

But when Bardos saw it, all he said was, "Huh, so a weapon like that exists. I never knew."

He asked with a distinct lack of interest, but I replied, "This is a weapon used in my hometown, made with a secret technique. It's something that's not in circulation at all. You won't find it in any weapon shop."

To that, Bardos said, "Doesn't matter to me. I'm not interested in projectile weapons. I've always just thrown stones or rocks to take down birds."

What a primitive method, I thought, as I pulled the trigger.

I took down the Falcon in one shot. After retrieving the prey, Bardos said, as if remembering something, "Oh yeah, speaking of birds, that giant bird you took down—I was there too, watching from behind a rock. I saw you using some kind of magic and thought I shouldn't interrupt, so I didn't call out."

"I was surprised when I saw it. I thought the giant bird had the upper hand when your magics clashed, but then your magic suddenly swelled up and pushed it back. At that moment, I was thinking, 'Who is this guy, and just how strong is he?'"

He was behind a rock back then? If I'd used 'Detection,' I would have noticed.

But it was too late for regrets. What mattered was the future. If you fail, you learn from it and apply it next time.

That's all there was to it.

So, we continued hunting prey. The big catch this time was a giant Mantis.

Seeing it, Bardos said, "Hahaha, nice! A monster like this is my specialty. Shinsuke, you take care of the small fry around it. Hey, let me have this one. Please?"

He pleaded with me.

It was a little weird, but fine. I wasn't picky about my prey. I let him have his way.

After we finished hunting, we had our haul exchanged for money at the guild.

The standard was to split the earnings. Since there were two of us, a fifty-fifty split was normal. I counted the money and divided it evenly so it would be fair.

Bardos said, "You don't have to be so precise. As long as I can enjoy a good fight, that's all that matters. I'm fine as long as I have enough money to eat."

To that I replied, "I can't do that. As partners, we have to do this properly, or I'll be the one feeling bad about it."

I told him off.

You have to be thorough with these things. If you slack off even once, it's hard to break out of that laziness.

Bardos made a face like, 'Huh,' and accepted the money.

We took on an adventurer job as well.

The merchant escort mission ended with just a few monster attacks. We also took on a patrol mission, and while the number of monsters hadn't increased much... something felt off.

Bardos didn't seem to notice, but the monsters seemed agitated, more aggressive.

Usually, even if they noticed us, they wouldn't attack right away. They'd either watch us or run away. Only large monsters or big groups would attack.

But this time, even a single, regular-sized monster charged at us. Something was strange.

I reported it to the receptionist, but she said, "I think you're just overthinking it. Well, I'll write it down in the report just in case, but you should be fine."

She told me with a bright smile.

Well, it's always better if nothing happens.

An unchanging daily life is a treasure, after all—though I guess my life is already pretty strange, commuting between worlds.

I said to Bardos, "Sorry, but could you give me the morning off tomorrow? I have an errand to run. I need to visit an acquaintance."

Bardos replied, "What, that's no fun. Can't I come with you and meet them too?"

It was a reasonable question.

But I couldn't let that happen. "He really hates people. It took me weeks just to earn his trust. But his skills as a blacksmith are incredible, and he's teaching me on the condition that I don't tell anyone where he is. Sorry about that."

It was a lie.

It was an excuse I'd come up with because I couldn't bring Bardos to Earth.

"Is that so? Oh well. In that case, let's meet at the guild tomorrow after lunch."

Bardos said, and we parted ways.

I felt a little guilty. I was lying to someone who said he'd taken a liking to me. But I told myself it couldn't be helped and headed home.

The next morning, I ate breakfast on Earth, grabbed the items I'd made for cashing in, and headed to a certain place.

I took a train to a town an hour away and entered a back alley.

This was a place for people who did jobs you couldn't really talk about—in other words, people who worked in the underworld.

The reason I came here, and not a normal pawn shop, was because it was no good.

Normal shops require identification when you cash things in.

Of course, I have my motorcycle license, so that's not an issue. The problem is the number of times I'd be using their services.

Even if I claimed the items were from my house, if I came in too often, the shopkeeper and other customers would start to think my house was full of treasure. I'd seen a show on TV called Antiques Roadshow, and they often targeted people who frequented pawn shops.

There was no guarantee that I wouldn't be chosen, and my skills wouldn't be exposed.

Shows like that will do on-the-spot interviews if they think it'll be interesting.

With that in mind, I sought out a place where people in the underworld operate.

It's an unspoken rule among these people not to ask about the other party's circumstances as long as money is involved.

It's a common trope in anime, and it exists in reality too. I found the shop and went inside.

Inside, there were five men who looked like yakuza.

They glared at me when they saw me. But after dealing with monsters and bandits, it felt like being glared at by a child. I wasn't scared.

I went up to the shopkeeper. "I want to cash in these valuables."

I said, showing him what I'd brought.

The shopkeeper said, "Heh, nice stuff. Good quality, good craftsmanship. Where'd you get your hands on something like this? For items of this caliber, I'd say two hundred thousand. What do you say?"

Two hundred thousand yen. It wasn't a bad amount.

I nodded, took the money, and was about to leave.

One of the yakuza stood in my way.

"Yo, buddy. Looks like you made a nice haul. How about it, wanna work for us? Of course, you'll have to hand over all the money you just earned as an initiation fee."

The yakuza said. There was another one behind him, but I still wasn't scared.

So I replied, "Find someone else."

My words were short and to the point. I said what I thought and walked past the yakuza, but he grabbed my shoulder.

"Hey, wait a damn minute, you bastard."

The yakuza glared at me, but it wasn't scary in the slightest.

I silently unleashed my magical power and looked at him.

At that, the yakuza seemed to get scared and let go of my shoulder. The other yakuza backed away as well. Is magical power similar to killing intent? Or did I unconsciously let out my killing intent?

In any case, they were no match for me.

I brushed off my shoulder as if there was dust on it and left the shop.

I was a little tense, but my power was quite formidable on this Earth.

I'm sure those yakuza will call their friends and come after me, but I have magic. I just have to rough them up enough that they don't find out.

However, my biggest concern is their connections to the police.

I'd like to think that doesn't happen in reality, but the police are just a collection of humans. They're not immune to the allure of money. I wore sunglasses, a hat, and a mask just in case, but a disguise like this will be seen through eventually.

I need to think of my next move. For now, I have no plan.

And so, my business on Earth was finished. There was still an uncertain future ahead, but I could think about how to deal with it from now on.

Around that time, in the other world, a certain adventurer party had returned.



		
			Chapter 15

			Beautiful Sword and Tastes.

			Now, let's talk about what happened at the guild that morning.

In the morning, Bardos was looking for a job to warm up before hunting with Shinsuke. Just then, the Receptionist approached him.

"Bardos-san, I need you and Shinsuke-san to decide on a party name soon."

The Receptionist asked.

Shinsuke and Bardos hadn't decided on a party name yet. To be precise, they hadn't even thought about it. They thought of themselves as a combo and figured they didn't really need a party name. They had no idea it was required. To this, Bardos replied, "Huh? We need a party name even for a combo?"

To this, the Receptionist said, "Yes, you do. Since there are two or more of you, you are a proper party. So please decide on a party name quickly."

Bardos made a pained expression. "Aahh, I hadn't even thought about it. Shinsuke will be here around noon, so we'll think about it then."

The Receptionist looked slightly exasperated. "Alright. Please do it as soon as possible."

She said pointedly and returned to her post.

Bardos, with a weary look on his face, resumed his job search. Just then, all eyes in the guild focused on the entrance. The adventurers started talking.

"Look, 'Beautiful Sword' is back."

"I heard they were on a long-term job. It must have been something big."

"Man, they're as beautiful as ever."

'Beautiful Sword'—the adventurer party that reigned supreme in this city. They had been away for a long time, but now, having completed their job, they had returned to the guild.

Leading them was their leader. Her red hair was tied in a ponytail that reached the base of her neck. She wore a longsword at her waist and a full set of silver-white plate armor that covered her from her feet to her neck. Her chest plate was adorned with an emblem that looked like an iris. Her features were slender, more like a female athlete than an actress. She stood about 170 centimeters tall and possessed the dignity and grace of a seasoned warrior. Her name was Tina.

The second was a shield knight. She had long, golden hair that reached her chest, and she carried a large shield and a spear. She too wore full plate armor from head to toe, this one the color of autumn leaves, with the same iris emblem on her chest. Her features were also athletic, but her gaze was sharper than the leader's. She stood about 180 centimeters tall. Her name was Leona.

The third was a scout. She had short blue hair and carried five daggers. Her blue-themed upper body attire was like a short-sleeved wetsuit rather than traditional shinobi garb, with blue gauntlets and greaves. Her lower half was clad in blue cloth pants, and she wore a blue muffler around her neck with an iris emblem on the tail. Her clothes were entirely blue and unadorned. Her face was youthful, almost childlike. She was 140 centimeters tall. Her name was Rumily.

The fourth was a magician. She had green hair in twintails and carried a staff as tall as herself. She wore a green mantle, a green pointed hat, and a Western-style green noble's outfit that was almost masculine, with an embroidered iris emblem on her left breast. Her face was as youthful as the scout's, and rather androgynous, but she was female. She was 140 centimeters tall. Her name was Milfy.

All the members of this party were women, and their skills were guaranteed.

Tina and Rumily each possessed a skill. As for magic, Tina used water magic, Leona used earth magic, Rumily used wind magic, and Milfy could use magic of all five elements. They were an ideal party, bound by exceptional coordination and a strong bond of trust.

However, the party name 'Beautiful Sword' was a name Tina had chosen so as not to forget a vow she had made to herself.

It was something her skill had wished for, but in a way, it was also different. But that's a story for another time.

In any case, with the return of such a famous A-rank adventurer party, a commotion was inevitable.

Seeing them, Bardos muttered, "So 'Beautiful Sword' is back. I'd love to fight them, but they won't give me the time of day. Haaah, how boring."

Bardos had challenged them to a match before, but all four had refused. The reason they gave was that it was their creed not to fight anyone other than monsters and villains. Even so, Bardos had apparently been persistent, but they had continued to ignore him, so he had given up.

Around noon, Shinsuke, having finished his business on Earth, arrived in the other world. He entered the guild and looked for Bardos, finding him easily.

"Yo! Shinsuke, I've been waiting for you. Come on, let's go hunting."

He seemed to be in a real hurry.

Well, that's just how he is, I thought, and was about to leave.

But the Receptionist came rushing over. "Excuse me, Bardos-san! I told you this morning to decide on a party name. Are you just going to forget about it and leave?"

She seemed quite angry.

Bardos looked at the Receptionist with a 'shoot, I forgot' expression, then turned back to me. "...Right. Shinsuke, we have to decide on a party name. She said it doesn't matter that there are only two of us."

Bardos was completely uninterested.

Well, the same could be said for me. I wasn't interested in a party name, since I had decided to work solo. But if it was necessary now that we were a team, I had no choice but to think of one. I didn't try to come up with anything elaborate and just said the first thing that came to mind.

"How about 'Intense Thought'? I was thinking along the lines of acting with intense passion."

To this party name, Bardos said, "Sounds good to me. It feels like it suits the two of us perfectly. Let's go with that."

Bardos agreed.

At first, he had looked uninterested, but as soon as he heard the name, his face lit up with a bit of excitement.

Hearing this, the Receptionist said, "Then I'll register you as 'Intense Thought.' Also, Shinsuke-san, just for your information, the four women over there are the members of 'Beautiful Sword.' For more details, please ask Bardos-san. I'm quite busy, so if you'll excuse me."

With that, she quickly returned to her desk.

I asked Bardos, "'Beautiful Sword'?"

"Aahh, they're an all-female party, and they're supposed to be pretty strong. I think their leader, Tina, has a rare Constant Skill."

A Constant Skill? This was the first I'd heard of it, so I asked.

"Ah, there are two types of skills: activation and constant. Activation is, obviously, something you can use at will. Constant is something that's always in use, regardless of your will. I think constant skills are rare, and I heard they don't consume any magic power."

Just hearing about it, a constant skill sounded incredible.

The merit was that you could use a skill without any magic. However, if you couldn't control it at will, there was also the demerit of causing unnecessary trouble. I looked over at 'Beautiful Sword.'

In a word, I thought they were beautiful.

But what I thought was...

"...What's wrong, are you staring? You fallen for one of them?"

Bardos said with a smug look on his face.

"...Yeah, I've fallen for that beautiful armor."

"I see, for the beautiful armor... huh? Beautiful armor? What about their faces?"

I replied to Bardos's stunned face, "Their faces? They seem pretty normal to me. More importantly, look at that armor. Look at the silver-white and autumn-leaf colors the two of them are wearing. It's full-body armor with no exposed skin, and while it may seem unadorned, the single flower carved on the chest gives it a sense of beauty and strength, despite its simplicity. It's as if they're proclaiming that this flower is their pride and their bond. The proof is that all the members have the same flower emblem. It's magnificent."

Hearing my assessment, Bardos said, "You have some strange interests. Is armor really that great? It just gets in the way when you wear it."

I got worked up at his words. "What are you talking about!? Armor is something that not only protects your body but also embodies your pride. A warrior is a warrior because of their armor, and without warriors, armor has no reason to exist. Bardos, you only say that because with your physique and personality, you can't move freely, and there's no armor that suits you. Alright, I'll make you armor that fits. First, come to my house. I need to take your measurements. Let's go right now."

I said, standing up and pulling Bardos by the arm.

He seemed so taken aback by my sudden outburst that he followed behind me in a daze.

As we walked, I thought, I messed up. I hadn't let him come to my house because of the magic circle, and now I'd gone and invited him myself. I thought about it internally.

But Bardos had been so indifferent to armor that I had gotten carried away. Oh well, I just had to make sure he didn't go into the shed with the magic circle. I could just lead him straight to the smithy. We arrived at my house, and I led him to the smithy.

Seeing my house, Bardos said, "Huh, so this is your house. Not bad. You live here all by yourself?"

To this question, I replied, "My master used to live here, and I inherited it from him. Besides, I like living here. I can hunt and do blacksmithing freely in this forest."

With that, we arrived at the smithy.

I immediately took Bardos's measurements. I measured his upper and lower body, and the width of his body. Then I had him show me how he normally moves his body, and I came to a conclusion.

To be blunt, full-body armor was impossible. He was a power type who moved his body in all directions, so I decided on partial armor. Bardos was currently only wearing pauldrons, a breastplate, gauntlets, and greaves. The rest was just chainmail. In that case, I should add...

"Alright, I'll add pieces for your abdomen and thighs, and your biceps as well."

To these words, Bardos said, "Hm? I get the abdomen and thighs, but why the biceps? Aren't the pauldrons and gauntlets enough?"

It was a reasonable question.

To that, I replied, "...You're right. However, the biceps are a difficult area to defend. It's easy to block an attack with a gauntlet, but if you're targeted in the biceps, you can't block it in time. If you don't properly armor this area, you'll be at a disadvantage in a fight against a nimble opponent. Those types always aim for weak points."

I have a computer in my house on Earth, connected to the internet, so I've been doing research by playing online games. Assassin players always go for a one-hit kill on their opponent's weak spots.

Bardos said, "Huh, is that so? Well then, get it over with quickly. Can I sleep inside the house?"

I nodded at his words, and Bardos went inside the house. I immediately began forging. I created iron with 'Matter Conversion' and started a fire.

By evening, it was complete.

Since I made it in conjunction with my ability, it took a short amount of time. To put it simply, I shaped and thickened it with a hammer, and used my ability for the fine details and coloring. That's how I worked. Hm? Why not just make the whole thing with my ability, you ask? You thought that would be faster?

Because that wouldn't be blacksmithing. Putting iron in the fire and striking it with a hammer—there's meaning in that act. That's a man's romance. Who am I even talking to? Anyway, it was done, so I went to call Bardos.

Yawning, Bardos came out. "Hm? Is it done? That was surprisingly fast."

I answered him, slightly hedging, "It's only partial armor, and I didn't add any decorations. I thought about adding some kind of design, but I didn't want to add something clumsy and upset you. Besides, I figured you wouldn't want something like that anyway."

Bardos made a face that said, 'Of course.' Even though we'd only known each other for a short time, I felt like I understood him somehow. I immediately had Bardos put on the armor. I had made the abdominal part like an iron belly wrap, with a gap just between the breastplate and the belly wrap.

I told him to try moving. Up, down, left, right. Yep, the iron plates didn't rub against each other, and he seemed to have no trouble swinging his axe. I had him put on the bicep guards too. They didn't rub either, no problem. The leg guards were also fine. Wearing this, Bardos said, "Not bad. It doesn't hurt when I move, and it's not tight. And it doesn't chafe. It's a perfect finish. To be honest, I didn't expect it to be this good."

He seemed quite impressed, which was a relief.

There's nothing more pleasing than when someone likes what you've made.

I wondered if he was just flattering me, but Bardos was the type to act on his emotions. I didn't think he would be that subtle.

Bardos, who had been inside the house, said, "...By the way, I saw some armor I've never seen before in your house. Does that belong to your master?"

To this question, I replied, "No, that's what you might call my first creation. It's not suitable for a hunter's work, so I'm just keeping it there."

Bardos, dissatisfied with this answer, said, "What are you talking about? It's a waste not to wear something you went to the trouble of making. After all that passionate talk about armor, you don't even wear it yourself? Is someone like that even qualified to talk about armor? Saying you don't wear it because you're a hunter is no excuse."

His words hit me like a ton of bricks.

He was right. I hadn't worn it because I thought being light was better for a hunter, but in this world, there are powerful monsters, and I'm not the type to trick my enemies with small traps or nimble movements. My current style is to push through with brute force.

I made a decision. "You're right. Alright, I'll wear my armor to the guild tomorrow too. But the helmet is too flashy, so I'll wear the one next to it with the upturned crescent moon."

To this, Bardos also said, 'That one is definitely too flashy,' and laughed.

It was already late, so I decided to let Bardos stay the night. It would leave a bad taste in my mouth to send him home like this. For food, I had preserved dried meat, miso balls, medicinal herbs, and dried rice. As for the dried rice, I explained that there was something similar to wheat in this world, and I had processed it through trial and error. For now, I made a miso soup-style porridge, grilled the dried meat, and served it. After we finished eating, Bardos laid a cloth on the floor and slept there. I slept in a simple bed.

In the guild, the Guild Master was looking at a report. "It's about time for the monsters to make their move," he muttered.



		
			Chapter 16

			Monster Uproar.

			The next morning, I woke up. Bardos was still asleep, scratching his belly. His sleeping posture was terrible. I couldn't just let him sleep.

We had to get to work, so I decided to wake him up.

"Bardos, it's morning. Get up and get ready. I'll make breakfast."

I said, slapping his body hard.

He was a muscular giant; a gentle nudge wouldn't wake him. My hand hurt a little from hitting his hard body.

Bardos turned his half-lidded, sleepy eyes to me. "Yo, Shinsuke. Mornin'~. You're up early."

He greeted me in a low voice.

He said it was early, but it was seven o'clock on the dot. On Earth, office workers would have long been up and eating breakfast.

Well, there's no set wake-up time in this world, so I guess everyone is free to do as they please.

Breakfast was light: hard bread and water. The work of a hunter and adventurer is tough, so eating too much can upset your stomach. After breakfast, we set out.

Bardos wore the equipment I'd made, and I wore the Japanese-style armor that had been on display. We were both ready.

Seeing me in my armor, Bardos commented, "...I dunno. Putting on that intimidating-looking armor has made you look even more imposing."

That was his impression.

Well, armor is also meant to intimidate the opponent. I was still wearing the gauntlets and greaves my master had made me, so the overall look was a bit unbalanced. But in a world that didn't know Japanese-style armor, it was convenient in a way.

We were stopped by a guard before entering the town.

He let us through easily once we showed him our faces. Well, of course. It was no wonder he didn't recognize us in different attire. I figured the same thing would happen at the guild.

However, there was a commotion around the guild.

Adventurers were gathered outside.

I asked a nearby adventurer. "Apparently, the Guild Master has an important announcement, so everyone's outside. Hey, who are you anyway?"

An important announcement? What could it be? I showed him my face to put him at ease.

A short while later, the Guild Master came out with some other staff members. "I've gathered you all here today for a specific reason. Yesterday, we received a report confirming a horde of monsters in the southeast. We predict that the 'Monster Uproar' has begun."

The Guild Master's words sent a stir through the crowd.

'Monster Uproar'? I'd never heard of it.

I asked Bardos. "It's a phenomenon said to happen once every two years, where monster activity becomes abnormally high. There are various theories... like it's close to their breeding season, or a strong monster is leading others on a rampage. The circumstances are said to be different each year. Basically, when there are too many monsters, it's called a 'Monster Uproar.'"

What a year. And what perfect timing.

To think that on the very first day I wear my armor, I'd be faced with a battle worthy of being called its first real test. It's a classic trope in anime, but experiencing it firsthand was unpleasant.

The battle maniac next to me, however, had a huge grin on his face.

The Guild Master continued. "Quiet down. I know some of you think this is sudden, but we've received multiple reports from previous investigations that the monsters have been agitated. Because of this, we at the guild held a strategy meeting yesterday to resolve this situation."

"I'm about to explain that plan. If you have any questions, I'll take them after I'm done, but keep them brief. Now, for the plan. The monsters we've confirmed so far are Goblins, Orcs, Slimes, Anacondas, and Wolves."

"E to D-ranks will be in charge of subjugating Slimes and Wolves. If you're confident in your combat abilities, you may fight Anacondas and Goblins, but you are forbidden from fighting Orcs. The level difference is too great. Those who are not confident in combat will be in the rear, rescuing the injured and transporting supplies."

"C-rank adventurers will subjugate Orcs and any as-yet-unconfirmed monsters. And A-rank 'Beautiful Sword' will conserve their strength while commanding the front lines. We've received a report that there is a powerful monster in this uproar."

"Its identity is an Orc King. It's a monster larger than a normal Orc with self-healing abilities. We will be sending 'Beautiful Sword' to subjugate it. Any questions?"

At his words, a C-rank adventurer raised his hand. "Um, what about Bardos-san? He's a B-rank adventurer and he's pretty strong."

The Guild Master replied to the timid adventurer, "No matter what we say, Bardos will want to fight on the front lines, and if there's a strong monster, he'll go there on his own. It's better to let him fight as a raiding unit than to give him orders. Besides, he's with Shinsuke now. It's fortunate that we have someone who can act as a brake on him. Shinsuke, please keep Bardos from running wild... wait? Where's Shinsuke?"

The Guild Master looked around. Right, he didn't recognize me because I was wearing armor.

I took off my helmet and showed him my face.

The Guild Master said, "Oh, there you are. And what's with the armor? Did you come here expecting this?"

To that I replied, "No, I just came to work wearing my new armor, and this uproar happened."

To this, the Guild Master said, "I see. I can't tell if your timing is good or bad. Anyway, please take care of Bardos. And you, don't overdo it either. The more level-headed people we have, the more of an advantage we'll have on the battlefield."

"The same goes for the rest of you. Anyone who charges in without thinking for reasons like wanting to achieve great deeds or become a hero will surely die. Remember that your life is your greatest treasure and act accordingly."

"If anyone disobeys this advice and dies acting on their own, I won't be held responsible. Remember that."

As he said his final words, he released a wave of killing intent.

That was some serious killing intent. Even at his age, his presence was still very much intact. The adventurers flinched for a moment, but they quickly steeled themselves and stood at attention.

Seeing this, the Guild Master said, "Alright, since there are no other questions, head out immediately. The staff and I will follow with supplies. I wish you all good luck. Move out!"

At his command, the adventurers departed.

To the southeast, a typical landscape of plains and forest. On that plain was a number of monsters I had never seen before. Not only the monsters from the report, but also giant mantises, giant lizards, and ferocious monkeys.

Seeing them, Bardos said, "Nice, there are a lot of them in this uproar too. This is thrilling."

Bardos said excitedly.

Come to think of it, he did say it happens once every two years. Does that mean he participated in the last uproar? I asked him.

"Yeah, I was still D-rank back then. And it was just a breeding season, so there were no strong monsters. The strongest ones were just Orcs. But this time, there's a strong monster, an Orc King. He hasn't shown himself yet, but I guess I'll save the fun for later."

Bardos chuckled, *nihihi*.

He really does love to fight, I thought. But I wasn't scared even seeing this number. Normally, a beginner would hesitate at the sight of this many. In fact, the less experienced E- and D-rank adventurers had fearful expressions. But I was grateful for my current composure.

If I lost my cool, I wouldn't be able to do my job as a hunter.

'Beautiful Sword's' leader, Tina, stepped forward. "We will now begin the monster subjugation. By order of the Guild Master, I will be taking command. Is everyone ready?"

In silent response, the adventurers drew their weapons.

Bardos and I did the same.

Seeing this, Tina raised her longsword. "...Charge!!"

At her command, the adventurers let out a war cry and started running.

The monsters, seeing us, showed no fear and met our charge with bared killing intent.

The battle, in a word, was fierce. Adventurers hunting down monsters with weapons and magic. Monsters devouring their prey by any means necessary.

We killed a great number of monsters, but we also suffered casualties. The injured were carried to the rear by those on standby and were being treated, but it was unlikely they would return to the front lines. I abandoned such thoughts the moment I was faced with monsters—Goblins and giant lizards.

I drew my two swords, dodged a Goblin that swung its club at me, and killed it with a single slash. A lizard's long tongue came at me in a horizontal swipe. I dodged the attack by dropping to the ground.

I could have jumped to dodge, but that would have thrown me off balance and made it difficult to deal with the next attack. I quickly got up and ran towards the lizard's side.

I imbued my sword with lightning, and at the moment of contact, I shouted, "Thunder Sword Strike!!"

I slashed the lizard, then thrust. At the same time I thrust my sword into the gash, lightning spread throughout the lizard's body. It shrieked and collapsed. It was immobilized, but I cut off its head with my katana just to be sure.

After defeating it, more monsters came at me. Wolves, Anacondas, Goblins with clubs and stone axes—ten or more of them charged at me, filled with bloodlust. It was too inefficient to deal with this many one by one. I stuck my sword in the ground and pointed my left palm at them.

I conjured a ball of fire there. "Burning Machine Gun!"

Balls of fire shot out randomly from my left hand, up, down, left, and right. The monsters hit by the flames were engulfed and fell. The ones that dodged couldn't avoid the next flame and were hit and burned. After I finished firing, I confirmed the monsters were dead, and the wave was over.

I immediately pulled myself together and looked for Bardos. We'd gotten separated shortly after the battle started. I was about to use 'Detection,' but I heard a familiar war cry and headed in that direction.

When I found him, Bardos was surrounded by monster corpses. He was swinging his great axe wildly, cutting down multiple monsters that got close with a single sweep.

He really is amazing, I thought with admiration. A Goblin slipped past his guard and thrust a stone sword at his stomach, but the iron belly wrap blocked it.

Seeing this, Bardos grabbed the Goblin's face with his right hand and crushed it.

I approached Bardos. "Bardos, are you okay?!"

Seeing me, Bardos said, "Yeah! I'm fine! Thanks to this thing you made me. Thank you. This armor is great."

He said, lightly tapping the iron belly wrap.

I was glad. Bardos's equipment had been far too light, and I'd been worried. The conversation about armor yesterday had given me the chance to make it for him. Come to think of it, I wondered how 'Beautiful Sword', who had given me that opportunity, was doing.

But a monster approached, and I stopped thinking.

Meanwhile, 'Beautiful Sword' was fighting monsters while commanding the front lines. Milfy the magician was subjugating monsters with all kinds of magic.

"Fireball! Wind Cutter! Thunderball!"

She cast magic of three different elements in rapid succession, hitting her targets one after another.

Rumily the scout held her daggers in a reverse grip. "Activate 'Acceleration' skill."

She whispered, and her figure vanished in an instant. The next time she appeared, she was behind the monsters. The monsters that had been facing her gushed blood from their necks and died.

The monsters charged at Leona the shield knight.

She readied her spear and shield. "...Don't think you can defeat me so easily. Rock Spear Strike!"

She touched her shield to the ground and activated her earth magic. Countless earth spears shot up from below, impaling the monsters. Three Goblins that escaped were skewered and attacked Leona with their clubs. She blocked them with a cool expression and swept them aside. She then stabbed the fallen Goblins repeatedly with her spear, finishing them off in one blow.

The leader, Tina, commanded, "A pack of wolves is charging from the right! Form a defensive line! Break their formation, then begin an all-out attack!"

Under her precise commands, the adventurers moved, and they successfully wiped out the monsters without any losses.

She faced a group of five Goblins and Anacondas that had gotten close. "Water Slash!"

She imbued her sword with water magic. The condensed water became a blade of sorts, and she extended its length. She mowed them down with a single horizontal sweep.

Seeing this, the adventurers said, "She's amazing. That beauty and strength... she's truly a valkyrie."

"With her here, this uproar will be over in no time. Victory to our beautiful valkyrie."

"Exterminate the monsters that dare to tarnish Tina-sama's beauty!"

The adventurers fought with renewed vigor, shouting 'Ooh'.

Seeing the adventurers fighting with such enthusiasm, Tina felt conflicted. "...It's good that they're motivated. But to think that they're this excited because of my skill's influence... it feels like I'm manipulating them, and it's an unpleasant feeling."

The leader Tina's skill was 'All-Round Perfection,' a constant activation type.

This skill gave her an aura of pure clarity and allowed her to get along with anyone harmoniously. As a result, it increased the physical abilities and morale of her allies. The stronger their desire to protect her, the more their morale would rise. However, this skill was close to brainwashing, and there was a tendency for people to fall in love with her regardless of their own will. It also raised the physical abilities of those of the same sex, but not their morale. Even if they felt a desire to protect her, being of the same sex, they were not subject to the morale boost.

Additionally, the skill did not increase the user's own abilities, and it could not be controlled by turning it on or off.

Tina had wished for this skill because, in a word, she was unpopular.

Her outstanding swordsmanship, her skill with water magic, and her leadership as a commander—she was an excellent talent in every respect. The reason she was unpopular was because of that very strength. Men revered her as a valkyrie for her noble character and combat prowess, and women adored her, calling her 'big sister.' But reverence and affection are different.

Reverence is close to faith in a god, and no one falls in love with a god. That's why Tina had wished for it. A desire not to be an object of reverence, but for someone to fall in love with her.

The skill she obtained as a result was 'All-Round Perfection.'

After acquiring this skill, men began to feel affection for her, not reverence. But all of it was due to the influence of her skill. There were no men who fell for her without the skill's effect.

She regretted it. She was filled with the guilt of manipulating people's hearts because of this skill. When she first acquired it, she was active as an A-rank adventurer in the Harg Kingdom.

But she felt that if she stayed there, she would end up brainwashing the prince or the king, with whom she had occasional audiences, so she left the Redorum Royal Capital.

Her companions agreed with her decision and went with her.

At that time, she also changed their party name from 'White Sword' to 'Beautiful Sword.' Changing a party name required going through the renaming procedure at the guild, which she did, and then she headed for the regional city of Alum.

She had decided to continue her adventuring career quietly there and never return to the royal capital.

She had changed the party name out of regret and as a form of self-punishment. The iris flower emblem they wore was a design they had adopted in the hope that 'happiness will surely come,' which was the flower's meaning. In the hope that true love would come.

And so, the tide of battle slowly turned in the adventurers' favor. From deep within the forest on the plains, two red eyes were watching.



		
			Chapter 17

			The Root Cause Appears

			Perhaps thirty minutes had passed since the Monster Uproar began.

At first, the monsters had the advantage in both numbers and quality. They were a cut above any we had faced before, and it was expected that the adventurers would be in for a tough fight.

Now, however, the adventurers held a slight numerical advantage. The reason for this shift was the difference in coordination. Monsters, by and large, are creatures that fight on instinct. Many of them would charge recklessly, eager to be the first to clash with an adventurer. The adventurers, on the other hand, typically fought in parties, their coordination of attack and defense as natural as breathing. It’s no exaggeration to say that this single factor—teamwork—is enough to completely turn the tide of battle.

But that didn’t mean the adventurers were without casualties. Some had been swallowed by the wave of monster attacks, their formations broken, leaving them wounded or dead.

It was a constant back-and-forth, a relentless cycle of attack and retreat.

As the adventurers began to gain a slight edge in the struggle, the rookie adventurers handling supplies and aid in the rear began to think victory was at hand. But in that moment, the rookies had forgotten something.

The root cause of this uproar and its elite forces were still very much alive.

As I cut down monster after monster, a question began to form in my mind.

I tried to recall my first glimpse of the monster horde. I realized there was one type of monster from the initial report that I hadn't seen yet. Orcs. To have overlooked a creature said to stand three hundred centimeters tall was a colossal blunder.

I immediately turned to Bardos beside me.

"Bardos! Have you seen any Orcs in this fight?!"

To which Bardos replied, "Nope! Haven't seen a single one! A beast that big should stick out, but I ain't seen 'em at all!"

Bardos looked around, his voice tinged with surprise.

A dreadful thought occurred to me. The standard thinking among adventurers was that monsters operate on instinct. While some might show hints of rational thought, they ultimately follow their instincts to hunt prey. But what if the creature known as the Orc King possessed not only strength, but intelligence as well?

With that thought, I said to Bardos, "Bardos. It's not too late. Conserve your stamina. And don't use your skills for now."

To which Bardos replied, "Huh? Why's that? The number of monsters is dwindling. We haven't seen any Orcs, but maybe someone already took 'em out, yeah?"

It was a reasonable point, but I had to refute it.

"No, if Orcs had shown up, there would have been a commotion. But there have been no such uproars, no screams. That means the Orcs are still out there, hiding somewhere, waiting for the right moment to strike."

Bardos looked at me quizzically.

"? Orcs aren't that smart. Their style is to crush everything with brute force. Don't you think you're overthinking this?"

Bardos gave the conventional answer. But before I could argue, a war cry echoed from the forest.

Everyone on the battlefield froze.

Despite being in a life-or-death struggle, both adventurers and monsters turned to look toward the forest, as if certain something was about to emerge. Then, heavy footsteps could be heard from within the trees. There were many of them, and the sound grew louder and louder until their forms came into view.

They were immense, standing roughly three hundred centimeters tall. Their bulging bellies suggested obesity, but they carried an air of being well-trained. Their arms were incredibly muscular, easily twice the size of a gorilla's. Their legs were short, seemingly just for support and movement, not for kicking. And their faces were the very image of a wild boar.

Orcs. There had to be at least twenty of them. But even more astonishing was the figure standing behind them. It was a giant, perhaps five hundred centimeters tall, with a build that seemed to double the other Orcs in every respect. In its right hand, it held a massive double-bladed axe, a weapon that would require a human to use both hands just to lift.

It was the monster that commanded the Orcs—the Orc King had arrived.

The adventurers were seized with terror at the sight and number of them.

The other monsters were frozen in place, paralyzed by fear.

Seeing their numbers, I thought to myself, *I knew it.* For the Orcs to appear at this exact moment, when the adventurers were exhausted from fighting the other monsters… they had brought out their trump card.

Still, there were more than a few adventurers whose will to fight remained unbroken. My partner Bardos, for instance, was grinning ear to ear the moment he saw them, his grip tightening on his axe.

Seeing him gave me a sense of reassurance.

My partner, the man I could trust with my back, was still eager to fight even in this situation. I took a deep breath and put fresh strength into the sword and katana in my hands.

I said to Bardos, "…Shall we, Bardos?"

Understanding my meaning, Bardos replied, "Yeah, Shinsuke. I'm ready whenever you are."

He answered with a brilliant smile.

As a hunter first and an adventurer second, I resolved myself to the task of hunting Orcs.

Just then, the Orc King's roar thundered across the plains, and the Orcs charged, letting out their own war cries. On instinct, the adventurers took their stances, and the monsters, shaken back to their senses by the roar, resumed their hunt.

The situation had turned in the monsters' favor.

The Orcs' entry had drastically increased the burden on the adventurers. Normally, it was said that it took five people to defeat a single Orc. Now, there were about twenty of them, on top of all the other monsters.

For the adventurers, there could be no harder battle. With that in mind, Bardos and I decided to intercept the Orcs. To turn this situation around, we needed to take down as many of the strongest monsters as possible.

I spotted a group of three Orcs.

"First, we take down those three. Lend me a hand, Bardos!"

At my instruction, Bardos nodded with a look of pure joy.

The three Orcs were armed with clubs the size of tree trunks. I engaged one of them. As soon as it saw me, it let out a roar and brought its club crashing down with its left hand. I ran straight at it, then dodged to the right, imbuing my katana with lightning.

Like a reverse-draw strike, I slashed my lightning-clad blade horizontally across the Orc's left side.

The Orc screamed in pain but quickly turned back to me, swinging its club in a downward diagonal arc. I dodged with a backstep, the weapon missing my face by a hair's breadth.

I immediately recovered my stance and imbued my left-hand sword with fire.

"Blaze on!"

I extended the sword in a thrust, and a torrent of fire erupted from its tip like a flamethrower.

The Orc's body was engulfed in flames. It thrashed about, trying to extinguish them, but they wouldn't go out. I seized the opening, imbuing my katana with fire from an overhead stance.

"Flames! Extend!"

With that shout, the fire on my katana elongated, and I brought it down in a vertical slash.

The Orc's burning body was split in two.

At the same time I started my fight, Bardos was confronting an Orc of his own.

This wasn't his first time fighting an Orc; he had fought and won three times before. However, all those were one-on-one battles. He had never faced so many at once. But far from being scared, Bardos was exhilarated. He let out a laugh as he brought his axe down. The Orc met his attack with its club, and their weapons clashed.

Their strength seemed about even, but the Orc used its free left hand to drive a straight punch into Bardos's stomach.

Bardos coughed and was knocked backward, but the iron wrap around his stomach guarded him from most of the damage. As he quickly regained his footing, the Orc pressed its advantage, raising its club overhead as it closed in.

Seeing the Orc coming, Bardos lowered his great axe diagonally and poured strength into his arms.

Both Bardos and the Orc roared as they attacked. Bardos swung his axe in an upward diagonal slash, and the Orc brought its club down. The moment their weapons met, the club split in two. Bardos had put a deep gash in it during their first exchange.

Seeing this, Bardos had gambled that a full-power swing would break it. He had gathered his strength and waited for his opponent, and his prediction paid off. The weaponless Orc looked surprised, but Bardos paid it no mind, letting out a war cry as he swung his great axe in a horizontal sweep, slicing open the Orc's abdomen. As blood sprayed and the Orc dropped to one knee, Bardos brought his axe down from above, burying it in the creature's skull.

The Orc died instantly. As Bardos pulled his axe free, its body collapsed.

I had just finished off my Orc as well. We confirmed we were both unharmed and then glared at the third one. The Orc flinched for a moment but quickly regained its composure and charged.

Seeing this, I called out, "Bardos, you take the left! I've got the right! Let's go!"

To my instruction, Bardos replied, "You got it! Let's give 'em hell!"

He agreed, and we charged forward together.

The Orc hesitated, unsure which of us to attack, and froze. Seizing the opening, I, who was directly in front of it, held my two swords horizontally and made two deep cuts in its left side. Bardos, meanwhile, swung his great axe horizontally, gashing its right side. The Orc screamed, but I ignored it, turning back to slash its left leg. As the Orc fell to one knee, Bardos lopped off its head.

It was perfect teamwork. We exchanged a look of satisfaction, and then Bardos spoke.

"Hey, Shinsuke. I want a piece of that Orc King. You with me?" he asked, a huge grin on his face.

He was right. In the current situation, we were at a disadvantage. The battle wouldn't end as long as the Orc King was standing, no matter how many other Orcs we killed. So, taking out the leader while we still had the stamina was the quickest path to victory. Besides, I figured the 'Beautiful Sword' party was probably already fighting it. We needed to go check on them and offer support.

I said, "Alright. But if 'Beautiful Sword' is there and it looks like they don't need help, we'll take on the other Orcs instead. You'd be pissed if someone jumped into the middle of your fight, wouldn't you?"

To my words, Bardos said, "…True enough. Alright, if that's the case, we'll handle the other grunts. Heh, Shinsuke, if I wasn't teamed up with you, I probably would've just charged the Orc King without a second thought. It's a weird feeling… not like I'm being held back, but more like I get it."

As Bardos spoke with deep feeling, I replied, "The Guild Master probably figured you'd charge the Orc King thoughtlessly and asked me to be your handler. Anyway, the plan's set. Let's go."

Bardos replied with a grunt of affirmation, and we headed toward the Orc King together.

Meanwhile, the first to challenge the Orc King was not 'Beautiful Sword', but a C-rank party of four.

They were called 'White Wolf', and in terms of skill, they were at the top of C-rank. But they were dissatisfied. They believed their skills were more than enough to be B-rank, but rising from C to B was no simple task. It wasn't just about completing a certain number of jobs and then getting promoted after an interview.

To become B-rank, one needed genuine strength. Those who lacked it would only fail B-rank jobs and lose their lives. In truth, while their skills were top-tier for C-rank, they were clearly lacking for B-rank. They often won their C-rank jobs against stronger monsters by the skin of their teeth, which made the guild uneasy about entrusting them with B-rank work.

That was why they hadn't been promoted.

Then, someone had shot up from D to C-rank in less than a month. And the reason for his promotion was that he had fought and defeated the infamous 'Bardos the Berserk Axe'. They were anxious that this man would reach B-rank before them.

Right on the heels of that came the Monster Uproar, and with it, the appearance of an Orc King.

When they heard of this, they secretly saw it as their chance. If they took down the Orc King in this uproar, promotion to B-rank was a certainty. In fact, they might even make it to A-rank. Their ambitions swelled.

They had received a warning laced with killing intent from the Guild Master, but it did nothing to change their minds.

The members of the party facing the Orc King were a swordsman, an archer, a spearman, and a magician who could use two elements.

Their party coordination was perfect. They were convinced they could defeat the Orc King. No, to be precise, they had deluded themselves into believing it.

The leader declared, "We are the White Wolf! O King who rules the monsters! Now! Let us have an honorable duel!"

He charged forward with his bombastic proclamation.

The swordsman and spearman flanked left and right at the front, while the archer and magician began their attack from the rear. They would fire magic and a volley of three arrows, and while the Orc King was busy intercepting them, they would strike its belly. They were certain this plan would succeed.

However, the Orc King didn't even bother to intercept the magic and arrows; they struck its body directly. This surprised the two frontline fighters, who stopped in their tracks. The next moment, they saw that the arrows hadn't pierced its skin, and the magic had had no effect. The Orc King stood there, perfectly fine. As the two thought, *Impossible*, the Orc King casually swung its great axe in a wide horizontal arc.

The bodies of the two men were split into upper and lower halves. Their torsos fell to the ground, while their legs stood there, gushing blood like fountains before collapsing. Seeing this, the two in the rear were overcome with terror and froze on the spot.

The Orc King, looking bored, approached them to finish them off.

Just then, from behind the two, a magic attack of a completely different magnitude than before came hurtling toward it.

The Orc King immediately blocked it with its great axe and fell back.

It looked ahead to identify its new foe.

What it saw was the four-woman adventurer party, 'Beautiful Sword'.



		
			Chapter 18

			Confrontation with the Orc King

			The A-rank party, 'Beautiful Sword', now stood before the Orc King.

Seeing them, the archer and magician, fearing they would be caught in the crossfire, fled the scene. After confirming that no one else was around, the women silently readied their weapons. The Orc King, recognizing them as powerful opponents, took its stance, holding its great axe in one hand.

The staredown didn't last long. Rumily activated her 'Acceleration' skill and, moving at a speed invisible to the naked eye, blinded one of the Orc King's eyes. As the Orc King covered its eye with one hand, Leona used earth magic to gather earth at the tip of her spear, forming a hammerhead.

Leona drew close and swung it high.

"Rock Hammer!!"

With a shout, she brought it down on the Orc King's head. As the king dropped to one knee, Tina activated her water magic, focusing it into her sword.

"Water Slash!"

The blade of water sliced horizontally across the Orc King's chest. Blood gushed out, and the Orc King screamed in agony. And for the final blow, Milfy, having finished her incantation, simultaneously cast four elemental spells.

"Fireball! Wind Cutter! Thunderball! Stone Bullet!"

Fire burned, wind slashed, lightning struck, and earth collided. The battle was decided.

Though they were dressed like knights, they didn't fight with a knight's sense of honor. They used the fastest and most effective means to survive and hunt monsters. That is what it means to be an adventurer. The Orc King knelt, unmoving.

They thought it was dead, but they couldn't rest easy until they confirmed it had stopped breathing, so they remained on guard.

Their judgment was correct.

Suddenly, the Orc King stood up, engulfed in flames, and swung its great axe.

Seeing it rise, Tina and the others immediately created distance. By a hair's breadth, the great axe missed, and Tina's party suffered no damage. Through the flames of the burning Orc King, they could see two glowing eyes. They were certain they had destroyed one of them. They had heard from the Guild Master that the Orc King had a self-healing ability, but this regenerative power was far too fast. The Orc King let out another roar, extinguishing the flames as it swung its great axe horizontally.

Only burn marks remained on its body, and the slashes had already healed. But even those burns healed before their very eyes, and it was completely restored.

Seeing its regenerative power, Tina and the others knew what they had to do.

"Everyone! Concentrate your attacks before it can regenerate! Don't hold back! Attack!"

It was a sound command and an obvious course of action. Everyone agreed and sprang into motion. The Orc King roared and charged—its target was Tina. It had identified her as the party's leader. Seeing this, Leona moved in front of Tina, raising her shield as she used her magic.

"Assault Charge!!"

Earth-attribute users can use magic to strengthen their own bodies when their feet are on the ground.

However, they can only store one charge. What's more, when storing it, one feels a sense of impurity entering the body, a truly nauseating sensation. But Leona endured it with her indomitable spirit. As the Orc King saw Leona, it brought its great axe down.

She blocked it with her shield. The Orc King's overwhelming power was such that she couldn't parry it, couldn't counterattack; it was all she could do just to stand her ground.

While the Orc King was fixated on Leona, Rumily circled around behind it and, with swift movements, slashed at both of its legs with her daggers. This wasn't to deal damage, but to break the Orc King's stance. Indeed, the Orc King's power wavered from the attack, and Leona was able to shift it slightly to the side with her shield.

The moment the great axe hit the ground, Leona readied her spear.

"Assault Liberation!!"

With that shout, she thrust her spear into the Orc King's abdomen.

The stored power was released all at once, sending a shockwave through the Orc King's body. Leona disengaged. As the Orc King fell to both knees, Milfy activated her water magic.

"Heavy Water Cannon!"

A torrent of water shot from her palm, striking the Orc King directly. The Orc King was knocked onto its back.

At that moment, Tina unleashed her ultimate water magic technique.

"Freeze Sword!"

When water magic is condensed, it becomes a blade of ice.

It consumed twice the normal amount of magic and was twice the size of her sword. She brought the massive blade down with all her might and lopped off the Orc King's head.

The head was separated from the body. It was visibly, completely dead.

The four of them were certain of their victory, and a sense of relief filled the air. Tina was about to give the order to mop up the remaining monsters and end the uproar.

In that instant, the Orc King's body stood up. It picked up its severed head in one hand, placed it back on its neck, and the wound sealed itself.

*'Impossible,'* the members of 'Beautiful Sword' thought.

They had hunted countless monsters before. Even when facing monsters with healing abilities, they had devised countermeasures on the spot and emerged victorious. For an adventurer, failure means death, so they had always fought with ruthless tactics to win and survive. But even for these seasoned veterans, the reality before them was incomprehensible.

They had never once encountered a monster that could regenerate even after being decapitated. As they stood there, stunned, the Orc King attacked. Leona reacted on instinct, moving to the front and blocking the attack with her shield. But her body was still weak from her previous spell, and she was sent flying, shield and all. Seeing this, the other members snapped back to their senses and began to counterattack.

However, they couldn't move as they had before, and their attacks were little more than wild swings. The Orc King easily grabbed Rumily as she approached its neck and began to squeeze.

"Ah! Gha! Aaaah!"

Rumily's face contorted in agony as she screamed. Milfy tried to cast a spell to save her, and Tina ran in to attack with her sword. Seeing the two of them, the Orc King threw Rumily, still in its grasp, toward Milfy. Seeing this, Milfy instinctively stopped casting her spell and, defenseless, collided with the flying Rumily. Both were sent tumbling to the ground.

Meanwhile, Tina reached the Orc King's feet and slashed at its left leg. She managed to cut it, but the Orc King paid it no mind and swatted Tina away with its left hand. Tina instinctively blocked with her left arm, but the limb broke, and she was sent flying.

The battle was decided. Leona's right shoulder, which held the shield, was dislocated, and she could barely move. Rumily and Milfy were on the ground, coughing violently from their collision. Tina was down, her face twisted in pain, her left arm broken.

The Orc King, on the other hand, was completely healed from the wounds they had inflicted. It moved to deliver the finishing blow. It turned its eyes to Tina first and raised its great axe. Seeing this, she thought, *'This is it,'* and gave up all hope. But just then...

A massive stream of fire shot out from Tina's left, striking the Orc King head-on.

The Orc King's body was engulfed in flames, and it thrashed wildly from side to side, trying to extinguish them. Wondering what had happened, Tina looked to her left and saw two figures approaching from behind Rumily and Milfy. One was 'Bardos the Berserk Axe'. The other was a man clad in unfamiliar armor and a helmet. With its upward-curving crescent horns, the helmet brought to mind the image of an oni.

By the time Bardos and I reached the Orc King, it was just before 'Beautiful Sword' began their head-on assault.

Seeing them, I said, "We shouldn't interfere now. 'Beautiful Sword' must have a plan to defeat the Orc King on their own. If we go in now, we'll just get in the way. Instead, let's mop up the monsters heading toward them."

Assessing the situation, I proposed to Bardos that we deal with the ten or so monsters approaching from about two hundred meters behind 'Beautiful Sword'.

Hearing this, Bardos replied, "I'd rather fight the Orc King, but you're the leader, Shinsuke. Alright, I'll follow your lead."

It was a reply filled with dissatisfaction, but I was grateful he agreed.

I expressed my thanks and we headed toward the monsters. As we moved, a thought occurred to me. I had been using a mix of English and Japanese when calling out my techniques in this battle. It was a mess because I was just shouting whatever came to mind in the heat of the moment. I resolved to stick to Japanese and fought the monsters.

It was over in a flash. The area was littered with monster corpses. I was about to suggest to Bardos that we move to the next location when I heard screams and a loud crash from behind.

I immediately turned around. 'Beautiful Sword' was in a desperate struggle. Their leader, Tina, had charged in alone but had been sent flying and looked to be seriously injured. As the Orc King moved to deliver the final blow, I held my sword horizontally and imbued it with fire.

"Flame Demon Thrust!!"

A straight line of fire shot out from the tip of my sword toward the Orc King.

The Orc King was struck head-on and was engulfed in flames, thrashing about violently. Bardos and I immediately rushed to its location.

When we arrived, I scanned the area. The shield knight was down, the magician and the kunoichi-like scout were collapsed in a heap, and the leader was on both knees, clutching her left arm, her eyes fixed on us. I understood at once. They had lost.

The fire on the Orc King went out, and the burned parts of its body were already regenerating.

I had heard from the Guild Master that it had self-healing abilities, but I never imagined it would be this powerful. As I was thinking this, Bardos said, "Nuhahaha! To think it took down 'Beautiful Sword'! This one looks like it'll be a hell of a fight! This is gonna be fun!"

I warned him that laughing in this situation was inappropriate. Bardos replied, "My bad," his cheeks twitching.

And so, the Orc King's body was completely restored.

Seeing this, I took my stance. Tina shouted to me, "Run! This Orc King has the power to regenerate even if you cut off its head! I'll buy you some time, so get out of here, quickly!"

Hearing that information, I realized this would be an incredibly tough fight. If it could regenerate even from decapitation, a half-hearted attack would be useless. It would take a single, extremely powerful blow to win. With that in mind, I looked at my katana and an idea came to me.

I turned to Bardos beside me. "Bardos. I need you to take on the Orc King. You can use your skill if you want. Just buy me some time while I finish it off with a special technique. Please."

When I told him this, Bardos replied, "You got it! I'll buy you the time you need for your special move. But… it's okay if I end up killing it myself, right?"

Bardos threw a line I'd heard somewhere before back at me. I replied, "Yeah, you can kill it. But when I yell that my technique is ready, you get the hell out of there. I can't guarantee your safety."

To my loud declaration, Bardos replied, "You bet!"

Seeing our exchange, Tina cried out, "Wh-What are you saying?! Didn't I just tell you to run while I buy you time?!"

To Tina's anguished cry, I retorted, "Shut up! What the hell can you do with an injury like that?! You're the one who should be running! Get out of here now! You're in the way!"

She was saying such frustrating things that I ended up shouting at her in anger.

Hearing my words, Tina stared at me with a stunned expression and backed away slightly. The Orc King had just stood there silently, watching our human exchange. As I thought, it was better to assume it had some degree of intelligence.

Facing such a formidable enemy, Bardos declared, "Here I come, Orc King! Skill: Berserk, activate!"

With that shout, Bardos charged forward, and the Orc King moved to intercept him.

And I sheathed my sword, took my katana in both hands, and quietly chanted, "Skill, Matter Conversion, activate."

With that, I poured my magic into the blade.



		
			Chapter 19

			The Trump Card Is Ready

			The Death Match with the Orc King

Having activated his 'Berserk' skill, Bardos launched a reckless charge. The Orc King blocked Bardos's attack with the great axe in its hand. It looked as though they would be locked in a stalemate, but Bardos shifted his body diagonally, angling his own great axe to slide along the Orc King's.

Bardos had sensed that he would be overpowered in a direct clash of strength, so he had chosen to deflect the blow instead. The Orc King immediately raised its great axe again and swung it horizontally in pursuit of Bardos. In response, Bardos held his own great axe like a shield, close to his body, and braced for the impact. He was sent flying back a short distance but managed to stay on his feet, his arms merely numb.

Bardos shouted, "Hahaha! As expected of the brute who rules the other monsters by force! This is incredible!"

With that cry, he raised his great axe and clashed with the Orc King once more.

The battle that followed could only be described as a tempest of fury.

Bardos unleashed a relentless barrage of attacks, and the Orc King responded in kind. Blade met blade in a flurry of blows. There were no defensive maneuvers, no evasions; they simply stood their ground, continuing to swing their weapons. And through this storm of attacks, wounds gradually began to appear on both of their bodies.

However, while Bardos bled from the parts of his body not covered by armor, the Orc King's wounds regenerated almost instantly, returning it to an undamaged state. At this rate, Bardos would be overwhelmed and defeated. He himself could feel it. But he couldn't back down.

Half of him wanted to enjoy the battle. The other half was focused on buying time until Shinsuke's ultimate technique was ready. His old self would have fought simply for his own enjoyment, but as he continued to hunt monsters as part of a team, the thought that having someone to watch his back wasn't so bad had begun to take root. Though their partnership was short, Shinsuke was an interesting and strong guy, enough to make him feel that way. As he was fighting with these thoughts in his mind, from behind the Orc King, from the spot where he had first stood, a loud voice rang out.

"Sorry to keep you waiting! Get back!"

Along with those words, Bardos swung his great axe with all his might. The Orc King staggered slightly, and in that opening, Bardos retreated.

The Orc King tried to pursue, but it sensed a killing intent from behind. It turned around to see Shinsuke, holding a longsword forged from a condensed, scorching flame.

When Bardos began his fight with the Orc King, Shinsuke had channeled his magic into his katana.

"Skill, 'Matter Conversion'!"

He activated the skill and changed the properties of his blade.

While keeping the base material as iron, he incorporated cerium, mixing it in. This created an alloy called Ferrocerium.

Ferrocerium is the flint used in lighters and fire starters. When struck at high speed, it produces sparks of three thousand degrees Celsius, which can ignite flammable gas to create fire.

In the two years since I came to this world, during a period of trial and error to see what kinds of metals I could create with my skill, I found something called an ignition alloy online. I thought it could be useful, but the required materials—mischmetal, nickel, iron, copper, lanthanum, magnesium, lead, and tin—were difficult to obtain. While iron, copper, and lead were available, the others were only found in foreign countries or at Japanese steel mills and were not on the market. But as I searched for something similar, I found lighter flints.

I learned that they were essentially the same thing, used in oil lighters. I bought one, used my 'Analysis' skill on it, and learned about the metal cerium.

I changed fifty percent of the blade to Ferrocerium, and the other fifty percent to Tamahagane, a steel known for its superior strength.

Tamahagane is a metal often used in the production of Japanese swords, and its strength was guaranteed. Of course, this was not something available on the market. The only way for me to analyze it was to go to a history museum. I searched online and found a museum in Shimane Prefecture where Tamahagane was on display.

It was far, and it would take time, so I asked my master for a day off and got permission to stay in my cabin. At the time, I thought it was an unreasonable request, but in retrospect, my master must have sensed that I was going to do something on Earth and gave me permission. I was truly grateful to have been blessed with such a good teacher.

Well, for now, I put those thoughts aside to focus on defeating the Orc King before me. Normally, fusing metals is a process that requires special methods and a great deal of time, but I used the power of my skill to force it.

The resulting katana looked and felt no different, but its structure was now completely changed. Next, I used lightning magic to scrape its surface, creating sparks. I then added fire magic to those sparks, and their intensity grew even more. I controlled the resulting giant flame, condensing it to create a blade of high-temperature fire. It was twice the length of a normal sword, a shape worthy of being called a longsword.

Once it was complete, I shouted, "Sorry to keep you waiting! Get back!"

Hearing me, he made the Orc King stagger and fell back. The Orc King turned to me, and instead of charging, it raised its great axe, on guard.

Seeing this, I thought, "So you're being cautious. You really are a formidable opponent. But now that I've made this, I will hunt you down for sure. With my ultimate technique—Flame Fang."

I named this fiery longsword 'Flame Fang'.

We glared at each other, and then, as if to seize the initiative, I charged from a low, diagonal stance. The Orc King stood its ground, raising its great axe in its right hand, and our weapons clashed.

At that moment, the part of the Orc King's great axe that touched my blade melted, and finally, the axe's head split in half.

The temperature of the sparks I created was three thousand degrees Celsius. My 'Flame Fang', a condensation of that sustained temperature, was like a gas burner extended into a beam saber. It was only natural that anything it touched would melt before it could be cut.

The Orc King's face was one of pure shock at the destruction of its weapon, but it immediately tried to counterattack with its left fist. I gave it no such chance, following up with a full, overhead diagonal slash.

"CHEEEST!"

With that roar, the longsword struck the Orc King's left shoulder and, without stopping, melted its way through its body, splitting it in two diagonally.

From the wound, flames spread throughout its entire body. The temperature was incomparably hotter than the 'Flame Demon Thrust' I had used earlier, and it burned through fur and flesh faster than the Orc King's regeneration. After the flames subsided, all that remained were bones.

The battle was decided. It was my victory.

But it wasn't my strength alone. It was thanks to Bardos buying me time and the leader of 'Beautiful Sword' providing me with information. To succeed at a difficult task with the help of others… This was the first time I truly understood that this is what cooperation is, what human relationships should be. Especially without her words, who knows what would have happened. I had yelled at her earlier because I was frustrated, but now that I've cooled down, I realize I was a bit rude. It's probably too late to apologize now. I see them gathered in one spot, watching how things played out.

They had expressions of complete astonishment. It's too late to apologize now. I basically stole their kill. They must be furious inside.

With that thought, I headed toward Bardos.

"That was incredible, Shinsuke! I've never seen a move like that! Where'd you learn it?!"

To his question, I replied, "…It's my own style. Of course you don't know it. I haven't shown it to anyone."

To this answer, Bardos nodded repeatedly, as if to say, "I see."

Well, we had defeated the boss, so all that was left was to hunt down the rabble, but both of our stamina was severely depleted. With that in mind, I took two potion bottles from the pouch at my waist.

"This is a medicine made by an acquaintance of mine, called Ribolin Z. It's perfect for fatigue recovery. Let's drink this and get back to work."

I said, handing one to Bardos.

Bardos took it and, with a look of curiosity, uncorked the bottle and drank it. I followed suit.

This drink was just something I bought on Earth and transferred into a potion bottle.

I felt a slight pang of guilt for lying, but I couldn't tell him the truth, so I felt apologetic.

After finishing his drink, Bardos said, "Whoa, this is amazing! I can feel it seeping into my tired body! It makes me feel like I can still keep going! This is good stuff! Thanks, Shinsuke! This is really something else!"

Bardos said this as he swung his arms around.

Isn't the effect of the medicine too fast? Normally, it should take a few hours. I wondered if he was just highly susceptible to it. As for me, I only felt a slight easing of my fatigue; I was still tired, but not so much that I couldn't move.

I carefully sheathed my katana, drew my sword, and said to Bardos, "Alright then, shall we go hunt the remaining monsters?"

To my words, Bardos replied, "Yeah!" and took his great axe in hand.

I glanced over at 'Beautiful Sword'. They were tending to their wounds while watching us. Their eyes seemed to want to say something. They were probably angry that I had stolen their kill. Normally, if the first person to fight a monster is injured and unable to continue, it's not a rule violation for the next person to kill it; it's the fault of the one who was too weak to finish the job. However, my opponents were A-rank adventurers. Such logic might not apply to them.

With that thought, Bardos and I quickly left the area.

As we moved, I had a premonition of the trouble that was to come, and a certain idea came to mind.

'Beautiful Sword' was in shock.

An adventurer who had defeated an Orc King that regenerated at an impossible speed with a sword imbued with an impossibly powerful flame. The only question in the minds of the four who had witnessed this spectacle was, *'Who is he?'* At first, the Guild Master had told them he was teaming up with Bardos, and when they saw him, he didn't look particularly strong. Their perception was that he was just a rookie who had begged Bardos to team up with him, and they had quickly lost interest.

But that perception was wrong. The man who had defeated the Orc King that even Bardos had struggled with in a single blow—who was he? The interest that had faded now came rushing back.

They wanted to ask him right away, but their injuries were too severe, and they couldn't move properly. He noticed their stares and quickly left the area. The three of them assumed he had gone to hunt other monsters and decided to ask him later. The other one, their leader Tina, had a slightly different thought. The question of who that adventurer was was the same as the other three, but more than that, she was surprised by his choice of words toward her and was thinking about it.

Tina's constant skill, 'All-Round Perfection', forcibly put men into a state of affection for her.

Up until now, whenever she told male adventurers, "It's dangerous, so stay back," they would obediently comply, and each time, she would hear words like, "We wouldn't want to get in the way of someone so beautiful," until she was sick of it.

But he was different. He hadn't obeyed her words; instead, he had shouted such insults at her, which had shocked her to the core. Normally, she would have been angry, but far from being angry, she felt a strange sense of happiness. This was because no one had ever hurled insults at her before. For her, it was a completely new and fresh feeling.

As Tina thought this, she happened to look at the iris flower tattooed on her chest. The flower's meaning was 'happiness will surely come'. As she remembered those words, she felt a warmth spreading in her chest.

She was certain of it. She had met her destined partner.



		
			Chapter 20

			The End and the Farce

			The Orc King had been slain, but the battle was not over.

Before the Orcs' arrival, the monsters had been slightly outnumbered by the adventurers. But after their appearance, the monsters' attacks intensified, matching the Orcs' momentum, and the adventurers found themselves at a disadvantage. However, with the death of the Orc King, the Orcs' movements fell into disarray. The adventurers, sensing this, saw a golden opportunity and launched an all-out offensive.

Their intuition was correct. They broke free from their difficult situation, and the battle turned in their favor. But the monsters did not go down without a fight. They fought back with the intent to kill as many as they could.

In the midst of this battle, Bardos and I prioritized hunting the Orcs.

To an outsider, it might have looked like we were hunting big game for glory. But as I saw it, the other adventurers, though fighting hard, showed faces and movements heavy with fatigue. I judged they lacked the strength to hunt the Orcs, and that it would be better for the two of us to take down as many as possible. I laid out this strategy as we moved, and Bardos agreed. We headed toward the location of the Orcs.

There were five Orcs before us. A head-on fight would be unwinnable.

With that in mind, I said, "Bardos! I'll attack and create a diversion among the Orcs. In that opening, I need you to take them down, one by one, for sure."

To my instruction, Bardos replied with a joyful smile, "You got it! Let's go on a rampage!"

I activated my lightning magic.

"Thunderclap Incarnation!"

I used my lightning-based physical enhancement.

A current of electricity ran through my entire body, stimulating my cells and blood flow, making me feel incredibly light. I moved with swiftness into an Orc's guard and slashed its belly with my sword. A two-slash combo too fast for the eye to follow. The Orc gushed a large amount of blood and fell to its knees. I left the finishing blow to Bardos and moved on to the next one. One by one, I wounded the Orcs with the same tactic. Some died from my attack, while others tried to get back up and counterattack. But Bardos cut them all down without fail.

Seeing this, the other adventurers cried out, "Whoa! Look! 'Bardos the Berserk Axe' and the 'Thunder Man' are slaughtering the Orcs! We can't let them show us up!"

At that cry, the nearby adventurers let out a roar and fought with even more vigor than before.

At that voice, a question popped into my head. I thought I just heard 'Thunder Man', but who could that be? I pushed the thought aside. I needed to focus on what was in front of me. I switched back and continued hunting monsters.

The battle was over.

The Orcs were annihilated. Of the remaining monsters, some had been hunted down, while others had fled. The adventurers, seeing that the monsters were gone, let out a sigh of relief before conducting a survey of the area. They began searching for any remaining monsters and rescuing wounded adventurers.

Bardos and I were both wounded in the battle, but our lives were not in danger. I spurred my exhausted body on and headed to where the Guild Master and the others were—to propose a certain idea.

As evening fell, a banquet was held in the guild.

It was to celebrate the end of the Monster Uproar and the successful subjugation of the Orc King. And to mourn the adventurers who had died in the battle.

The Guild Master, after confirming that everyone had a drink, began to speak.

"Everyone! Well done on returning safely! There are those who did not return, but that is the law of battle, a world of life and death. And you, you have survived. Carry this joy and sorrow in your hearts and continue to strive for improvement every day. And finally, in honor of the great achievement of 'Beautiful Sword' in defeating the Orc King, a toast!"

To his shout, the adventurers roared, "Cheers!"

They all raised their wooden cups of ale in unison.

After that, they celebrated their survival with cheers and clinking cups, chatting as they snacked on the food that was brought out. The main topic of conversation was how 'Beautiful Sword' had defeated the Orc King.

The women themselves were at the center of the banquet, all four of them battered and bruised, drinking their ale. But their faces were somber. The other adventurers, seeing their demeanor, assumed they were mourning the dead. They decided not to make too much noise around them and left them in peace.

But the women's minds were occupied with something else entirely.

After the uproar had ended and the adventurers were busy gathering monster corpses and stripping them for materials, 'Beautiful Sword', their wounds now treated, were summoned by the Guild Master and key staff into a private tent, out of sight.

"For this matter, we will be recording that you were the ones who defeated the Orc King. Are there any objections?"

At the Guild Master's words, Tina retorted, "Wait a minute! It was Bardos-san and the rookie who defeated the Orc King! It wasn't us! Besides, from the way you're talking, you already knew that! Why are you saying such a thing?!"

Her anger was both natural and a response to the humiliation.

To have the credit for defeating the Orc King stolen. For the guild, which was supposed to be fair, to commit such fraud… she was filled with an unforgivable anger, and at the same time, the humiliation of being treated like a convenient tool prepared by the guild. It wasn't just Tina; the other three felt the same way.

The Guild Master, sensing their feelings, said, "I understand how you feel. Such fraud is not something that can normally be forgiven. To do so would be to lose the trust of all the guilds. But there are circumstances that make this fraud necessary right now. Please, calm down and listen."

At his words, the four of them fell silent, though their faces were still contorted with anger.

"It was indeed the rookie who defeated the Orc King. Everyone here has confirmed that. However, he is someone who has only just become C-rank. While he certainly has the skill, the problem is that it was a C-rank who defeated it. This Orc King was a monster that would have been difficult for not only B-ranks but even A-ranks to defeat. If it becomes known that a C-rank defeated such a being, then a bunch of reckless fools, thinking that Orcs, or another Orc King should one appear, are easy monsters that even a C-rank can defeat, will go out to hunt them."

"It's easy to imagine how many casualties that would cause, wouldn't you say?"

In a way, the Guild Master's words made sense to the four of them.

No matter how strong the C-rank rookie was, as long as he was an intermediate C-rank, it was only human for others to measure his strength by those present. To use an analogy from Earth, it's like a bullfight.

To a first-time spectator, the contest between the bull and the matador might seem easy, something they could do themselves. But if they actually tried, a novice would be so terrified of the charging bull that their legs would tremble, they wouldn't be able to move properly, and they would become the bull's prey and die.

I digress. But in that same way, there is a vast difference in the impression and the fear felt between those who actually fought and those who only heard the story. To prevent this, if it is said that an A-rank adventurer, with their skill and experience, succeeded in defeating it while suffering heavy injuries, then at the very least, no reckless fools will appear.

Even as she came to this understanding, Tina said, "In that case, we can say that we fought the Orc King first and inflicted a serious wound, but when we were unable to continue the fight, the C-rank adventurer appeared and dealt the finishing blow. Isn't that enough to express the monster's strength?!"

Tina's idea was certainly a convincing one, but the Guild Master replied, "…There is some truth to that. But rumors tend to be abbreviated. Even if we explain the circumstances of the Orc King's defeat from beginning to end, there's no guarantee that it will spread that way. Abbreviation after abbreviation, and in the end, the only thing that will be passed on is the result that a C-rank defeated the Orc King. That would be meaningless. That's why, from the beginning, we will say that an A-rank defeated it. This is the best method."

At that answer, Tina looked as if she wanted to say something, but the Guild Master continued, "…Incidentally, the one who proposed this plan was that very rookie. He came to me and suggested a way to avoid the events that would follow by making the defeat of the Orc King the achievement of 'Beautiful Sword'."

Hearing those words, the four of them were stunned.

A rookie adventurer, giving away such a great achievement to someone else.

He had accomplished something so great. He had thrown away the chance to become B-rank, or possibly even A-rank, of his own volition.

For an inexperienced adventurer to do something so wasteful… the three of them felt their interest in that rookie growing ever stronger. But one of them, Tina, felt something else. More than that thought, she felt the heat in her chest grow even hotter. She maintained her composure so as not to let it show, but her face was slightly red. Fortunately, the tent was dimly lit, so no one noticed.

The Guild Master, seeing the four's silence, said, "Do you understand now? If you speak the truth here and now, do you understand how many lives will be lost as a result? If you do, then we will proceed with this plan. Are there any objections?"

To the Guild Master's words, Tina replied, "I understand. If our revealing the truth will lead to many sacrifices later, then we accept this plan. Everyone, is that alright?"

She turned and sought the agreement of the other three. Seeing them nod in affirmation, Tina turned back to the Guild Master.

"Lastly, could you at least tell us that rookie's name?"

To this question, the Guild Master replied, "Shinsuke. Among adventurers, he's known as 'Shinsuke the Thunder Man'."

Hearing this answer, Tina thanked the Guild Master and left the tent.

*Shinsuke.* Tina repeated the name over and over in her head, so that she would never forget his face and name.

Back in the present, at the banquet in the guild, Bardos and I were drinking and eating snacks together.

As we were having fun, I remembered something and said to Bardos, "…Hey, Bardos? Who's this guy they're calling the 'Thunder Man'? I've never heard of him."

To this question, Bardos pointed at me.

"It's you. During our fight, you covered yourself in lightning, right? The nickname just stuck. By the way, other magicians tried to do the same thing, cover themselves in lightning, but their bodies went completely numb, and they couldn't move, so they failed. So, that means you're the only one who gets to have that nickname."

I had no idea. I didn't know that was going on.

Well, it's not something you can do right away. If you don't have a certain understanding of the body's structure, you'll just go numb. I was only able to do it because I had a decent amount of knowledge from manga and anime. With that thought, I continued to drink.

The banquet ended, and everyone headed home.

I had had a fair amount to drink, so my legs were a bit unsteady. But I was fine to go home. I parted ways with Bardos on the way and was walking alone when I heard multiple sets of footsteps behind me.

Whether I went right or left, they followed. I figured they had business with me, so I turned around in a less crowded area to call out to them, but my pursuers made no effort to hide; they were standing there boldly.

It was 'Beautiful Sword'.



		
			Chapter 21

			Conversation and Questions

			The ones following me were the members of 'Beautiful Sword'.

I wondered what they could possibly want, but the only thing that came to mind was the matter of me snatching the Orc King kill during the Monster Uproar. I had proposed the solution to the Guild Master, he had approved it, and it was supposed to have been settled as their achievement. Could it be that they were like Bardos, that they just liked to fight? I'd heard they were model adventurers, but rumors aren't always reliable. There's often more than a kernel of falsehood mixed in.

In fact, I was lying about this very matter. As I considered this and looked at them, I saw that none of them had any killing intent. They looked like they wanted to say something. The red-haired woman at the front, in particular, was glaring at me with an intense gaze.

Was she really that offended that I had yelled at her back then?

After a moment, the blonde woman began to speak.

"My name is Leona, a member of 'Beautiful Sword'. First, I apologize for following you. It is only natural that you would be displeased."

As she spoke, Leona bowed her head.

A high-ranking adventurer, admitting her own fault.

That's not something you see every day. On Earth, there are countless older people who refuse to admit their faults, let alone bow their heads, and instead just become defiant. I wish they could learn a thing or two.

As I was thinking this, I said, "No, you didn't have any killing intent, so I figured you just wanted to talk. So, is there something you need from me?"

I used polite language, but I wondered if it got through to her. Leona replied, "Yes, it's not so much that we have something to say, but something we want to ask. Why did you handle the Orc King matter in that way?"

Her question was perfectly reasonable.

To give away such an achievement to someone else—it's a waste for anyone who lives for money or status. To that question, I replied, "Everything I told the Guild Master is the whole story. I couldn't think of anything else. That's all."

To this answer, Leona said, "…Forgive me. That's not what we wanted to ask. We want to know *why* you came up with that idea and carried it out. Why do you go so far for the sake of others? That's what we want to know."

I had a feeling I knew what she was getting at. No matter what status or how much money a person has, very few would use it unstintingly for the sake of a complete stranger. It's basic human nature, and a fact of modern life, to ignore anyone who isn't yourself or a relative.

It's a sad state of affairs, but that's just how rotten the world has become. I pushed those thoughts aside and said, "I didn't just recently arrive in this area. Two years ago, I was wandering in the nearby forest when I came across an old man being attacked by wolves and saved him."

"I could tell at a glance that he was an experienced hunter, and since I was still inexperienced back then, I became his apprentice. The training was tough, but I knew my master was trying to make me strong. That master passed away from an illness about a week ago."

"I swore at my master's grave. That I would become a strong man. A man with a strong body and a strong heart. The body can be strengthened through training, but I don't know how to strengthen the heart. So, I thought that unless I'm in a truly desperate situation myself, I should do what I can for others. That's what I believe will make my heart strong."

I gave the best answer I could come up with.

Those words I spoke at my master's grave—there was no lie in them. But it was precisely because I didn't know how to become strong that I had resolved to take any action I could think of. When I looked at the four of them, the magician and the kunoichi-like girl had wide eyes, and Leona was trembling slightly. And the red-haired woman had her face down, as if to avoid looking at me.

After a moment, Leona said, "That is a wonderful philosophy. I have never heard anything like it before, and I wasn't sure how to react, but you have the mindset of a knight. I, Leona, am deeply impressed."

With that, Leona bowed her head slightly again. Then, "Regarding the recent matter, we have received the reward from the guild. But we owe you a debt for saving us. If there is anything we can do for you, please do not hesitate to ask."

At those words, the red-haired woman twitched.

Seeing this, an idea came to me.

"In that case, would it be alright if I had a close look at your armor, Leona-san? I'm a blacksmith, you see, and I make weapons and armor. Your armor is truly beautiful, a magnificent piece. Would you mind if I took a look for reference?"

At my words, the red-haired woman raised her head, a look of astonishment on her face. And Leona, hearing my request, replied, "Eh? My armor? Well, I understand if you're a blacksmith, but what about our leader Tina's armor?"

She said, turning her face toward Tina. I replied, "Well, Tina-san's armor is also magnificent, but she doesn't seem to like me very much. Even if it's to repay a debt, I won't force someone to do something they don't want to. It would make me feel bad, too."

Hearing my words, Tina's mouth opened and closed as if she wanted to say something, but nothing came out. Seeing this, Leona, with a look of exasperation, said, "That's not a problem. Tina doesn't dislike you. I can guarantee that. When would be a good time?"

Hearing that, I said, "Ah, well then, when we both have some free time. It would stand out at the guild, so let's arrange it through the receptionist."

There were various ways for adventurers to communicate. Letters, notices on a board. Using the receptionist was often for when you were taking a long break from work. Hearing this, Leona said, "Understood. In that case…" and with those brief words, the four of them left.

That was one thing settled. Talking to high-ranking adventurers is tough. I was on edge the whole time, worried that if I said the wrong thing and offended them, they might just attack me.

But it seems the rumors about them being a well-disciplined party are true. However, during our conversation, when I talked about my master, I remembered a question that had been bothering me. The story my master told me on the night he died, about an incident from 100 years ago and a black-haired person. At first, I thought he was telling me to protect me, but since coming to this town, in conversations at the tavern and tool shops, I found that people were completely indifferent to any 'great massacre'.

In my daily conversations, I had tried to ask about the history of this town.

I figured being too ignorant could get me into trouble in an emergency.

And what I heard was all rather mundane. The founder was a hero's companion, an adventurer who earned the city the title of 'impregnable fortress' feared by monsters—all good stories about the town. I tried asking about the great massacre incident at a tool shop. I thought they would know since the incident was caused by poisonous herbs, but their reaction was along the lines of, 'Was there such an incident?' If the tool shop owner didn't know, then others probably didn't either, and asking around too much could arouse suspicion.

But an incident that even a merchant whose business was deeply related to it didn't know about.

Why did my master tell me such a story?

I had thought about this question, but at the time, I was so focused on learning everything I could to survive that I had put it on the back burner. But now that I think about it, it feels strange. If my master was going to say something on his deathbed, it should have been about the current situation. For him to talk about an incident from 100 years ago that no one cares about is strange.

As I thought about it, an idea came to me.

Perhaps my master was trying to tell me something.

But he couldn't say it directly, so he chose a roundabout way. That kind of thing happens in political anime. But for that master to do something so convoluted… perhaps there's some kind of conspiracy, something deeply involving the Guild Master, no, the lord of this town. If that's the case, then an indirect way of speaking makes sense. If he had said it directly, he might have thought I would become guarded and be discovered.

I'm a suspicious person. If my master thought that and did it so that I would realize his true intentions, then… having reached that conclusion, I decided to stop thinking about it for now.

Because if this conclusion is correct, I could end up making an enemy of not just an organization, but the entire town.

For now, the town has accepted me as one of its own. As long as that's the case, I should just quietly work as a hunter and adventurer, and if they make a move, I can act then. It's a rather slow and poor hand to play, but with no evidence and only speculation, this is the best I can do.

In fact, it would be best if it didn't come to that, but maybe that's too optimistic. With that thought, I decided to head home.

Meanwhile, after 'Beautiful Sword' had parted ways with me. After returning to the house where they were staying, Leona said, "…Tina, why didn't you say anything? He's your destined one, isn't he? And yet you made me do all the talking, while you said nothing. What's that about?"

Before they had followed Shinsuke, Tina had told the other three that she had met her destined one and asked for their cooperation in getting closer to him. At first, the three of them were like, 'Huh?', but seeing the serious look in Tina's eyes, they had agreed to cooperate, for the time being.

However, the person in question, Tina, had said nothing in front of him, and in the end, Leona had to carry the conversation. To the exasperated Leona, Tina said, "…Because, I didn't know what to talk about, and I thought it would be bad to ask something strange and make a bad impression, and I was overthinking what kind of face to make, and now, I don't know what to do at all?!"

*What's with those pure, maidenly words?* the three of them thought. They remembered how, when she was active as an adventurer in the royal capital, she would be so composed, dignified, and polite, without a hint of nervousness, even when meeting with kings and princes. Where did that person go? they wondered. As Tina spoke, she brought both hands to her cheeks and started to squirm. She was the very picture of a woman lost in love.

As Leona thought this, her mind turned to Shinsuke.

Why would a man who follows the path of chivalry team up with Bardos? She felt a sense of doubt about this and was thinking that she would ask him if she had the chance, when Tina, with a fierce look in her eyes, said, "Leona, he is my destined one. I have no intention of handing him over, not even to you. If you try to take him, then I will challenge you to a duel."

To Tina's dangerous words, Leona replied, "I won't take him, and you don't have to hand him over. I was just wondering why he's partners with Bardos. I won't do anything, so don't worry."

Hearing those words, Tina's face relaxed, and she went back to squirming. To an outsider, it was creepy, but their leader's wish had come true, so the three of them decided to watch over her warmly.

Addendum: I'm writing this just in case they don't come up in the story again. About the magician Milfy and the scout Rumily. As they spent more time together, Milfy and Rumily had developed a relationship where they loved each other. In other words, a yuri relationship. The reason this happened was that they both respected and admired Tina and Leona, so they joined the party at different times. When the two of them learned this, at first, they were rivals, competing to see whose respect was stronger. But they felt that their feelings were equal and ended it in a draw. However, even after that, as they continued to talk and act together, and before you know it, they began to think of each other, and eventually, they came to love each other. Their relationship is such that they even sleep together at night.

By the way, Tina and Leona, seeing the two of them getting along so well, just think they're like sisters and have no idea that they're in love.



		
			Chapter 22

			Lord Rosen

			The day after the Monster Uproar.

I was at the guild. Next to me was Bardos.

There was a full house of adventurers gathered. This meeting was for the rewards and promotions from the recent uproar, and many were chatting excitedly.

Just then, the receptionist arrived.

"Everyone, thank you for your hard work yesterday. I would like to talk about the rewards and promotions for this recent matter."

At her words, the surroundings buzzed. The receptionist continued, unfazed.

"First, regarding the rewards… since the uproar itself was a request from the guild, each party will receive a reward of ten small gold coins."

At these words, the adventurers erupted in cheers.

That was quite generous. From what I could see, there were about ten parties here. To give each of them ten small gold coins… they must be loaded, I thought.

The receptionist said, "Furthermore, this money is a token of gratitude from Lord Rosen-sama. The lord was also very pleased. It is truly wonderful that everyone's efforts have been rewarded."

At these words, the adventurers looked surprised, but their faces were happy.

Lord Rosen. If I recall, he's the noble who governs this city of Alum. I've heard that he manages with a strict attitude toward both himself and others. The most famous story is of him bringing a noble involved in human trafficking to justice.

This noble had apparently been kidnapping poor residents of the city and selling them to a trafficking organization, using the city guard to make it seem as though those residents had never existed in the first place, doing as he pleased.

The lord, upon learning of this, gathered information and evidence, and successfully arrested the noble and the city guard, and destroyed the trafficking organization. The kidnapped people were safely rescued. As for those who had already been sold off somewhere, he provided as much support as possible, making arrangements so that they could live without hardship there as well.

After resolving this incident, the lord is said to have bowed his head to the kidnapped people and the anxious residents of the town. For someone in a position of power to personally apologize is, as a human being, a matter of course, but there are no nobles who actually do it. The people, receiving the lord's sincere attitude, did not hurl insults at him, but rather, applauded his noble figure.

Because of this, the residents of this city trust their lord and work hard to be of service.

I've never seen the lord myself. He doesn't go out except for official business, and when he does his regular patrols of the town, I'm usually out hunting, so the timing never works out.

As I was thinking this, the receptionist said, "Next, regarding the parties that will be promoted. Many adventurers distinguished themselves in this uproar, and some have been promoted from D-rank to C-rank. And there are three adventurers who will be promoted from C-rank to B-rank. I will call them by their party names."

The adventurers listened quietly. The receptionist continued, "First, from 'Owl', the leader, Gurumi-san. Next, from 'Iron Fist', the leader, Gaku-san. And finally, from 'Intense Thought', the leader, Shinsuke-san. These are the individuals who defeated Orcs during the uproar. We have judged that their skill is sufficient for them to take on B-rank jobs without issue."

Hearing this, some voices of joy and some of frustration could be heard.

'Owl', a five-person party, all archers. Their marksmanship is reputed to be the best in the guild.

'Iron Fist', a three-person party. The leader is a pugilist with the power to crush a fist-sized stone. His companions are a magician and a staff user.

These two parties were at the top of C-rank, but had been evaluated as lacking the power to be entrusted with B-rank work. But by defeating Orcs, they had proven their skill had reached that level and were promoted.

As for me, it goes without saying that I had defeated not just Orcs, but the Orc King.

I had given the credit for the Orc King to 'Beautiful Sword', but I had still defeated Orcs, so there were no complaints.

And so, I had reached a rank where it wouldn't be a problem for me to team up with Bardos.

Unfortunately, Bardos was not promoted.

The review for becoming A-rank is strict, and requires the king's approval.

I have no intention of becoming one, and I can work just fine as a B-rank.

But for A-rank to be such a high bar… I couldn't help but wonder why 'Beautiful Sword' had come to this city. But that was their business, and none of an outsider's. Come to think of it, I don't see 'Beautiful Sword' anywhere. Where could they have gone?

Meanwhile, 'Beautiful Sword' was at the lord's mansion.

The mansion was of a size befitting a nobleman's residence, but it was not lavishly decorated. Rather, it was simple, but possessed a dignity that was not impoverished.

In one of its rooms, an office, were 'Beautiful Sword' and Lord Rosen von Alum, a man who appeared to be in his late forties.

The lord said, "'Beautiful Sword's leader, Tina-dono, I have heard of your exploits in the Monster Uproar. Thank you for fighting for this city. I hear the Orc King was quite strong. I received a report that you broke your left arm. Has it healed?"

To the lord's question, Tina, looking at her left arm, replied, "No, after that, I used a high potion, and the broken bone has set, but it still hurts. It's not a problem for daily life, but I don't think I'll be able to work as an adventurer for a while."

At her reply, the lord, with a slightly worried expression, said, "I see. For an adventurer such as yourself to suffer such a serious wound, it must have been a battle beyond imagination."

To the lord's admiring comment, Tina said, "Not at all. I often got injuries like this in my rookie days. It was a feeling I hadn't had in a long time, and it brought back a sense of nostalgia."

To the nostalgic-looking Tina, the lord said, "…As expected of an experienced adventurer's words. Each one carries weight, and I can think of no other word but 'wonderful'. I would like to talk more, but unfortunately, I am quite busy, and I am sorry that I cannot enjoy a conversation with such beautiful ladies."

To his words, Tina said, "Not at all. We are just grateful that you have arranged this meeting for us. In that case, we will take our leave."

With that, Tina and the others left the room.

After they left, he sat down in his chair, and just as he had settled down, the door connecting to the next room opened, and the Guild Master came out.

Seeing him, the lord said, "…So, are you certain that the adventurer in question is from the otherworld, Earth?"

To his words, the Guild Master replied, "…I believe there is no mistake. According to Dornet's report, he witnessed him appearing and disappearing from a magic circle he had made in the wall of his cabin. Also, his behavior and words suggest that he is trying to hide it."

Hearing this, the lord nodded.

"I see. For one to arrive during my time as lord means it is a prelude to something happening on this continent. What do you really think about the Orc King, Guild Master?"

To his meaningful words, the Guild Master replied, "I have heard reports of Orc Kings on many occasions. And each time, they have been defeated. However, I have never seen a monster with such healing power. It almost feels as though his appearance was not a coincidence."

At his reply, the lord's face grew troubled.

"…The existence of an abnormal monster. It reminds me of the story from one hundred and thirty years ago, of the 'Seven Demon Lords', one of whom, 'Mestie the Death Controller', tried to turn this country into a nation of the dead and started a war, and was defeated by the A-rank adventurer of the time, the Otherworldly Hero Amsel."

Hearing those words, the Guild Master fell into thought.

"…The 'Seven Demon Lords'. Seven monsters who reign at the pinnacle of all monsters in this world. No one knows their true identities, and only one has ever appeared on the main stage. The others have remained silent, that is the current situation."

"…However, four years ago, the activity of monsters began to increase, and then two years later, he appeared. I cannot believe it is a coincidence. I predict that something will happen. Perhaps even one of the 'Seven Demon Lords' will make a move."

Hearing those words, the lord looked downcast.

"I want to avoid that at all costs. Our current military strength has declined compared to the past. Even if individual strength is there, it is meaningless in the face of overwhelming numbers. All we can do is pray that it does not happen. By the way, I heard that Dornet said something unnecessary. Is that alright?"

Hearing that, the Guild Master's face contorted in agony.

"I believe it will be alright. He is a simple man. He is the type to believe what he is told without question, which is convenient for us. But I have to wonder why Dornet told him about that incident from a hundred years ago. It makes me want to doubt if he has forgotten what happened fifty years ago."

Hearing that, the lord took a breath.

"…Fifty years ago, the monster uproar that occurred when my father was the head of the house. The damage was great, but thanks to the A-rank adventurer at the time, it was resolved, and we came to be called the 'Impregnable City'. If Dornet hadn't said what he did to that otherworlder back then, things might have ended peacefully."

"…But it is a fact that the poison herb incident was half-believed. For that reason, my father tried to cover up that incident. You were involved in that as well, weren't you?"

Hearing that, the Guild Master, with a nostalgic look on his face, said, "Yes, to be precise, my companions and Dornet were also involved. The cover-up was a complete success, and now, no one remembers it. But for two different otherworlders to meet Dornet, it makes one feel a sense of fate."

"…Not only that, but for him to ask to be his disciple is a blessing. He would be useless if he remained weak. Dornet said he agreed to play the part of a stubborn old man. Though he really is a stubborn man."

Saying that, the Guild Master chuckled. Seeing him, the lord said, "Heh, he certainly is. I was surprised when I heard that report, but in a way, it's reassuring. We then ordered him to make him strong, teach him common sense, and finish him as an adventurer. He has completed that job perfectly. However, I cannot overlook the fact that he said something unnecessary. Why did he say such a thing? He might never come back because of it."

The lord said, his face serious. The Guild Master replied, "Perhaps he grew attached to him over time. A month ago, when he gave his regular report, he said he thought it would be alright to tell him the truth. I told him he shouldn't. I asked him if he had forgotten how much damage the past incident caused, and after a little threat, he immediately closed his mouth and left."

"…I felt bad threatening my old friend, but as the master of the guild, I had to harden my heart for the sake of what I must protect. The result is reassuring. He is active as an adventurer and is acting so as not to stand out. At this rate, the Saint's Church will not find out."

Hearing that, the lord was relieved.

"I see. As long as the Saint's Church doesn't find out, there's no problem. After all, after the incident one hundred and thirty years ago, they have been worshipping that hero as a messenger of God. If they find out he came from the same place, they will surely do everything in their power to get him into the Church."

"For us, that would be bad. Once he joins the Church, they probably won't easily permit his dispatch in times of crisis. They would use it as leverage to demand an exorbitant amount of money in the name of donations. The Church today is a gathering of money-grubbers. We cannot allow him to be affiliated with such a place."

Hearing those words, the Guild Master nodded.

"Exactly. After that, the other element to keep him here would be for him to find a woman he likes. Speaking of which, your daughter is in the royal capital, isn't she?"

Hearing those words, the lord's face grew stern.

"Guild Master, even to keep him here, I cannot use my daughter. She is currently working as an aide to an official at the castle in the royal capital for her studies. I have decided that she will become the lord of this city and marry a man of a suitable family. As for him, I ask that you find another woman."

To the lord's voice, tinged with anger, the Guild Master replied, "Please don't be angry, it was just a joke. Well, on this front, I suppose we should take a long-term view. Life is long, after all. Let us believe that he will have a good encounter."

Hearing those words, the lord nodded.

"Indeed. For my part, I shall devote myself to my duties so that these peaceful days may continue forever. And we shall have him work for that peace as well."

To the lord's words, the Guild Master also nodded, and their secret conversation ended.

And so, a story progresses in a place unknown to Shinsuke. When will he learn the truth? No one knows.



		
			Chapter 23

			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords

			In a place unknown, within a dimly lit great hall, a circle of blue flames illuminated a large table. Seated around it were seven monsters.

Let me introduce them in order.

Redorza the Sage. 160cm tall. A former human who became a vampire through the use of forbidden magic. He has mastered the art of magic and possesses superior intellect. He drinks human blood, but only for amusement—he is a mage for whom it is not an absolute necessity.

Sidoor the Sword Demon. 300cm tall. A Minotaur who wields a greatsword as tall as himself. He has fought and triumphed over countless swordsmen and masters, mimicking their techniques and sublimating them into his own skills. He is a warrior who carries the pride of his clan.

Harynair the Corruptor. 170cm tall. A succubus who wields seduction and pleasure. She breathes sweet dreams and false hope into humans, delighting in watching their faces and actions as they fall to ruin. A demonic temptress.

Lates the Thousand Poisons. 100cm tall. An insect resembling a fly. He possesses all manner of poisons and has the power to turn a town into a city of death in half a day. He is a mad doctor who creates his own toxins and confirms their efficacy by spreading them.

Rumby the Fateweaver. 10cm tall. A fairy who grants both good and ill fortune to all things. If she takes a liking to you, you may acquire vast riches, but if her mood sours, you will be cast into the depths of despair. She is a creature of whim.

Daios the Sea General. 200cm tall. A sea beast, a fusion of a shark and a human who monitors the monsters of the ocean. Though he dislikes conflict, he is a supervisor who sends assassins to test the strength of any who pique his interest.

Bamhal the Dragon King. 150cm tall. He has the appearance of a human boy, but his true form is that of a dragon. He is the king who rules this world, the coordinator of the Seven Demon Lords. Due to his immense power, he rarely makes public appearances. In their meetings, he serves as chairman. A mediator.

Such were the Seven Demon Lords, and for them to gather like this was an event that had not occurred in forty years.

It was Bamhal who spoke first.

"Gentlemen, I have gathered you today for one reason and one reason alone. The source of that strange ripple of power has been identified. A gate to another world has opened."

His words made them all hold their breath.

Upon hearing this, Redorza opened his mouth.

"A visitor from another world... Including this one, that would make it the fifth time, I believe. The first time, Mestie the Death Controller was hell-bent on creating a nation of the dead and started a war with the human kingdoms."

"The result was a spectacular failure. That incident brought the existence of the Seven Demon Lords to light, and now we are treated as a state secret, known only to a select few. The dark underbelly of the nations now tries to investigate us. What a nuisance. I believe we are all in agreement that we despise troublesome matters."

The other monsters nodded at his words.

These beings stood at the pinnacle of all monsters, yet they had no interest in governance or domination. They acted only to pursue their own hobbies and to kill time. While they were a threat to humanity, it was this very nature that kept them off the world stage, thus preserving the daily peace. For this reason, even though the kings of the various nations investigated, they could find neither their identities nor their whereabouts, and had concluded that leaving them alone was the best course of action.

But back to the matter at hand.

In response to Redorza's statement, Rumby said,

"But come on~~, you say 'visitor from another world,' but the only one who actually did anything was the one from Mestie's incident a hundred and thirty years ago. The second, third, and fourth times, they didn't do a thing, did they? Oh, but wait, I think Lates made a move the second time, right? Said he was going to test a new poison and spread it all over a village."

"The humans were all panicking, shouting, 'It's a plague!' That was a masterpiece. They didn't know a thing, so they just spouted the first easy idea that came to mind."

Rumby cackled.

The misfortune of others is the sweetest nectar, as they say, but while they all thought her personality was foul, no one dared say it aloud. That was because, in a way, her power was the most wicked and terrifying of all those present.

Lates, who had been listening, replied.

"Well, at the time, I did intend to test the otherworlder's power, but to think they would make the situation even worse on their own... Humans are truly fascinating. They are well worth observing and experimenting upon. *Shisshisshi*."

Lates spoke with a laugh.

All of them shared his sentiment. It was the humans, for whom they held a slight affection, who gave a spark of excitement to their otherwise boring years.

However, one of them, Mestie the Death Controller, had been different.

He was a Necromancer, and his affection was not for the living, but for the dead. That was why he had started the war.

Without telling the other six.

And after he was vanquished, the one who took his vacant seat was Daios the Sea General. That same Daios now spoke.

"But it seems this time, the human is making quite a name for himself. That Orc King... was that your doing, Sage-dono?"

At Daios's question, Redorza replied.

"Well, it was originally one of my test subjects—a failed one. I was experimenting to see how much intelligence and self-regeneration I could cram into it. Through repeated combat and medication, it developed unnecessary knowledge and began plotting rebellion, despite being unable to speak. So, I gave it a condition."

"I told it that if it could destroy that city, I would grant it the right to fight me. At that, it gathered its own soldiers and marched out. Honestly, it's such a chore to create a loyal servant with just enough intelligence to move as I command. Still, it does help pass the time."

Redorza said with a laugh. Harynair, hearing this, chimed in.

"Heeh~~ To think he defeated a monster like that. This otherworlder sounds like he could be really fun. Perhaps I'll make him my captive and we can play all sorts of wonderful games."

As Harynair made a bewitching face, Sidoor spoke up.

"Such poor taste. I have no intention of partaking in your games. If you're going to do it, do it yourself. I will not involve myself in this matter."

Sidoor closed his eyes as he spoke.

Harynair pouted at his attitude. But before she could say anything, Bamhal interjected.

"Enough. I will not permit any further remarks, Harynair. Your powers are conspicuous enough as it is. I have received reports that this person is immune to your kind of brainwashing."

"This information comes from an agent I have placed within human society. When you attempt to brainwash the otherworlder, your identity will undoubtedly be revealed. We cannot allow the humans to realize we are making a move. Exercise some self-control."

Harynair fell silent at his words.

The Dragon King's words carried, in a sense, the weight of a god's. She had no intention of opposing him.

However, it seemed she was already plotting something, thinking she could get away with it as long as her identity wasn't revealed. But that is a story for another time.

Into the silence, Daios spoke.

"In that case, I shall test the extent of this person's power. Fortunately, there is a certain monster who is getting rather full of itself. I shall incite it, just as with the Orc King. However, the 'One Month of Winter' will soon be upon us. I will make my move after it has passed."

As Daios laid out his plan, Bamhal replied.

"Mm. Then we shall leave the next step to Daios. Does anyone else have anything to add?"

At his words, everyone nodded.

Bamhal concluded.

"Very well. With that, this council is adjourned."

At his final word, the figures in the room vanished into the darkness. The blue flames went out, leaving a place of absolute silence and invisibility.



		
			Chapter 24

			The Underworld

			A week had passed since the Monster Uproar.

As a thank-you from the 'Beautiful Sword' party, I was getting a look at their armor.

Since it would draw too much attention in town, we decided to do it at my house.

All four of them came along. I wondered if they always moved as a group. Maybe this was what being a party was all about.

Bardos and I, on the other hand, went our separate ways unless we were hunting. We both did as we pleased. For my part, having time alone was a blessing when I had errands on Earth. I wondered what Bardos thought about it, but he was the type to speak his mind, so I figured I didn't need to worry.

Once we arrived at the house, I got right to inspecting their armor. First, I had them take it off so I could examine the materials and check how snugly it fit their bodies. To an outsider, it would look like the actions of a pervert, but you can't succeed in armorsmithing just by looking.

To make armor that truly suits the wearer, you have to understand their build and movements, and determine how close a fit you can achieve without it chafing. Without doing this, you can't create a proper suit.

Two of them—Tina and Leona, I believe—seemed to understand, and they removed their armor without any resistance. The moment Leona took off her armor, her C-cup chest evolved into a D-cup.

It was just that her breasts were large to begin with. I couldn't help but gulp, but I hadn't asked her to undress for any lecherous reason!

Clear mind, unified spirit, no lewd thoughts, *katsu*!

Tina, on the other hand, remained a B-cup, both in and out of her armor. Well, smaller chests did make certain parts of armor crafting easier.

In its own way, this was an ideal physique. Yes, yes. I came to my own private conclusion.

Meanwhile, Tina was staring daggers at Leona's chest. Leona, for her part, crossed her arms to hide her breasts, a gesture that only made her look more sensual.

Begone, lust! *Katsu*!

I've strayed quite a bit from the topic.

I immediately analyzed their armor. The materials for both were high-quality minerals. Mithril. In my world, it was an incredibly rare ore, one whose very existence was uncertain. As expected of another world. At this rate, I wouldn't be surprised if they had platinum or even Adamantite. I decided to ask them about it.

"Adamantite... it's a precious ore, and you need a permit from the country for it to even enter the market. What's more, any armor or weapons made from it cost enough to buy a grand mansion. We can't afford that, obviously, so armor made from Mithril, the second most precious metal, is much more accessible."

It was Leona who answered.

Tina had looked ready to speak, but for some reason, she blushed and fell silent. Is she not confident in her knowledge? The impression she was making on me was solidifying into that of a quiet woman.

Next, I asked them to demonstrate their movements and combat tactics while wearing the armor. I wanted to see where it was easy to move in and where it was restrictive. Both of them moved well. Leona seemed to focus on power, but her movements were also specialized for defense. Tina's movements prioritized speed, specializing in dodging rather than taking enemy attacks, and she kept a sharp eye on her surroundings.

She surveyed the entire field and acted with precision—the movements of a commander. I was impressed. She was a leader, through and through.

Satisfied, I thanked them, and they prepared to leave.

Tina looked like she wanted to say something, and Leona offered, "Shall I say it for you?" but Tina refused. She walked up to me and said,

"U-um! Would... would you like to... have... a meal with me... sometime?"

Her words came out in such a halting way.

A meal, huh... At the town tavern, we'd probably be misunderstood by the others, so I opted for a safer approach.

"I understand. In that case, why don't we eat together at my house next time? I'm most comfortable with my own cooking."

Making it at home. My own cooking.

Well, something simple. Grilling some meat, stewing some vegetables and seasoning them. Maybe I'll serve the porridge I make with miso soup. She'd probably find the soup alone novel enough.

When I thought that and looked at Tina, her face was so red I could almost see steam rising from her head.

Then she declared,

"Understood!! I! Will do my absolute best!!"

She said it with such force.

Overwhelmed by her intensity, I gave an awkward reply. "Right, please do your best." Tina nodded her head vigorously and then ran off. The other three looked at me, gave a thumbs-up, and a wink.

What was that all about?

After that, I set to work on a certain task.

It was time to replace my sword's hilt. In the last battle, the plain wood handle had been half-charred black. It was clear it couldn't withstand the high temperature of the blade. For that reason, I had found a material called heat-resistant steel. I figured that if I used this for the sword's guard, it wouldn't burn.

Finding the steel was surprisingly easy.

At a certain newly-opened department store, they were holding an event to demonstrate how much heat the steel could withstand. Seeing my chance, I went to watch. I activated 'Analysis' and understood its properties.

As a result, I successfully processed the heat-resistant steel into a sword guard. After that, I carved the grip from wood, wrapped it with black cord, attached the pommel, and it was complete.

It was, for all intents and purposes, a true Japanese Sword.

Next, I thought about a way to make money on Earth.

Before, I'd sold processed gold and silver accessories at a back-alley shop. But that was an emergency sale. I needed a way to sell things without attracting attention. That's when I thought of fur. From what I'd seen online, rabbit pelts were being traded for ten thousand yen. This information filled me with glee.

In the other world, I could hunt as many monsters as I wanted, and for ten copper coins, a specialty shop would process the pelts for me.

I could just sell those. It would also feel like I was doing my job as a hunter, killing two birds with one stone.

I immediately went to a specialty furrier.

I could do it myself, but it would take ten days and the method was difficult, so I decided to leave it to the professionals.

The processing technology for monsters in this world surpassed that of Earth. A pelt could be finished in just five days. After that, I was about to register for an online auction, but a thought occurred to me.

In this world, I was a hermit.

I'd grown tired of modern society, returned to the countryside, and was now traveling back and forth to another world using a book I found in a storehouse.

For someone like me to participate in a normal online auction... it felt bland.

Like with the back-alley shop, participating as a seller in a back-alley auction would be more profitable, and a feeling of 'this seems fun' welled up inside me. I had sworn to become a man of strong body and mind, but I decided to separate the other world from Earth.

Of course, I wasn't going to engage in human trafficking or robbery and murder. I forced myself to accept the rationalization that because the pelts were from another world, selling them on the open market carried risks.

I bought a brown wig and sunglasses in town, and headed for the shop where I had previously cashed in the gold accessories.

As a precaution, I activated 'Detection' to check for enemies.

I'd been hassled by yakuza last time, so I decided to proceed with caution.

The result: no reaction.

I was relieved, but carelessness is a great danger. Steeling myself, I entered the shop carrying a 'gift' in my travel bag.

The shopkeeper looked at me warily, but I paid him no mind and went to the counter.

"Sorry to bother you, but I want to sell this at a black market auction. Do you know the place?"

As I spoke, I took out a Wolf pelt.

This pelt was from a wolf I had hunted in the other world and had processed by a specialist. It was twice the size of a wolf from Earth, but in the other world, it was a normal size.

Seeing this, the shopkeeper said,

"Is this a wolf? It's huge for one, but it doesn't look fake. It's real. I won't ask where you got it, but the place you're talking about isn't so welcoming that a newcomer can just waltz in. Give it up, or give me half the sale price as a brokerage fee."

The shopkeeper said with a smirk.

I had expected as much, so I took out the gift I'd brought: an Anaconda skin.

"This is an Anaconda skin. I'd like to pay the brokerage fee with this."

The shopkeeper's face was a mask of astonishment.

Anacondas don't live in Japan. At a pet shop, you might find a juvenile less than a meter long. But the one I brought was probably eight meters long.

With this much, you could make all the wallets, bags, and belts you wanted. It would fetch a better price than the Wolf pelt.

The shopkeeper looked back and forth between me and the anaconda.

"Are you sure about this? The anaconda is worth more than the wolf. Are you really okay with giving all this as a brokerage fee?"

I nodded my head, affirming my decision.

Seeing this, the shopkeeper thought for a moment, then took a piece of paper from a drawer and wrote something down.

He put the paper in an envelope, handed it to me, and spread out a map.

"Go to this location. The back-alley auction accepts sellers four times a month, on Sundays at 11 PM. There will be a man in a suit in front of the door. Tell him, 'It's raining spears today.' When he asks who sent you, give him this envelope. That should get you through."

"The rest is up to your luck. The customers are often different each time. You'd better pray you meet someone who wants to buy a Wolf pelt."

With that, he took the Anaconda skin and went into the back.

I gave a bow and left the shop.

I was pretty tense, but it went well.

Now, it was just a matter of timing. Fur is most in demand when it's cold. Fortunately, a strong cold snap was forecast for a week later, a time when heaters would be going on sale. I thought I'd put it up for auction then.

Besides, the 'One Month of Winter' was about to start in the other world. It was truly convenient. All that was left was to consult with Bardos about our future hunting and adventuring work.

With that in mind, I headed home.

Still, a back-alley auction, huh? I thought it was called a black market auction.



		
			Chapter 25

			Winter and a Promise

			The One Month of Winter began.

Let me explain the seasons of this other world. On Earth, the seasons change constantly through spring, summer, autumn, and winter. In this world, however, the climate is mostly spring-like, with only slight increases in temperature. The temperature doesn't fluctuate drastically, but there is an exception.

Once a year, there is a month-long period of intense cold and blizzards.

During this season, even the monsters retreat to their nests; none of them move about in the cold. As a result, not only adventurers but also soldiers have no work for this one month, save for escorting people who absolutely must travel to the next town.

It was a season when everyone shut themselves away at home.

During my training, I used to spend it at my master's house so as not to arouse suspicion. But now that my master is gone and my identity has been revealed, I no longer have to worry about such things. However, I decided to use this time for a certain task.

That task was smithing.

The forge was stocked with all the ores I had ever seen, but with so much work from hunting and adventuring, I hadn't had the time to do any smithing. But now, I could finally create the weapons and armor I had wanted to make. I immediately began my work.

First, I decided to make a Kodachi.

There had been a time before, when exploring a cave, that the weapons Bardos and I carried were too long, and we couldn't swing them properly. What's more, the monsters inside the cave were small, giving them a significant advantage. In the end, I dealt with them using only my magic. Realizing that continuing to take on such jobs carried a high risk of death, I knew we needed weapons that could be used even inside a cave. There was even an anime where someone died for that very reason. That's why I chose the Kodachi.

Its length and blade were ideal. I thought about giving one to Bardos as well, but it wouldn't suit his physique. A Machete would probably fit him best, I thought, and set to work.

I began my training in the forge.

Amidst the blazing heat of the flames, I struck the iron. I hammered it fiercely. My body, and indeed my heart, grew hot as I continued to strike the iron with intense emotion. Iron—no, was it Tamahagane? It gradually changed shape, taking the form of a sword. I plunged it into cold water to cool it, then put it back in the fire to heat it, and hammered it again.

I repeated this process, striking for over half a day, until finally, it was complete.

Yes, I had created a fine piece, if I did say so myself. Alright, just as I was about to start on the next one, I sensed a presence outside. There was no killing intent. Who could it be in this blizzard? I opened the door with a slight sense of caution.

There stood Tina in her armor, carrying some luggage.

What was she doing here in this blizzard? As I wondered, Tina said,

"U-um, today, I came to treat you to my home cooking!"

She replied with a great deal of spirit.

Home cooking? Oh, right, the meal we promised a week ago. But back then, I was supposed to be the one cooking, so why was she? Well, whatever. It's a kind offer, and I'm hungry anyway. I'll gladly accept.

"Alright. Please, come inside first. I'll be right there after I clean up here."

At my words, Tina, her face beaming with a huge smile, immediately headed for the house.

After I finished cleaning up the forge, I returned to the house. A wonderful aroma wafted from within. A feeling of anticipation welled up inside me. I, too, am a man with desires. There is no man who would not be happy with a woman's home cooking. Recalling such words, I entered the house.

Inside, Tina was cooking, still in her armor.

She was simmering a soup in the kitchen, and on the table, slices of meat arranged like roast beef were garnished with herbs. It looked quite professional, I thought. I took a seat and waited for the soup to be ready.

Tina must have noticed me, but she continued to cook without turning around. I could feel a tremendous intensity from her back. Her posture, as if she never forgot that she was constantly on the battlefield, was truly impressive. Then, Tina poured the soup into a bowl and brought it to the table.

She also took a seat opposite me.

"I don't know if it will suit your taste, but I put my all into making it. Please, go ahead and eat."

She spoke with a slight blush on her face.

Alright, first the soup. The moment it entered my mouth, I tasted a mellow flavor within the rich taste.

It's delicious. I couldn't help but think her cooking skills were top-notch. Tina was staring at me intently. It seemed she wanted to hear my opinion on the taste.

I said,

"It's delicious. I've been eating nothing but strongly flavored food lately, so this is a fresh taste. I like it."

I gave a fairly conventional answer.

With things like this, being direct is often more effective than getting overly detailed.

Hearing that, Tina replied,

"I'm so glad. I'm happy you like it. It makes all the hard work worthwhile. I'll continue to do my best to become even better."

Tina answered with a huge smile.

She'll continue to do her best, huh? Well, for an adventurer, camping outdoors is common, so I agree that putting in the effort is a good thing.

From then on, Tina and I enjoyed our meal. It was supposed to be idle chatter, but her adventure stories were incredible. The job that led to her promotion to A-rank was the destruction of an organization that had been controlling the chancellor and manipulating the country at will.

The organization had fifty members, with three B-rank executives. Furthermore, they had a monster as their trump card—a Black Dog, three times the size of a normal dog, which they had to defeat.

They succeeded in destroying the organization in cooperation with the King's Royal Guard. The 'Beautiful Sword' party's defeat of the monster was particularly significant, and they received the king's approval and were promoted to A-rank.

What an amazing achievement, I thought. Still, to try and control the chancellor... that organization had a good idea. Instead of targeting the king, they went after the person who knew the country's internal affairs best. I was impressed; they must have had a sharp mind among them.

It had been a lively conversation, but the end was approaching.

We finished our meal and cleaned up together.

Tina, beside me, didn't look my way, but her profile was filled with a smile. It was a sight I wouldn't get tired of, but it's rude to stare at a woman's face, so I quickly looked forward.

Still, to think I would be having a meal with a woman like this was something I could never have imagined on Earth. I remembered what had happened at my company.

In my second year after joining, a cute new girl came in. At the time, I was happy to have a seemingly honest junior colleague and was determined to do my best. But she was only cute on the outside; inside, she was a terrible she-devil.

When I taught her the work, she would hurl insults like 'creepy' and 'don't come near me.' When she made a mistake in the work I taught her, she would lie and say that's how I had taught her. If I tried to argue, she would start crying fake tears, and my boss, seniors, and colleagues would all point their fingers and decide I was the one at fault. Seeing this, the woman would stick her tongue out with a wicked look on her face, at an angle only I could see.

I was devastated. There was no place for me here. Convinced of this, I quit.

Now, I'm grateful. If that hadn't happened, I would never have returned to the countryside, found the book, and come to this other world. I can't thank that company enough.

Well, it's a fact that they treated me horribly, and I have no interest in what they're doing now.

Moreover, I've developed a habit of not letting my guard down around beautiful women. This habit is still valid in this world. In a medieval setting like this, I can just picture the nobles strutting around with their heads held high. And if they're beautiful, all the more so. That's why I will never let my guard down. I've made up my mind.

I knew from our conversation that Tina next to me was not such a she-devil. She's a good woman, and I even thought about asking her out, but I immediately stopped myself.

Because she is a representative of adventurers, and I am a hunter. We are not a good match.

I decided to treat this meal as nothing more than a friendly get-together. It was probably time for Tina to head home. I thanked her for the meal.

"Thank you for dinner today. I was happy to be able to eat your cooking."

To my simple words, Tina replied,

"No, thank you. I know I came suddenly at a time like this, but I'm glad you enjoyed it. Everything is going according to plan."

Her last words were so quiet I couldn't hear them.

The moment she tried to open the door, a fierce gust of snow blew in. We hurriedly closed the door. Outside the window, a blizzard was raging. It was impossible for her to go home.

Which means, I thought calmly.

It's night, we can't go outside because of the blizzard, and I'm alone with a woman.

At that moment, Tina said,

"Um, I can't go home in this, so... may I stay here?"

Tina's face turned red as she spoke.

That's not good. Of course I won't do anything, but this is a line I can't cross. Sleeping under the same roof as a single woman... a straight-laced man like me can't do it!!!

With that thought, I said,

"Then I'll sleep in the forge. It's close to here, and if I light a fire, I can get through one night of cold. Tina-san, please use the bed in this house. This was originally my master's house, and the bed was his, but when I inherited it, I changed the sheets to new ones, so please don't hesitate to use it. Well then, good night."

I said it all in a rush and quickly left the house.

The blizzard was raging outside. I started running before I froze to death, and at that moment, I thought, 'Why did you have to come at a time like this!!'

Screaming this in my mind, I headed for the forge.

Meanwhile, Tina.

She stood there all alone, thinking about something. 'He's such a serious and honest person. He really is my fated one,' she thought, blushing.

However, while she was half-glad they hadn't slept together, she also felt a little disappointed. Why did she feel that way?

That morning, a flashback in time.

As she was preparing for her meal at his house and calming her nerves, Leona appeared.

"Welcome back, Tina. By the looks of it, you failed?"

To those words, Tina replied,

"Wh-what?! How do you know about that!?"

To her astonished words, Leona said,

"I can tell just by looking at your face. We've played and hunted together since we were children. So I can just tell. At least whether you succeeded or failed."

One might want to ask what kind of childhood they had, but there was no one here to ask.

Returning to the story, after hearing the details of the failure from Tina, Leona thought and said,

"I see. He has the spirit of a knight, even more so than I thought. But at this rate, there will never be any progress. In that case, how about we invite him to join our party?"

To that proposal, Tina replied,

"That's impossible. He's already paired up with Bardos. Poaching party members is strictly forbidden, and even for us A-rankers, it's not something we can do easily."

Tina gave a model answer with a serious face.

She's so precise when it comes to serious matters like this, so why does she get so flustered in front of her fated one? Leona thought as she said,

"Then let's have Bardos join too. That way, it's not poaching, but rather incorporating their entire party. Even with two new members, our party's movements won't be hindered; in fact, we might be able to cover a wider area. What do you think of this proposal?"

Leona asked Tina.

Tina thought for a moment. It was true that this wouldn't violate the rules, and both of them were B-rank in skill. No one would complain if they joined. And just thinking about being able to be with him all the time made her heart pound uncontrollably.

With that in mind, Tina said,

"I understand, Leona. I accept that proposal. Let's consult with Milfy and Rumily right away. They wouldn't want to be left out, after all."

Tina said with a beaming smile.

Leona was confident that those two would not refuse. Tina's happiness was the wish of all the members. And when they told the two about the proposal, they readily agreed.

And now, the present.

As a result, it was a spectacular failure.

To think he would venture out into this blizzard... it was amazing, or rather, something else. As she thought about it, was she disappointed by the failure, or was she relieved that she didn't have to resort to forceful measures when they hadn't even become close friends?

In any case, with these complex emotions, she decided to go to bed.



		
			Chapter 26

			The Black Market Auction

			During the One Month of Winter, I was on Earth.

After my dinner with Tina-san, having confirmed I had no other visitors scheduled, I headed to a certain place.

In a certain city on Earth, I stood before a building with my travel bag in hand.

It was a place with dozens of high-end stores inside. The general public was only permitted from the first to the tenth floor; from the tenth to the thirtieth floor was an area exclusively for members-only shops.

It was truly a place fit for the wealthy.

A place a commoner like me, with barely any money, had no business being.

However, within this place, there was a location where even I was allowed to enter.

It was 11:00 PM. I steeled my resolve and started walking.

A man in a black suit stood like a sentinel in front of the building.

I stood before him and said,

"It's raining spears today."

The man in the black suit heard me and asked,

"...Who sent you?"

At his question, I handed him the envelope from my pocket.

The man in the black suit read the letter from the envelope, and after a moment, he said to me,

"...Straight ahead, there's an elevator. The doors will open when you stand in front of it. Get in and don't press any buttons. A guide will come for you, so just follow their instructions."

He said this as the doors opened, and he pointed for me to go inside.

I gave a nod of thanks and entered, heading for the elevator.

When I stopped in front of it, the elevator doors opened, and I stepped inside.

The doors closed, and I felt the sensation of descending.

This building had a basement, but the website stated it was only accessible by stairs and that it only housed the generator room.

This was undoubtedly a real black market auction. I was getting nervous.

My knowledge of the underworld came only from anime.

I figured if I didn't look around and acted composed, I wouldn't be suspected, and more importantly, I wouldn't get killed.

Well, I had my skills and magic. If I wanted to, I could silence everyone here.

I've even killed people in the other world. It's not the kind of experience one should accumulate, but at this point, it didn't matter to me.

As I was thinking this, the elevator stopped and the doors opened.

A man wearing sunglasses stood before me and spoke.

"Welcome, seller. I've been informed that this is your first time, so I will be your guide. This way, please."

He said this, turned his back to me, and started walking.

As I followed him, the man explained,

"This auction is a place where items that are difficult to sell on the open market, or items that cannot be sold for a profit due to regulations, are put up for auction, and our esteemed customers bid on them at favorable prices. The bidding order is determined after we appraise the items brought by the sellers."

"If your item is sold, a five percent commission will be deducted from the proceeds, so please be aware of that. Lastly, you are not to speak of this place to anyone. If you must, please only tell those who *thoroughly* understand."

As he said the last part, the man turned only his head towards me, his words laced with killing intent.

It was to be expected, of course.

I already knew about the commission and the rule of secrecy. I simply nodded in silence.

The man smiled brightly and continued walking.

After a while, we came to a door, which the man opened.

Inside the room, including myself, were twenty people. There were men and women in suits, an old man in work clothes, a middle-aged man dressed like a homeless person—a variety of people.

I stepped inside. The door closed, and a quiet atmosphere fell over the room.

There were no chairs in the room; everyone stood and waited. After a while, a door in the back opened, and two men in suits entered, followed by an older man in his fifties wearing glasses.

The older man spoke.

"Welcome, people of certain circumstances. I am the manager of this auction. For now, you may call me Kuroda. Now, we will begin appraising the items you have brought. The appraisers will, of course, use scientific technology in their assessment. We will have you enter the back room one by one."

"You will hand over your items at that time. Afterward, you will be given a number tag, but that is a temporary number. Once the appraisal of all items is complete, we will officially distribute the auction numbers in order. Are there any questions?"

At his words, the homeless-looking man asked,

"Um, if an item isn't sold, will it be returned to us?"

To that question, Kuroda replied,

"No. Any items put up for auction will be disposed of by us. In other words, when you leave here, you will be either empty-handed or with money. There are only those two options. Let me give you one piece of advice: you cannot withdraw from this auction simply because you don't like that. If you make any suspicious moves, you understand what will happen, don't you?"

Kuroda's reply was filled with killing intent.

The homeless man, as well as the others, fell silent.

Seeing this, Kuroda said,

"Then, please come forward in the order you entered this room."

With that, Kuroda went into the back room.

The two men in suits stood like sentinels in front of the door, not moving an inch. Seeing this, a woman in a suit went in first, carrying a bag.

After about a minute, the woman came out with a number tag and her bag, which I assumed was now empty. Then, one by one, people went in, and finally, it was my turn.

In the back room, there was a counter, and Kuroda was behind it. I took out two Wolf pelts from my travel bag.

Seeing them, Kuroda's eyes widened slightly at the size of the pelts and their heads, but after a moment, he handed me a number tag.

The number was 'Twenty.'

I took it and returned to the original room.

After a while, Kuroda came out.

He held a new set of number tags in his hand.

"Now, the order for the auction has been decided, so I will distribute the numbers to everyone. Please come forward when your name is called."

He said this, handing out new number tags to the people he called and collecting the old ones.

Then, it was my turn, and I received a new number tag. The number was 'Eleven.' Eleventh out of twenty people... I didn't think I could expect a high price.

At least, not at that moment.

And then, the auction began.

We watched from that room through a mirror.

According to Kuroda, this mirror was a one-way mirror. We could see out, but the customers couldn't see us.

I took a quick look at the clientele.

There were many men and women who exuded an air of wealth, including a company president I'd seen on a TV special who had succeeded in business. But I spotted an even more conspicuous figure.

On the second floor of the seating area, in a VIP box, was a politician who often appeared on TV. I had thought this kind of thing only happened in anime and dramas, but I was surprised to see it in real life.

As I was marveling at this, Kuroda appeared on the auction stage.

"Thank you for coming today. Tonight, we have a selection of items for you, from the mundane to the magnificent. Among them are some very rare items, so please look forward to it. Now, let the auction begin. Please, relax and enjoy yourselves."

Kuroda bowed, and applause followed.

Next, the auctioneer came out.

"First up, we have a set of three gemstones: a ruby, an emerald, and a sapphire. All three are vibrantly colored and slightly larger than usual. We'll start the bidding at ten thousand."

The auctioneer struck his gavel.

It was the first time I'd seen an auctioneer use a gavel. That was my impression.

After that, no one raised their paddle, and silence continued.

After a while, the auctioneer struck his gavel.

"Well, since there are no buyers, this item will be disposed of."

With that, the gems were carried away.

The homeless-looking man's shoulders slumped.

Those must have been his items, I realized immediately.

Then, the next item appeared on stage.

"Next, item number two: cosmetics. This is a new product developed by a certain company, not yet on the market, and its existence is unknown. Its effect is five times that of conventional cosmetics, moisturizing the skin with long-lasting results. It's a one-of-a-kind item in this world that could be sold right now without any complaints. We'll start the bidding at ten thousand."

I was surprised they would sell something like that.

Paddles were raised, mainly by the women. The paddles had numbers on them, displayed on an electronic board. There was a ten, a thirty... it surely meant one hundred thousand and three hundred thousand, I thought.

Soon, a sixty paddle was raised, and no one went higher.

The auctioneer announced,

"We have a bid of six hundred thousand. Any other offers? Then, sold for six hundred thousand."

He struck his gavel, and the room filled with applause.

The woman in the suit had a joyful expression. I figured she had brought the cosmetics since she was a woman, but I wondered where she had stolen them from. I decided it was taboo to ask that here and silently watched the venue.

From there, items came out one after another. Some were sold, some were disposed of. And then, it was the eleventh item's turn, my item.

The auctioneer announced,

"Next, item number eleven: two Wolf pelts. These wolves are twice the size of ordinary wolves, the quality of the fur is twice as good, and the coat is smooth, supple, and resilient. But what is most noteworthy is the number of teeth."

"A wolf, as a rule, has forty-two teeth, no more. However, this wolf has forty-seven teeth! The mouth is also proportionally larger. Not only our appraiser but also a 3D scanner has confirmed that this is not a fabrication. Two very rare Wolf pelts. We will start the bidding at ten thousand."

I was surprised to hear that.

I hadn't counted the wolf's teeth, and I didn't know anything about it in the first place.

So that's why Kuroda had looked a little surprised at the time, I thought.

From there, the paddles went up one after another. Starting from thirty, then seventy, ninety, one hundred, one hundred and ten, the numbers kept coming. Then, a paddle for eight hundred and ninety was raised. Eight hundred and ninety... that meant eight million, nine hundred thousand yen. An amount I had never imagined. I thought that would be the end of it.

In the next moment, a paddle for one thousand was raised. A murmur went through the venue as everyone watched to see what would happen.

The auctioneer announced,

"We have a bid of ten million. Any other offers? Then, sold for ten million."

The auctioneer struck his gavel.

The venue erupted in thunderous applause.

Honestly, I was shocked. I never thought it would reach such a price. I was once again reminded of how amazing the other world was.

After a while, the auction ended.

I didn't remember what items came out after that. I must have been in a daze.

The customers left, and the venue became empty.

After a while, Kuroda and a man in a suit pushing a cart came in.

Kuroda announced,

"Everyone, thank you for your cooperation today. I will not ask what your items were. You all came here because you wanted money. That is all. Now, I will distribute the money for the items that were sold. The commission has already been deducted. Now, number two."

He said this, randomly calling out numbers and handing over envelopes or bags of money.

I had a feeling I knew why it was random. And then, finally, it was my turn.

The other people had left, and only I and Kuroda's men in black remained.

Kuroda said,

"Here is the bag with ten million. Please check the contents. And there is something I would like to ask you."

As I checked the money, I replied,

"You won't ask what the item was... Didn't you say that?"

I closed the bag and said.

At my words, the men in black started to step forward, but Kuroda stopped them.

"Indeed, that is correct. It is a strict rule here not to ask about the items. To be honest, I would like to use force to find out where you got that, but that would be breaking the rules, so I will not ask. However, there is one thing I would like to confirm: will you be selling at our auction again in the future?"

To that question, I replied,

"If I have something to sell, I will. However, it won't be every week. I have my own circumstances. And wouldn't you prefer superior items over inferior ones?"

To this reply, Kuroda said,

"Indeed, that is true. Then, from now on, I will recognize you as a regular customer. Tell the man in front of the building door the password 'Kuroda's recommendation.' We look forward to your next visit."

Kuroda bowed. I also bowed and left the room.

Inside the room, a man in a black suit asked,

"Are you sure about this? If we were to capture that man and torture him, he seems like the type to easily spill a secret or two."

To those words, Kuroda replied,

"You don't seem to understand at all. That man smelled of blood. And a very strong scent at that."

The man in the black suit was surprised at those words, but Kuroda continued,

"But it wasn't the smell of human blood. It was the smell of a beast. He's probably a hunter, but I felt something else from that man, something unidentifiable. It's more convenient for us if he brings items to sell himself rather than us making a move on him. We should be happy that we have a new star product."

Kuroda said with a smirk.

The men in black said nothing more and just stood there.

I returned home and immediately threw myself onto my bed.

I was so tense. I never thought a Wolf pelt would sell for that much. Even after the five percent commission was taken, I had nine and a half million yen in hand. It was enough money to live on for a while without any worries.

However, that man Kuroda... he must have been through some tough situations. The moment the men in black started to move, I released a little of my magic, and he immediately gave the signal to stop.

That type is trouble.

If I try to avoid him, he's likely to find out where I live from the traces I leave in the room. To keep my secret from being discovered, I'll need to show my face at the auction from time to time.

If they do find this place and try to use force, I can just take the book that lets me go to the other world and transfer. That way, they won't be able to follow me, and I can live out the rest of my days in the other world.

To be honest, I have no attachments to this world. I only come back because it's convenient for looking things up.

With that thought, I went to sleep.

And so, the One Month of Winter ended.



		
			Chapter 27

			Recruitment and Progress

			I didn't deposit all the money I earned from the black market auction on Earth into the bank.

That's because depositing such a large amount all at once would seem strange. So, out of the nine and a half million, I only put in three million. An amount like that wouldn't raise any suspicion.

If it did seem odd, I could just lie and say I won it at the horse races.

As for the rest, I used my skill to create an iron box. I packed the remaining money tightly inside, leaving no gaps, and then sealed the box with my skill.

I had read that to preserve money, you should keep it away from air and moisture, so I stored it in a sealed container.

This way, no one could open it, and since it was harder and heavier than normal metal, I didn't have to worry about it being broken or carried away. But just in case, I buried it in the ground. With my worries gone, I headed to the other world.

I arrived in the regional city of Alum.

My gear consisted of Japanese-style armor, a Japanese sword, a regular sword, and a Kodachi. I also had a crossbow and a bag on my back.

I headed to the guild, and Bardos was at the entrance.

I approached him.

"It's been a while, Bardos. What were you up to during the winter?"

To my words, Bardos replied,

"Yo, Shinsuke. I was just at home, drinking. I was so bored. I thought about coming over to your place, but the blizzard was too intense. I just couldn't muster the energy to go. What about you? What were you doing?"

At his question, I took out a sheathed Machete from the bag on my back.

"I was making a new weapon. I made a Machete for you and brought it. When we fought in that cave before, both our weapons were too big to fight properly. So I made a smaller weapon. Was that unnecessary?"

I was a little worried, but Bardos took the Machete in his right hand, gave it a few swings, and said,

"Nah, I wouldn't waste something you made for me. Besides, it feels good in my hand. The feeling is a perfect match. Thanks. This is good stuff."

He said this, sheathed the Machete, and attached it to his waist by passing his belt through the hole for the cord on the side of the scabbard, the part called the 'kurigata.'

After seeing that, Bardos and I entered the guild.

Inside the guild, a crowd had gathered around the party recruitment board.

I wondered if there was some amazing recruitment going on, so Bardos and I headed towards the board together. It turned out that 'Beautiful Sword' was recruiting for their party.

The recruitment notice read: 'Male or female, both are welcome. Years of experience and achievements are not required. Those already in a party are welcome to join with their entire party. However, acceptance will be determined by an interview.'

It was a very generous offer, I thought. Poaching was generally forbidden, but this way, you could join without causing trouble with your companions.

I wondered if they had found someone they really wanted to recruit. With that thought, Bardos and I headed to the request board.

Meanwhile, 'Beautiful Sword.'

As soon as they posted the recruitment notice, they took a seat at a table in the corner of the guild. Why had they posted this notice?

Let's go back in time to the One Month of Winter.

The morning after her dinner with Shinsuke, Tina returned home, and Leona greeted her.

"Welcome back, Tina. By the looks of it, you failed?"

To those words, Tina replied,

"Wh-what?! How do you know about that!?"

To her astonished words, Leona said,

"I can tell just by looking at your face. We've played and hunted together since we were children. So I can just tell. At least whether you succeeded or failed."

One might want to ask what kind of childhood they had, but there was no one here to ask.

Returning to the story, after hearing the details of the failure from Tina, Leona thought and said,

"I see. He has the spirit of a knight, even more so than I thought. But at this rate, there will never be any progress. In that case, how about we invite him to join our party?"

To that proposal, Tina replied,

"That's impossible. He's already paired up with Bardos. Poaching party members is strictly forbidden, and even for us A-rankers, it's not something we can do easily."

Tina gave a model answer with a serious face.

She's so precise when it comes to serious matters like this, so why does she get so flustered in front of her fated one? Leona thought as she said,

"Then let's have Bardos join too. That way, it's not poaching, but rather incorporating their entire party. Even with two new members, our party's movements won't be hindered; in fact, we might be able to cover a wider area. What do you think of this proposal?"

Leona asked Tina.

Tina thought for a moment. It was true that this wouldn't violate the rules, and both of them were B-rank in skill. No one would complain if they joined. And just thinking about being able to be with him all the time made her heart pound uncontrollably.

With that in mind, Tina said,

"I understand, Leona. I accept that proposal. Let's consult with Milfy and Rumily right away. They wouldn't want to be left out, after all."

Tina said with a beaming smile.

Leona was confident that those two would not refuse. Tina's happiness was the wish of all the members. And when they told the two about the proposal, they readily agreed.

And now, the present.

'Beautiful Sword' waited at the table for those two.

A crowd had gathered at the recruitment board. And while some people were looking their way, no one approached. They wanted to join, but they thought they weren't skilled enough. This was a relief for Tina.

After all, her real target was 'Intense Thought.'

After a while, the two they were waiting for entered.

Seeing them, Tina's face tensed for a moment, and Leona gently placed a hand on her shoulder to calm her. Then, seeing the two of them head for the recruitment board, she straightened her posture and waited.

However, the two of them went straight to the request board.

Tina was disappointed by this action.

But Leona said,

"Well, we can't expect things to go well from the first day. Don't be discouraged. Next time, let's subtly drop in conversation that we're inviting you."

Those words cheered Tina up.

And 'Intense Thought.'

They went to the request board and looked at the contents of the requests.

There were various requests, such as monster subjugation, area surveys, and merchant escorts. Among them, I chose something other than monster subjugation. Hunting monsters is a hunter's job. Bardos and I had decided to do adventuring work separately.

So, in the morning, monster hunting. In the afternoon, an area survey.

Bardos and I immediately set out.

Morning monster hunt. In the forest, we encountered the usual monsters: wolves, anacondas, and wild boars, as well as a group of goblins. The hunt was not difficult and was over in a flash. I thought the goblins would be troublesome, but they were too slow and it ended anticlimactically. We loaded the monsters onto a cart and returned to town.

By the way, the cart was made from stone using my skill. We handed over the monster carcasses to the guild, and among them, the wolves and wild boars were appraised by the guild and given a clean bill of health. I then requested that those two be made into pelts at a specialty furrier.

After that, we decided to have lunch at the guild. As Bardos and I were eating, 'Beautiful Sword' came over with their food trays.

"May we sit here?"

It was Leona who spoke.

When Tina looked at me, she had a determined look on her face. The other two had faces that suggested they were just going to be bystanders.

I looked at Bardos, and we gestured with our hands to say, 'go ahead.'

Now, there were six people sitting at this table. Two men and four women.

From an outsider's perspective, it would probably be an enviable scene. But for the people involved, Rumily and Milfy were eating in silence, Leona was eating while looking at us, and Tina hadn't touched her food and was glancing at me, who was sitting next to her.

Bardos, on the other hand, was itching to do something as he looked at the four of them. He probably wanted to fight, but he was restraining himself because he knew he would be immediately refused and because I was there. As for me, I was filled with the question, 'Why did these people come here?'

Leona, thinking the silence would continue, said,

"So, are you aware that we're recruiting?"

I nodded at her words.

Leona continued.

"If you know, then this will be quick. The reason we're recruiting is not because we're lacking in strength. It's because there was someone who caught our eye during the recent uproar. We thought it would be nice to be able to work with that person, but it seems they've already formed a party. In that case, we decided to recruit their entire party. Isn't that right, Tina?"

To those words, Tina replied,

"Y-yes, that's right. I'm also very interested in that person, and we've even had a meal together once. What do you think, Shinsuke-san?"

Hearing those words, I said,

"Is that so? To be so concerned about someone, they must be quite a character. In that case, I hope that person joins your party."

I said, ending the conversation.

So she's had a meal with that person too. I didn't know that.

To think she had invited someone other than me for a meal. Well, in my case, it was mainly a thank you, so it's probably different from being 'interested,' I thought.

Then, for some reason, the four of them looked incredibly disappointed. I wondered why, so I looked at Bardos, but he just gave me a 'who knows?' gesture.

Just as Tina's body was trembling and she was about to say something, the six of us sensed a presence approaching the table and tensed up. And what approached was a silver-haired man of about 170cm, wearing blue-black armor and carrying a greatsword that glowed with a blue light on his back.

The man said,

"You must be 'Beautiful Sword,' correct? A pleasure to meet you. My name is Ave. I just arrived in this town today, but I was an active adventurer in the next town over and earned the rank of C before coming here. I saw your recruitment board; it seems you're looking for people. It would be my pleasure to join the party of such beautiful women as yourselves."

Ave said in a condescending tone.

His words irritated me. We didn't seem that far apart in age, but for a C-rank to barely use honorifics with A-ranks, and on top of that, to say 'I'll do you the favor of joining?'—who did he think he was?

However, whether or not to let this guy in was their decision to make, not mine. With that in mind, I silently ate my meal.

Then, Tina said,

"Regarding your joining, you will not be accepted. Please leave."

Tina said, turning away.

At those words, Ave's whole body began to tremble.

"Wh-what did you say?! I'm known as a genius adventurer in my hometown! My job success rate is one hundred percent! No one has ever beaten me! How could you not accept me, a man who has been told he has a promising future!?"

Ave shouted loudly.

The people around us reacted to his loud voice and were looking at us. We had become a bit of a spectacle.

To his shouting, Tina replied,

"That's amazing. If you're so popular in your hometown, then instead of deliberately coming to this town, I recommend you spend the rest of your life as a genius adventurer in that town. Please leave."

Tina said, eating her meal without looking at Ave.

Enraged by her attitude, Ave turned to Tina and said,

"You... I was being polite because you're an A-rank with a beautiful face, and you're getting full of yourself!! You bitch!!"

Ave shouted as he swung his right fist.

Tina calmly prepared to deal with his action, but I caught Ave's fist with my left hand.

Surprised, Ave looked at me and said,

"What the hell are you doing?! Don't get in my way!!"

To the shouting Ave, I silently drove my right fist into his face.

My fist hit Ave, and he fell backward.

Seeing him, I said,

"Give it a rest. They refused your offer to join, didn't they? And yet you go on and on, boasting about yourself, and in the end, you resort to violence. You're pathetic."

At my words, the people around us chimed in.

"Yeah, that's right."

"Acting all high and mighty for a newcomer."

"Get the hell out of here."

A chorus of boos and insults erupted.

At the boos, Ave glared at me and then ran out of the guild.

After seeing him off, I returned to my seat and said,

"My apologies. That was your problem, but I went ahead and got involved."

I apologized to them.

He was a really annoying guy, and even if he had hit her, Tina-san could have handled it in any number of ways. But it's a fact that I couldn't stand it, and there was nothing I could do.

To my apology, Leona said,

"No, we're used to dealing with people who misunderstand things like that. And besides, we're very happy that you protected Tina. Right, Tina?"

At Leona's words, a blushing Tina said,

"Th-that's right. Thank you for protecting me. If I'm ever in trouble again in the future, will you help me?"

To Tina's slightly anxious words, I replied,

"If I can be of help, I'll assist you anytime. I'm sure we'll be relying on you if something happens to us, too. Right, Bardos?"

At those words, Bardos gave a thumbs-up.

Having received both of our agreements, Tina smiled like a flower in full bloom. I thought she was cute, but I've decided not to let myself be ruled by lust and do something I can't take back.

Begone, lust! *Katsu*!

And so, our meal ended, and we stood up from our seats.

As we were about to head to work, Bardos said,

"Sorry, Shinsuke, can you go on ahead to the gate? Something came up."

To Bardos's words, I gave a gesture of 'understood.'

Bardos then jogged off. I wondered what kind of business he had as I headed for the gate.

Meanwhile, in a back alley, 'Beautiful Sword' was gathered.

An unexpected intruder had appeared, but it was for the best. Because Shinsuke had protected Tina and they had made a promise to help each other if anything happened.

With that thought, Leona looked at Tina.

The person in question was blushing and seemed to have entered some kind of fantasy. I won't ask what it's about.

Nine times out of ten, it's about him.

Just then, Milfy said,

"By the way, that Ave person? He was insulting Tina-san, right? Did his skill not work on her?"

To that question, Leona replied,

"That's not it. That man used the word 'beautiful' in his insults. It's clear he was under its influence. He just got angry because his expectation that he wouldn't be refused was wrong. It's different from when Shinsuke shouted at Tina during the uproar. In fact, Tina only thinks about Shinsuke. Even now."

Leona said, turning her eyes to Tina.

From Tina's mouth, after saying, 'Shinsuke, me and...', she blushed and entered a fantasy.

The three of them were watching her with exasperation when they sensed a presence behind them. Tina also noticed the presence and tensed up.

And what emerged was Bardos.

"Yo. Sorry, but I overheard your conversation. It seems your leader is in love with Shinsuke."

At those words, they tensed up even more.

Leona addressed Bardos.

"How long have you known?"

To that question, Bardos replied,

"I found out after that pretty boy left. When Shinsuke and your leader were talking, she had a smile I'd never seen before, so I thought maybe... I came here alone to confirm."

Bardos said, gesturing to show that no one was behind him, and continued.

"If you like, I can help with that romance."

To Bardos's unexpected offer, Leona asked,

"Why? Why would you help? What are you thinking?"

To that question, Bardos replied,

"Well, there are two reasons. One is for Shinsuke's sake. That guy seemed to be interested in your leader. He said her armor and her physique suited it. I told him he might as well confess, but he replied, 'We're not in the same league.' So, I thought I'd help my partner's feelings come true."

At those words, Tina's face turned even redder.

She was surprised but happy that Shinsuke was interested in her. The content of his interest was purely about her armor, but she didn't seem to mind at all.

Amidst this, Leona said,

"I see. That's good to hear. And the second reason?"

At those words, Bardos smirked.

It was as if to say, 'Here's the real part.'

"The second reason is that if your love is fulfilled, Leona-san, I would like to challenge you to a fight."

To those words, Leona said,

"Are you so eager to fight that you would use your best friend?"

To Leona's exasperated voice, Bardos replied,

"If I didn't do this, you wouldn't fight me, right? I don't want to resort to these kinds of measures either, but I can't help but want to know with my own body just how strong you are. I'd like to fight your leader too, but she's too beautiful and it would be hard to fight her. But Leona-san, you're just right for me to learn that strength. So, how about it?"

Listening to his words, Leona said,

"Very well. To be honest, we can't just leave things as they are. It's good to have many collaborators, but too many is not good. In that case, it seems we can only rely on you, who are close to him. So, do you have a plan?"

To those words, Bardos replied,

"No. I'll leave the fine details to you. I'll just follow your instructions. That would be better, right?"

Leona's shoulders slumped at his reply.

Well, it was true that it was better for him to move according to their instructions rather than acting on his own.

In that case, Leona said,

"Then, you know that our notice is on the recruitment board, right? Please use that as a reason to somehow persuade him to join our party."

To that instruction, Bardos puffed out his chest and said, 'Leave it to me,' and then left the alley.

All that was left was to get him and Bardos to join the party, and then they would figure things out on their own, Leona thought. By the way, Tina was still red-faced and squirming.

'Let's go to work already,' Leona said, placing a hand on Tina's shoulder and dragging her away.

Milfy and Rumily walked together happily, watching the two of them.

And Shinsuke was waiting for Bardos in front of the gate. But his heart was not at ease. He felt someone's gaze on him.

He thought it was probably that guy and ignored the presence.



		
			Chapter 28

			The Gem and the Fool

			Bardos and I conducted a perimeter survey.

We went through the forest, into the caves around the rocky mountains, and so on. We investigated the places where monsters lived, confirming their ecology and breeding habits, and determined whether they posed a threat. Caves, in particular, are perfect hiding places for monsters. With that in mind, Bardos and I entered a cave.

As soon as we went inside, we smelled the scent of beasts.

There were definitely monsters here. Convinced of this, I drew my Kodachi and Bardos his Machete, and we began to explore the cave's interior. Before, due to the length of our weapons, we had relied solely on magic. But this time, we had taken that into consideration and crafted weapons that could be swung freely even in tight spaces. I was quite pleased to be able to put them to the test right away.

Perhaps my thoughts were reflected in reality, as we sensed a presence from the depths of the cave.

Bardos and I stopped where we were, crouched down, and sharpened our senses. There were multiple presences. From the rhythm of the footsteps, they were bipedal monsters. There were light sounds and heavy sounds. The light sounds were probably goblins.

The heavy sound was a heavy monster, either an orc or an ogre.

I've never met an Ogre before, so it must be a demon-like monster.

I was actually a little excited about this.

As a child, I had often fantasized about meeting an oni. But I quickly dismissed such thoughts. This was a place of life and death. Survival was paramount.

I hardened my resolve and glared into the depths.

Then, ten goblins and two two-meter-tall ogres emerged.

Seeing this, I thought to myself, 'Lucky.' To be so thrilled to meet an Ogre... But when it saw us, it let out a roar and gave a command to the goblins, and I immediately shifted my focus. It was a battle in a cave. Bardos and I cut down the approaching goblins one after another with our Kodachi and Machete.

Specifically, we dodged their clubs and knives and cut their necks and torsos in two.

It was almost an instant kill.

After all the goblins were wiped out, the ogres, seeing this, retreated deeper into the cave.

It didn't seem like they were running away in fear. They were probably trying to lure us to a place where it was easier to fight. Bardos and I nodded to each other and went deeper.

The back of the cave was slightly brighter and about the size of a children's park in a city.

Against the back wall, two ogres stood waiting, clubs in hand.

Bardos and I sheathed our Kodachi and Machete and switched to our sword and great axe. We split to the left and right, and the ogres mirrored our movements.

It was a one-on-one fight for each of us.

In my fight with the Ogre, it attacked first. It brought its club down vertically, but while it was faster than a goblin, it was still slow.

I easily dodged it, cloaked my sword in lightning, and thrust it into the Ogre's open side.

"Thunder Strike Thrust!"

I shouted, and lightning ran through the Ogre's body.

As the Ogre was paralyzed from the lightning and hunched over, I sent electricity into my arm to strengthen my muscles. Then, from an overhead stance, I aimed for the Ogre's neck and brought my sword down.

As a result, the Ogre's head fell to the ground.

Meanwhile, in Bardos and the Ogre's fight, they both ran at each other, and their great axe and club clashed. For a moment, it seemed their strength was evenly matched, but Bardos was pushing with more force. Then, his great axe knocked the club aside, and the Ogre lost its balance. Not missing the opportunity, Bardos swung his great axe sideways and slashed open the Ogre's stomach.

As a large amount of blood flowed from its stomach and the Ogre writhed in agony, he swung his great axe and sent its head to the ground.

Both of our fights ended at almost the same time.

Bardos and I looked at each other and checked for injuries.

We were satisfied that we were mostly unharmed. We had consumed little stamina, and it wouldn't hinder our next actions.

Then, I looked around.

Inside the cave, there were pots and wooden boxes containing water, fruit, and meat. The meat had been processed, so I figured they had attacked and stolen it from humans while it was being transported.

I thought about taking it back, but it was slightly rotten, so I decided against it.

Just then, I felt something hard under the sole of my shoe.

It felt different from a stone, so I lifted my foot and saw a transparent yet sparkling stone. I analyzed it.

It was a mineral made only of carbon, with a hardness resistant to cuts and friction.

In short, it was a diamond.

I was quite shaken. Even a one-carat diamond was a gem that easily exceeded ten thousand yen. And this one was this big—at least ten carats. It might be worth a million, or even ten million.

As I trembled at such an object, Bardos said,

"What's wrong? You're trembling just looking at that little stone? Is there something special about it?"

At Bardos's words, I said,

"A little stone? Is this diamond worthless here?"

To my bewildered words, Bardos replied,

"Yeah, that stone, a diamond. There are as many of them around here as there are rocks and stones. They're hard and resistant to slashes, but they're weak to impact, so they're useless for defending against monster attacks. You can't do much with them even if you process them, and there are plenty of harder minerals. So they're treated the same as any other stone around here. They're not rare at all. But Shinsuke, you looked surprised to see it. Why?"

His words almost made me lose my composure, but I pulled myself together and said,

"Oh, where I'm from, it was something often used in rituals. It was hard to find, and when someone found one, everyone rejoiced. I've never found one myself, so that's why I was surprised."

I told a pretty big lie.

At my words, Bardos seemed to accept it for the time being with a 'huh' kind of expression.

But to learn that diamonds were worthless in this world, as common as rocks and stones, and could be found anywhere, I felt a great sense of exhaustion and a loss of consciousness. I wanted to scream about how many people on Earth were struggling to find this mineral, but I held it in. At the same time, I had heard something good.

I learned that no one would complain if I looked for this mineral.

In that case, it wouldn't be strange to find even bigger stones lying around. I was inwardly pleased, thinking that I had found more items to put up for the black market auction.

The types of monster pelts were the same as the animals on Earth, but their horns, fangs, and physical size were different. If I put too many up for auction, there was a high possibility that the other side's tolerance for just observing would reach its limit. But if I put up these diamonds, which could also be obtained on their side, I thought I could at least reduce the possibility of being suspected.

I decided to start looking for them at night as soon as this job was over.

But before that, there was something I had to do. The gaze I had been feeling for a while now, and the killing intent.

I gestured to Bardos with my finger that there was someone behind us.

Bardos had noticed too and gave a thumbs-up.

And then I said,

"Why don't you just come out? I know you've been following us from town."

At my words, perhaps resigned to his fate, the one who emerged was the 'self-proclaimed genius adventurer,' Ave.

"Hmph. To have sensed my presence all this time and yet deliberately ignore it, luring me to a deserted place. You seem to have some skill. But choosing a deserted place is a bad move. If you get into a pinch here, no one will come to help you. As a passing grade, you're on the lower end."

Ave said in a condescending, mocking tone.

Bardos and I sighed. A guy this conceited... I couldn't help but seriously wonder what kind of easy life he had lived.

As I thought this, I said,

"I don't care about your evaluation. So? What do you want? And please be brief and to the point."

To my question, Ave replied,

"You're quite composed, facing a genius like me. Well, fine, I'll be direct. Be killed by me. Scum."

To that reply, I said,

"To think you would say something like that. 'Be killed?' It's so stupid it's not even angering, just exasperating. Don't you think so, Bardos?"

Bardos nodded at my words.

Seeing our attitude, Ave said,

"Hmph. You're the stupid ones. You suddenly came between me and that beautiful woman and scarred this face. If you hadn't interfered at that time, she would have accepted my offer. That is your mistake and your crime. It's common sense for a sinner to atone with death."

To Ave, who spoke such idiotic words with a graceful air, I said,

"Accepted your offer? She plainly refused you. Even when you persisted, Tina-san didn't even look at you. Your delusions and falsification of memory are nothing short of foolish."

At my words, Ave smiled with an air of leisure and said,

"What are you talking about? It was because you were next to her at that time. Because of you, she couldn't say what she really wanted to say, which was to accept my offer. And don't say her beautiful name so casually. Know your place, scum."

Slightly irritated by his words, I said,

"What I say about her has nothing to do with you. And Tina-san was only telling the truth. I've only known her for a short time, but I know that much. She hates lying."

At my words, Ave made a mocking face and said,

"Ha, that's your delusion. She was being held by a weakness by you, so she had to lie. Even an A-rank has to lie in front of a scum who knows something she doesn't want known."

"I am not so heartless as to stand by and watch such a beautiful and noble spirit be trampled by your filthy feet. I will kill you here and release her from her curse, like a knight!"

Ave said, drawing the greatsword from his back.

The discussion was over. He was radiating an aura that said, 'I'm going to kill you now.' Bardos readied his great axe, but I stopped him with my hand.

'I'll do it alone,' I conveyed with my eyes, and Bardos accepted.

To be honest, this type of person pisses me off more than anything, and I just want to beat them to a pulp. On Earth, people who act all high and mighty because their parents are rich or politicians, who use money to get by, and who succeed as a matter of course through their parents' connections, often look down on others and spew insults as if they were breathing.

Of course, there are people who aren't like that, but it's a fact that there are many who look down on others.

And those people insist that they are right, never admit their mistakes, never bow their head, and instead say that the other person is wrong and force them to apologize.

Shoplifting and violence were good examples.

When I saw such news or recorded programs, I couldn't help but get pissed off. But there was nothing I could do. I was powerless and miserable, unable to arrest or condemn them.

But now, it's different. This is another world. No one will blame me for using violence.

I shouldn't do it to ordinary people, but there's no problem fighting another adventurer. Especially if they're intent on killing me. More than anything, his defamatory statement that they were being forced to obey because he had a hold on them... I couldn't suppress the black impulse in my chest.

I drew my sword and said to the self-proclaimed genius,

"Sorry, Mr. Self-Proclaimed Genius Knight, but you're going to have to be my stress relief."



		
			Chapter 29

			The Duel and the Heart

			The battle began.

Me versus Ave. A duel to the death born from his one-sided misunderstanding.

We rushed each other, our swords clashing. For a moment, it seemed we were evenly matched, but his physical strength was lacking. I pushed forward with ease, a pained expression twisting Ave's face. He must have underestimated me, letting his guard down.

It was his own fault, but I wasn't so naive as to get cocky here.

His greatsword pulsed with a blue light. In games, it was common sense—an absolute certainty—that weapons like this were enchanted with special abilities.

Pinning his blade with my own, I activated Analysis.

The source of the blue light was an Ocean Magic Stone.

A quick search revealed it was a magic stone found near the sea, capable of drawing out the power of water.

Just as I thought—a magic sword. The moment the thought crossed my mind, I felt magical energy surge into his blade and immediately leaped back.

Seeing this, Ave scoffed. "Hmph. So you can sense the power of my Ocean God Sword. Even trash like you must have some experience, it seems."

He showed off the sword boastfully.

The Ocean God Sword... What a grandiose name.

"The Ocean God Sword? Is that what it's called?" I asked, turning to Bardos. "Ever heard of it?"

Bardos simply shook his head. He didn't know it either.

Ave, watching our exchange, sneered. "Hmph, it's only natural that scum like you wouldn't know. I was the one who gave this sword its name. Only three people, including myself, know of it."

He puffed out his chest, brimming with confidence.

I was dumbfounded. Three people? That had to mean him, me, and Bardos. Of course we wouldn't know it. I quietly raised my sword.

I had no desire to speak with this man any longer. My posture said it all.

Seeing my stance, Ave declared, "Hmph, so you're done talking. Very well. I have nothing more to say to you either. From here on, I'm coming at you with everything I've got."

Ave raised his sword. I agreed with the sentiment. I looked at his blade again, but it held no magic. He must have been trying to blow me away earlier. The fact that he wasn't imbuing it now... he was still looking down on me.

Just as I reached that conclusion, he charged.

I met his advance.

This time, we didn't lock blades. Our swords slid past each other in a cross. From there, it became a true sword clash.

Our blades met, parried, and deflected. The exchange continued, with neither of us landing a blow.

I conserved my stamina, deflecting his attacks and countering. When he blocked my counter... he tried to push me back. But his strength was weak. I easily dodged his blade without losing my balance.

I don't know how long our back-and-forth lasted, but at least three minutes must have passed.

Then, he suddenly jumped back. He must have realized this wasn't getting him anywhere and decided to regroup. I took the opportunity to check my own condition.

I was tired, but I could continue fighting. No pain, and plenty of magic left.

The assessment: no problems.

But when I looked at my opponent, his breathing was ragged, his mouth gasping, *zee haa*. His face was drenched in sweat, his hair a mess.

My impression was one of utter exhaustion.

Was this guy really a genius adventurer? Getting this tired from a mere skirmish... I couldn't help but sigh, wondering what kind of easy jobs he'd been taking to reach C-rank.

Ave saw my sigh.

"Hah... hah! To be tired from just this much... your stamina must be at its limit! I could end this now, but I will show you mercy. That is the pride of a knight! Now, witness the power of my Ocean God Sword with your own body!"

Ave began pouring magic into his sword.

Did he really think I was tired because of that sigh? Was he insulting me to hide his own fatigue, or did he genuinely believe it?

Either way, I screamed inside my head. You were the one who said you were done talking! I wanted to say it, but it would only lead to more pointless banter, so I held my tongue.

As I was thinking, water began to gush from his sword, shrouding the blade completely.

Raising his now-aqueous sword, Ave gloated, "Behold! This is my ultimate technique! Scum like you would normally never lay eyes on this in your lifetime! But to free that beautiful woman and make her mine... I have no hesitation in using it!"

Ave shouted, revealing his trump card.

I felt a surge of anger so intense a vein might just pop on my temple. *Piki.*

Make her mine? He must have meant Tina-san.

Was that his reason for trying to join her party?

An adventurer's life is one lived side-by-side with death. Trust is paramount, though romance can blossom as well. The bonds forged in that crucible cannot be broken by anyone. Yet this fool, ignorant of their trust, barges in demanding to join their party, bragging about being a genius, and to top it all off, he has the audacity to talk about making Tina-san his property.

My rage reached its peak.

"...Enough with the grandstanding. Just come at me. You'll get no mercy, even if you cry."

I imbued my words with a palpable killing intent and a surge of magical energy.

He felt it, letting out a small yelp—*Hih*—and stumbling back. But he quickly regained his composure and raised his sword.

"I-If you insist, then I'll show you! My ultimate technique, Splash Slash!"

He yelled and swung his sword horizontally.

Water sprayed from the blade, flying toward me like a volley of bullets.

I dodged.

The water bullets slammed into the earthen wall, gouging out chunks of dirt. They didn't punch through, but a direct hit on a person would do serious damage. So that's it. This is the technique he used to hunt so many monsters and reach C-rank.

His swordsmanship was below average, his stamina even worse. The only reason a guy like him had survived this long was thanks to that sword. He'd mistaken its power for his own and become an egomaniac. In that case... I used Matter Conversion on the sword in my hand, changing it to a certain metal.

Then, I wreathed my left fist in fire magic and took a karate stance, pulling my fist back to my hip.

Ave saw this.

"Hoh, so you can use magic. I don't know what you're planning, but know this—it's useless before my ultimate technique!"

He swung his sword again, and another spray of water bullets shot toward me.

Seeing them, I yelled.

"Fire Shot!"

I thrust my left fist forward, and an explosion of flames erupted, flying toward him.

It was a move I'd seen in a certain anime. Wondering if I could use it, I had trained relentlessly. It didn't work at first, but after much research and practice, I finally perfected it. I never thought I'd have to use it here, but to shatter this guy's ego, the best way was to meet his attack head-on with a similar technique and overwhelm it.

I'd already gauged his power from the dents in the wall and unleashed a greater amount of magic and firepower.

Fire and water, two scattered volleys, collided. The water touched the fire and instantly evaporated, disappearing. The fire, however, was not extinguished by the water and continued straight toward its target.

Seeing the fire bullets closing in, my opponent panicked. He dropped his sword, clutched his head, and crouched down.

The fireballs flew over his head and exploded against the earthen wall.

A series of explosions rocked the cave, and the shockwaves sent the cowering Ave tumbling.

The explosions ended. The wall was heavily gouged, but the cave itself was intact.

I was honestly relieved.

I'd been sweating, worried that the force and sound of the blast would cause a cave-in. I checked to see if Bardos was alright.

Bardos was on one knee, using his great axe as a shield to protect himself. Assured of his safety, I started walking toward the pathetic figure of Ave, who was sprawled on the ground.

He was still trembling, likely suffering from the aftershock of the explosions.

Looking at him, I sneered, "...What's wrong, genius? Scared by something like this? I'd laugh if I heard you call yourself a knight."

At my taunt, Ave looked up.

The moment he saw me, he scrambled backward into a sitting position. He tried to raise his sword, but realizing his hands were empty, he frantically looked around for it. He found it, staggered to his feet like a toddler, and picked it up.

He brandished the sword and yelled, "...H-Hmph! To pass up a perfect chance to defeat me... scum will always be scum! You'll die regretting you didn't finish me off then and there!"

He screamed and charged at me, sword held high.

Enough with the speeches. I was sick of listening. I held my sword in my right hand, horizontally to my left, and poured magic into it.

As he closed the distance and brought his sword down, I swung mine sideways.

The blades met, but they didn't lock.

There was a sharp *pakkin* sound. It was the sound of my sword cutting his in two.

He stared at his own sword—his Ocean God Sword—in disbelief that it had been broken. He just stood there, staring. How could I have broken a sword made with a magic stone?

It was because I had changed my sword into Mithril.

When I'd previously seen the armor of the Beautiful Sword and used Analysis on it, I learned it was made of Mithril. Leona had told me something then.

"Mithril isn't just hard. When you imbue it with magic, its strength and defensive power increase. It's the same for weapons; pour magic into a Mithril blade, and its sharpness increases."

"...However, there's a limit to how much magic it can hold. Pouring in more than that won't make it any stronger. Also, different stones have different limits for how much magic they can channel. The higher the limit, the rarer and more expensive the stone."

Remembering her explanation, I had converted my iron sword into Mithril.

Looking at it now, its luster was different from when it was iron. It was a silver-white color and slightly lighter. A perfect ore for weapons and armor. I sheathed my sword and drove my right fist straight into the face of the stunned Ave. He went flying, letting out a groan.

I walked over to him, grabbed him by the hair, and forced him to his feet.

He cried out in pain and tried to pry my hand from his head, but when he saw my face, he went pale.

My expression was a mask of pure fury.

"Brace yourself. I'm not done with you. I'll make you regret ever trying to defile Tina-san."

With that, I began to pummel Ave with my fists.

Not just his face—I hammered my fists against his armor. It dented, leaving the imprints of my knuckles. He was groaning, trying to say something, but I didn't care.

Just as I was about to throw another punch, someone grabbed my arm. I looked—it was Bardos, who had approached without me noticing.

"...That's enough, Shinsuke. He's lost the will to fight. I don't want to watch any more of this. It's sickening."

Bardos had stepped in to stop me.

As my head cleared, I looked at Ave. He was groaning, his face a mess of tears and snot. It was true; any more of this would be disgusting. I relented.

"...You should thank my partner. If he hadn't stopped me, I would have killed you. Do you get it now? Do you see what an easy life you've led? Go back to whatever town you came from and live out your life as a 'genius adventurer.' It suits you better."

With that, I ended the fight.

Just then, I sensed a presence from the passage leading to the cave entrance. Several people, but no killing intent. As Bardos and I watched, the members of Beautiful Sword emerged.

Seeing them, I asked, "How long have you been here?"

Tina replied calmly, "...Since about the time your fight began."

So they'd been here from the start. I see.

"...Do you despise me?"

They looked at me, puzzled by my words, and I continued.

"I kept beating an opponent who had lost the will to fight, until my partner had to step in. I'm a terrible person. It's only natural if you despise me."

In response to my admission, Tina said, "That's true. Under normal circumstances, it would be a despicable act. But, Shinsuke-san, you were angry because of what he said—'make her mine.' How could we possibly despise someone for that?"

Her words felt like a weight lifting from my chest. I was reminded of my miserable days at the office, constantly yelled at, blamed for failures, and used as a scapegoat. I desperately didn't want to experience that again in this world.

Perhaps my feelings had reached her, because she gave me the answer I'd been hoping for.

But still, I said, "Thank you. I feel a little better. But it doesn't change the fact that what I did was despicable. Right now, I don't feel I have the right to speak with you any longer, Tina-san. Excuse me."

I bowed and turned my eyes to Bardos, about to say, 'Let's go.'

But Tina stopped me.

"...Please wait. There's something I want to tell you."

I stopped and turned to listen.

"This whole incident started because I was recruiting for our party. As I said at the guild, I wanted to team up with someone I was interested in. Back then, I didn't have the courage, and my roundabout approach led to this situation. The responsibility is mine. So, I'll say it right here, right now... who I'm interested in."

She walked right up to me and kissed me. When our lips parted, she declared:

"I... I'm in love with you, Shinsuke-san!"

She shouted it, her face beet red as she looked at me.

I couldn't believe it. Someone like her... felt that way about me? Why? Where? How? As these questions swirled in my head, I felt a murderous aura from behind me. Tina-san noticed it too and looked past my shoulder.

I spun around to see Ave, gathering water around his broken sword.

Beaten to a pulp, Ave couldn't accept it.

That his Ocean God Sword was broken by this scum's blade. That he was reduced to tears and snot by this scum's fists. As these thoughts raced through his mind, he noticed the women had arrived. They were here to save me, he thought. Of course, they were.

My feelings weren't wrong. They would never abandon a genius like me. They came to kill the scum who held my weakness. Yes! That had to be it!

Convinced of this, he watched the scene unfold with a lecherous grin.

Then... suddenly... the beautiful woman... on her own accord... kissed... the scum.

Why? As he wondered, she suddenly screamed, 'I'm in love with you!!!' ...That couldn't be right. There was no way that beautiful woman would say something like that. The scum must be forcing her to say it.

Yes. That's it. It must be. Unforgivable. Absolutely unforgivable! With that completely misguided thought, he began pouring magic into his broken Ocean God Sword, gathering water to it.

Tina and I watched as Ave, still moving, glared at us.

And then he screamed.

"...Unforgivable. UNFORGIVABLE!! Scum like you... has no right to live! You should die right here!"

He thrust his magic sword forward, and a torrent of water shot out.

I couldn't understand what he was saying, but I knew what I had to do. I stepped in front of Tina-san and instantly channeled fire magic into my right fist.

"YOU IDIOT!"

I roared and unleashed the flaming fist at him.

The clash of fire and water was not a contest. The water that hit the fire evaporated, and the fire that hit the water was not extinguished. The momentum of the flame didn't slow as it raced toward him. Ave made no move to dodge and became its prey.

The flames continued to burn him.

When the fire died down... a human shape remained, but the face was charred black beyond recognition. After glancing at the burnt corpse, I turned to Tina.

"Tina-san, I'm happy to hear what you said earlier. But I can't accept a confession like this. Because it leaves a bad taste in my mouth. It makes me feel like you're only saying it to take responsibility for this situation, since it's your fault it happened."

"...Of course, I know that's not your intention. But these things depend on how the other person takes it. So... could you wait for me? When we're both in a better frame of mind, I'll be the one to tell you. I'll tell you everything I'm thinking in my own words."

Tina listened to my clear answer.

"...I understand. If that is your answer for now, then I will wait. But please, let me ask just one thing. Please call me 'Tina.' I want to feel like we've taken even a small step forward."

Her face flushed slightly. I replied, "All right... Tina."

It felt a little embarrassing. It was the first time I'd called a woman by her first name, so I felt shy. But hearing it, Tina's face turned red as she broke into a radiant smile. Right, time for the next task. I started to move to bury the charred corpse. All are equal in death—with that in mind, I began digging a hole.

Meanwhile, watching our exchange, Bardos approached Leona.

"Ah, Leona-san, about that fight I mentioned this afternoon... let's call it off."

Leona looked at him. "? What do you mean? Their love may not have been fulfilled, but there was progress. So, I don't mind accepting your challenge."

To her reply, Bardos said, "Nah, when Shinsuke said that stuff, I felt embarrassed myself. The thought of using my partner just to get a fight... So, I've decided that the next time I challenge you, it'll be fair and square, when I'm in a good mood. That's my answer for now."

Leona watched Bardos scratch his head, clearly uncomfortable with such mushy talk.

"I understand. In that case, I will forget what was said this afternoon. Well, I suppose you could say you're being considerate. It's a relief for me to know that you're thinking of others. Honestly, I didn't understand why Shinsuke-san would team up with a battle maniac like you, but it seems that being with him has changed you."

"...Before, you had an aura of someone who would do anything to enjoy a fight. But now, it seems you're considering others' feelings, which makes me quite happy. You are worthy of being called Shinsuke-san's partner. I'll be waiting for our match. You can ask me anytime. I will accept, no matter how many times you ask."

After saying that, Leona looked at the two of us. For some reason, she had a shy expression on her face.

After hearing her reply, Bardos turned his back so she couldn't see him and made a triumphant fist pump. 'Yes!' He'd honestly given up, thinking he'd never get to fight her again. But to hear her say she'd accept anytime... there wasn't a battle maniac alive who wouldn't rejoice.

Bardos's face broke into a wide grin. It was the terrifying smile of a true warrior.

...And from a distance, Milfy and Rumily watched the two pairs interact, looked at each other, and smiled.

I finished the grave. As a headstone, I thrust the Ocean God Sword into the ground.

Then, I said my goodbyes to Tina and the others and left the cave with Bardos. It occurred to me that I never found out why Tina and her party came here in the first place, but I figured I'd ask the next time we met.

Just then, I remembered something.

I'd forgotten to collect the magic stones from the Goblin and the Ogre. The Ogre's horns were especially valuable; I'd heard that if you ground them into powder and mixed it with iron, it created a material stronger than a Colorless Magic Stone.

I considered going back, but I'd run right into Tina's party again. We'd just said our goodbyes, and for me to come back for monster parts... after everything that just happened, that would be way too embarrassing.

I decided I'd come back for them at night.



		
			Chapter 30

			Interlude: The Sea General and the Corruptor

			One month of winter had passed. Three days later.

In the northern sea, a certain monster swaggered through the water.

The reason was its size and strength. It was one of the larger and stronger monsters of the sea, its rank among the highest. There was no reason for a creature of its stature not to be arrogant as it swam along the ocean floor as if it owned the place. Then, it saw a small shadow ahead.

The monster thought it was just some unlucky small fry in its path and continued forward without even bothering to identify it.

As it drew closer, the shadow became clearer. For a sea monster, it had human legs and two human arms crossed over its chest. Its face was a fusion of a shark and a human. It was a face the monster recognized. The being who now monitored all the seas, who hated conflict.

It was a spitting image of one of the Seven Demon Lords, Daios the Sea General.

'...Wait! That's not a spitting image, that's the real deal!' the monster realized. It tried to show reverence, thinking it might be too late, but it clung to the hope that it might not have been noticed and waited for the other's move.

Daios spoke via telepathy.

(...It has been a while. Still as arrogant as ever. Have you not corrected your attitude?)

To Daios's anger-laced telepathic message, the monster replied.

(N-Not at all, my lord! I was just thinking of correcting it right now.)

Daios looked at the fawning monster.

(Hmph. Now that I see you haven't changed, I cannot simply let this go. However, your strength is undeniable. It would be a waste to lose you here. How about it? I have a proposition that you might find appealing. Care to listen?)

The monster nodded at Daios's words. Daios continued.

(...There is a port town that belongs to the human nation, the Harg Kingdom. It is known as a vital port for trade with the neighboring country. I want you to go there and destroy every ship that passes through. However, you are forbidden from causing direct harm to the town. You are only to destroy the ships.)

Hearing this, the monster asked.

(Why not destroy the town? If it were gone, the humans would retreat from the sea without me having to destroy their ships, would they not?)

To this question, Daios replied.

(Even if you did that, they would simply build a town somewhere else and resume trade. The purpose is to destroy only the ships that travel on the sea, to make the humans understand that to venture out onto the ocean is to risk their lives. Once you have confirmed that the humans have given up building ships and stare at the sea in apathy, your mission will be complete. As a reward, I will grant you the blessing of the 'Tear of the White Whale' that resides within me.)

At those words, the monster was inwardly shocked and overjoyed.

The Tear of the White Whale. Long ago, there was a whale known as the King of the Sea. That whale was bigger and stronger than any other sea monster.

But the whale longed for the land more than the sea; it longed to be human.

The details were unknown, but the whale would often gaze upon the land, only to dive back into the depths in resignation. And so, the whale wished, 'I want to become human.' But its wish was not granted, and the whale lived out its natural life.

At that moment, a single tear fell from the whale's eye, and it became a jewel. Legend had it that by taking this stone into one's body, one could gain a human form capable of living on land.

All the sea monsters knew this legend, but none believed it.

After all, no monster had ever found the stone and become human.

However, one hundred and ten years ago...

Daios, who at the time was just a shark, was known as the Brawler of the Sea for his violent temper. In a certain deep-sea trench, he found a shining stone next to the skeleton of a whale. Daios looked at it and nudged it with his snout. In that instant, the stone began to glow and entered Daios's body.

When the light subsided, Daios had become a half-fishman, neither shark nor human.

Moreover, his inner power had increased dramatically, and the sea monsters that were once formidable opponents now felt laughably weak.

'So this is the legendary stone,' Daios thought, recognizing the light he felt within his body. But as a price, he felt the fighting instinct he had as a brawler quiet down, and his personality became one that disliked conflict. Daios wondered why, but he dismissed it as unimportant. He became a guardian of the seas, and whenever humans or nations did something in the ocean, he would act systematically, sending out assassins rather than moving himself.

This caught the eye of the Dragon King, and he came to reign as one of the Seven Demon Lords.

To return to the matter at hand, the power of that jewel could also turn sea monsters recognized by Daios into half-fishmen. In fact, several monsters had already become half-fishmen and grown stronger. And now, that blessing, that power, could be his.

The monster thought.

(I will go! I will surely fulfill your wish, Lord Daios!)

The monster, a Kraken, sent a spirited telepathic message and departed at once.

Watching it go, Daios thought to himself.

(Hmph. Do your best as a sacrifice to test the otherworlder's power. This will get rid of a nuisance of the sea. Excellent.)

With a smirk, he departed from the scene.

* * *

Harg Kingdom. Redorum Royal Capital.

In a small tavern.

A male archer and a female magician were drinking alone at the counter. These two were members of the 'White Wolf' party, who had lost their leader and spearman while facing the Orc King during the Monster Uproar.

After the uproar, they had left the city of Alum and come to the royal capital. The reason was simple: the man who had caused their deaths, Shinsuke, was in Alum. His rapid promotion had made them feel pressured, and their reckless actions had resulted in the deaths of two of their comrades.

They wanted to scream at him, but the Guild Master had warned them beforehand: their actions had been selfish, born from a desire for glory.

If they cursed him, no one would side with them.

So they left the city.

After arriving in the capital, they looked for party recruitment notices, but they were turned down everywhere they went. The reason: 'You don't look strong.' Since then, the two of them had spent their days drinking.

'It's all his fault!' As they wallowed in self-pity, a woman approached them.

Her face was on par with a top supermodel, her eyes were yellow, and she was dressed in the clothes of a dancer. Thinking she was a prostitute, they ignored her, but the woman spoke.

"Heeey, are you two adventurers from Alum?"

To her question, the archer replied, "Yeah, so what?"

His response was curt. The dancer smiled bewitchingly.

"Then you must know about the Monster Uproar, right? I just love listening to stories about the adventurers who were active then. Would you be so kind as to tell me?"

At first, the archer and the magician were reluctant, but for some reason, they felt an urge to talk, so they did—in a tavern filled with a sweet fragrance.

When they spoke of the uproar, they only talked about their own exploits. But when the story turned to the deaths of their two comrades, they spat out curses against Shinsuke. 'If it weren't for him, this never would have happened,' they grumbled. The dancer listened with a somber face, nodding along.

Inwardly, she was delighted.

When the tavern closed, the two parted ways with the dancer and headed back to their inn.

After walking for a while, they found themselves in an unfamiliar dead-end alley.

'Why?' they wondered. The dancer they had met at the tavern was standing behind them.

The magician asked, "Who are you? Why are you here? If you know this place, please tell us the way out."

To the magician's question, the dancer replied with a smirk.

"Oh, I know it. Because this is a place where no one will come, even if you scream. It's a very good spot for kidnapping people who've learned my identity."

As she spoke, the dancer's form was enveloped in black mist.

What emerged was a figure wearing only a black bra and panties, with two goat horns on her head, large bat wings on her back, and a devil's tail.

The two recognized this figure as a monster and raised their bow and staff.

But it was too late. They hadn't noticed that the area was filled with a pink gas. The sweet scent sapped their strength, and their weapons fell to the floor.

As they stood there stunned, two human-sized wooden crosses appeared behind them. Chains shot out from them, binding their hands and feet, and they were crucified.

As they despaired, unable to muster the strength to resist, the monster woman—Harynair the Corruptor—stood before them.

"...Don't worry, I won't eat you. I'll just let you two see a sweet dream of having a glorious adventure with your friends. When you wake up, what will you think, what will you do? I'll just have you repeat that cycle for me to watch."

Hearing those words, the two felt a terror like no other.

To be shown such a dream, only to be forced to face reality upon waking... there was no way they could endure such a thing. They desperately tried to escape their crucifixions, but their strength failed them, and their struggles only served to excite her.

Harynair purred.

"Oh, lovely. That desperation, that face... it's so arousing. Well then, I'll invite you to your dream right away. The next time you wake up, you'll both be lined up together in my garden. Don't worry, you won't be lonely. There are plenty of others just like you in the garden."

Harynair smiled bewitchingly.

That face was the last thing they saw of reality.

The next moment, they were inside the guild in Alum. As they stood there in a daze, the spearman came to tell them that their leader was calling. Without a second thought, they immediately went to him.

In reality, Harynair looked at the two of them, drool trickling from their mouths, their eyes vacant.

"An otherworlder named Shinsuke, you say? I'm so looking forward to meeting him."

With those words, she took the two of them and vanished.



		
			Chapter 31

			The Auction and the Trouble

			Six days had passed since then.

The night I killed that adventurer, I returned to the cave alone. Fortunately, the body was still there, and I collected the materials: four Ogre horns and two magic stones. The Goblins yielded nothing.

Afterward, I buried the corpse and used my Analysis skill on the surrounding area. To my surprise, the soil was filled with diamonds. Elated, I pocketed two of the larger ones—a twenty-carat and a thirty-carat—and headed home.

Since then, a few things around me have changed.

First, Beautiful Sword stopped recruiting. It had only been for a day, but most adventurers seemed relieved rather than disappointed.

Curious, I asked a nearby adventurer why.

"Well, anyone who could get into that party would have to be incredibly strong. If they kept recruiting forever, we'd all feel pressured, like we *had* to try to get in. Most of us don't handle that kind of pressure well, except for that stupid newcomer. That's why everyone's relieved the recruitment is over."

That was the reason he gave.

I didn't fully get it, but I decided to interpret it as 'you can't do good work in a tense atmosphere.'

After that, Tina and I maintained a good friendship. We'd talk, eat together, and go shopping—it felt like we were on dates.

The gazes from those around us were a mixture of envy and murderous intent. 'Of course,' I thought, trying my best to accept the current situation.

Something unexpected happened too: Leona and Bardos started sparring constantly.

For Bardos, it was the fight he'd always wanted, but I wondered why Leona was fighting him. I tried asking Bardos, but all I got was a stammering, evasive conversation. He wouldn't tell me why.

Their battles were quite something. Bardos attacked like a tempest, and Leona would defend and counter. The result was a draw, with both of them running out of stamina.

They continued to spar after that, with wins and losses on both sides. A short while later, while Tina and I were out shopping, we saw Bardos and Leona at a weapon shop, looking at wares together.

They both looked so happy that we decided not to disturb them and left.

Life went on like this, and after collecting the pelts from the specialty shop, I decided to head to that auction.

* * *

At 11:00 PM.

I arrived in front of the usual building and said to the man in the black suit, "Kuroda's recommendation."

He immediately stepped aside, and the door opened.

Impressed by the quick response, I went inside and took the elevator down. A guide was waiting, and I followed him to the same room as before. Inside, the faces were different, though the business suits and homeless attire were familiar.

But there was one person I recognized.

The owner of the shop who had told me about this place.

"Yo, brown-haired kid. Long time no see. That Anaconda skin I got as a commission fee the other day? Sold for eight million. Looks like you made a killing too. I've heard the rumors."

The owner noticed me and came over to talk.

"...Glad to hear it," I replied. "When you say rumors, do you mean about rare animals or something of that sort?"

"Something like that," he said. "So what did you bring this time? I've got an antique pot. Best not to ask how I got it."

He pulled a pot out of the bag he was holding.

It looked ancient. "...A boar pelt," I said. "It's a big one. No idea how much it'll go for yet."

I showed him a small part of the boar pelt from my bag.

Just then, the back door opened, and Kuroda and his escorts appeared.

"Welcome, esteemed guests with your various circumstances. Thank you for participating in tonight's auction."

He gave a similar speech to last time, explaining the rules.

'There are first-timers here, so he has to start from scratch,' I thought. 'Being the manager must be tough.' Eventually, people went to the back one by one, and then it was my turn.

I went to the back and presented the boar pelt and the twenty-carat diamond.

Kuroda looked troubled. "...Excuse me, but selling these two as a set would be difficult. Would it be acceptable to list them as separate items?"

I didn't quite understand why it would be difficult, but I accepted his proposal.

I wanted to avoid any unnecessary trouble. I'd decided to comply with their requests as much as possible.

I received two number cards and returned to the room.

I was given new numbers, ten and fourteen. There were twenty people in total.

'Same as last time,' I thought. 'Is the number of participants always fixed?'

The auction began.

The auctioneer gave his opening speech and introduced the first item.

"Our first item is evidence of embezzlement from a certain company. With this, you can blackmail the company for money or even control it. We'll start the bidding at ten thousand."

'They even sell things like this,' I thought, impressed by the nature of the underground auction as I watched.

It was eventually sold for four hundred thousand.

Things proceeded smoothly, and then the tenth item was brought out.

"Next up, item number ten: a boar pelt. While its size is normal, the quality of its fur is far superior to that of a conventional boar. Furthermore, the boar's head has a one-meter-long horn. We have confirmed with an appraiser and a 3D scanner that it is not a fake. A very rare and valuable item. We'll start the bidding at ten thousand."

I knew that boars on Earth didn't have horns.

But I put it up for auction to send a message: get too involved with me, and you'll find yourself in danger. Those who live in the underworld have some experience with danger.

So, I thought it best to use that experience to make them think I was more than they could handle.

No one wants to risk their life.

Bidding continued, reaching five million. It finally sold for twelve million.

'Made quite a profit,' I thought as I continued to watch the auction. I still had one more item left, but since diamonds can also be found in this world, I wasn't expecting much.

...Until that moment.

The fourteenth item came up, and the auctioneer began his explanation.

"Next, item number fourteen: a rough diamond. This stone is twenty carats, and we have confirmed that it is not a fake. But that's not all. The quality and brilliance of the ore are also of a higher grade than conventional ones. A rare item that you may never see again. We'll start the bidding at ten thousand."

The moment he finished, the bids flew.

One million was the first, then three, nine, fifteen million. It kept climbing, reaching twenty million, and then, after a bid of twenty-seven million, no one else raised their paddle, and it was sold.

...Twenty-seven million!!!

How could it go for such a high price?!?

I was shocked that it sold for more than the boar.

When the auction ended, everyone was paid. When it was my turn, I received two cases. After the five percent commission, the total was thirty-seven million and fifty thousand. It was an astronomical amount.

Kuroda explained, "It seems you were not aware, so let me clarify. We understand that the boar pelt you brought is very rare. However, a twenty-carat diamond is not only rare but also incredibly valuable."

"Even a ten-carat stone can be traded for tens of millions or even a hundred million. It's almost unheard of for items to be traded in the hundreds of millions, even at an underground auction. The purpose of an underground auction is to buy things that can never be sold on the open market. So, I have a request. Please limit your sales to just the pelts. The wolf pelt from last time was very popular, and we've had requests to list it again."

It was a strange request.

An underground auction should be all about making a profit. But whatever. I just wanted to avoid any trouble that might get me banned.

I nodded.

Kuroda looked relieved.

The conversation ended, and I took the cases and left the building.

As I walked for a while, three cars—two vans and a limousine—pulled up and surrounded me.

Seeing this, I knew it was related to the auction and calmly waited to see what would happen.

Men in black suits and yakuza-style thugs poured out of the vans. From the limousine emerged a woman in a suit and an elderly man in an expensive-looking business suit.

'A secretary and a president,' I assumed, but the next person to get out was someone I knew.

The shop owner.

The president said to the owner, "...This is the man, there's no mistake?"

The owner nodded. The secretary handed the owner an envelope, which he checked before leaving.

'Money,' I thought. 'So I was sold out.'

My reaction was strangely detached. This was the underworld; I had to be prepared for things like this.

Just then, the president spoke.

"A pleasure to meet you. I should introduce myself, but my position forbids it. I know it's rude, but you also came from that building. I hope you can understand."

His polite speech was laced with the commanding tone of a superior.

'Definitely the president of some big company,' I decided.

I nodded silently. The president observed, "You're very cautious. Well, I'll be direct. Come work for me. The boar pelt you brought is exceedingly rare and of high quality. Unfortunately, I was unable to win the bid, but if you join me, you can get as many as you want. What do you say? I guarantee you a position at the executive level."

An invitation delivered as a command.

'He must have been raised in a very privileged environment,' I thought.

Corporate life... I'd returned to the countryside because I was sick of it, and that's how I ended up in another world. I honestly had no desire to work for a company again. It was easy to imagine what a man like this would do if he found out about the other world.

Domination by force. An act of war, taking advantage of the fact that Japan's constitution doesn't apply there.

I couldn't let him bring that kind of thing into that world.

I had found my purpose there as a hunter.

I wouldn't let him defile it.

I replied, "I refuse. I don't take orders from anyone."

To my firm rejection, the president said, "Then I'll just have to make you say yes."

He gestured to several of the yakuza.

As they approached, they spouted some petty-sounding lines. I recognized their faces. They were the same yakuza who had hassled me when I first entered the underground shop. So they were employed by this president.

I'd suspected a connection to the police, but it seemed my fears were unfounded. Knowing that, I unleashed my magical energy.

The yakuza stopped in their tracks, their faces contorted in fear as they backed away. The men in black suits felt it too and faltered.

The president grew irritated. "What are you doing, you useless fools! Enough, call Mr. Dean!"

A man in a black suit obeyed the president's command and called someone from the van.

Out came a giant black man, at least two hundred centimeters tall. He was incredibly muscular, and I could tell at a glance that he was a former professional wrestler. 'Probably the strongest of his bodyguards,' I thought.

Mr. Dean stood before me. "Hey, do as the president says."

His Japanese was fluent.

I shook my head and released my magic, but he didn't flinch. Instead, he looked at me with a wary expression.

"You're dangerous. I'll crush you here."

As if responding to his own words, he switched into combat mode and threw a punch at me.

I dodged the incoming right fist. It was far too slow. My combat experience in the other world was considerable. The giant threw several more punches, but I dodged them all. Then, I countered with a single right hook to his stomach.

The giant clutched his gut and dropped to one knee.

I seized the opportunity.

"*Hooh, a-dadadadadadadadada!! Hoo-ada!!!*"

I hammered him with a furious barrage of punches to his torso and face.

The giant took the hits defenselessly and fell to his hands and knees.

I looked down at him. "Still want to continue?" I asked, my voice laced with killing intent.

Sweat poured down the giant's face. "...E-Even if you defeat me, a second, a third Mr. Dean will come for you..."

To his half-finished line, I yelled, "What are you, the final boss of some video game?!"

I threw a right uppercut.

The giant took it square on the chin and was knocked unconscious. The people around us grew frantic at this turn of events, and even the president looked unsure of what to do.

Just then, an idea flashed in my mind.

I said to the president, "Mr. President. I won't become your subordinate, but how about a trade?"

To my proposal, the president asked, "...What kind of trade?"

He'd realized that force wouldn't work and accepted my offer.

I was relieved that he seemed to have experience in these matters. "I'd like to trade the wolf pelts I have for a palm-sized piece of fire-starting alloy."

Not just the president, but everyone around us was dumbfounded. They must have thought I was going to demand something outrageous. The president conferred with his secretary.

The secretary checked something on her phone and reported back to him.

"Why do you want such a thing?" he asked.

"I need it for the work I'm currently doing," I replied. "It's better if you don't ask for more details. Some things you're happier not knowing, right?"

I added a hint of killing intent to my words.

The president flinched but quickly composed himself. "...Very well. It's easy enough to obtain. Could you come to the children's park tomorrow at noon? As a landmark, how about a man in a black suit holding a teddy bear?"

To his proposal, I said, "That works. I'll bring a large backpack."

The negotiation was settled. They got into their cars and left.

'What a pain,' I thought as I headed home. After a while, a person emerged from an alley.

He was a very overweight man with round glasses, wearing a slightly dusty long-sleeved shirt and jeans.

I recognized his face. An old classmate from middle school I used to hang out with.

Seeing his unchanged face, I asked, "Takeo? Are you Takeo Wada?"

To my question, the man replied, "Are you... Shinsuke? Kaikawa Shinsuke?!"

It seemed he remembered me too.

...And with that encounter, I would come to make a regret that I could never take back.



		
			Chapter 32

			Empathy and Invitation

			I had run into a classmate from middle school.

We went to an izakaya that stayed open late and properly reunited for the first time in years.

"It's been a while, Takeo," I said. "After we graduated middle school, we both moved to the city, and that was it, wasn't it?"

As I drank my sake, Takeo replied, "Yeah, we used to play in the mountains a lot back then. I was never good at sports, but it was so much fun, we'd play until it got dark. Those were good times. By the way, you were carrying two briefcases. What are you up to these days?"

To his question, I said, "Ah, I'm unemployed right now. These cases? I won big at the horse races today, so this is the money. I'm a complete hermit now. Reintegration into society is impossible for me. I never want to experience corporate power harassment again. I'm thinking of going back to my parents' place and doing some farming."

I couldn't tell him about the other world, so I lied.

Takeo said, "I see, so you're unemployed too. I'm also unemployed right now. I worked my ass off at the company I joined, trying to boost performance, but I got fired for one tiny mistake. I came back home and have been wondering what to do. I'm jealous of your good fortune."

He chugged his drink.

Listening to Takeo's story, I thought, 'He's in a similar situation.' In my case, a series of coincidences led me to where I am now.

So, an idea came to me. "Takeo, are you free tomorrow evening? If so, come to my house at five. I have something good to tell you."

Takeo looked at me. "? Sure, but what's this 'good thing'?"

To his question, I replied, "I'll tell you at my house. It's best to save the fun for later, right?"

I forced an end to the conversation.

Takeo agreed. When we were leaving the izakaya, he said he'd forgotten his wallet, so I paid for him. Fortunately, I was loaded with cash, so I treated him, and we parted ways.

At that moment, I had decided to tell Takeo about the other world.

We were in the same boat, both unemployed. Our wavelengths would surely match, and we could live in the other world together.

I had to introduce him to Bardos, too. With that thought, I went home.

I took five million of the thirty-seven million and fifty thousand I'd gotten from the auction and put it in my desk drawer. I made a new iron box for the rest, put the money inside, and buried it in the ground.

Cash is useful anywhere. I decided to keep some on hand.

The next day, I went to the other world early in the morning. I met up with Bardos, and while we were hunting, I said, "Bardos, I have someone I want to introduce you to. I don't know when it'll be, though."

Bardos just said, "Yeah, got it," and agreed.

I was grateful that he didn't press for details. I told him I had business to take care of in the afternoon and parted ways with him, returning to Earth and heading to the children's park.

It was a weekday afternoon.

There were few children, and the park was mostly filled with office workers eating their lunch. Among them, a man in a black suit sat on a bench, holding a teddy bear.

He looked suspicious to any onlooker, but I had to go. I sat down next to him and placed my backpack on my right side.

The man in the black suit then placed the teddy bear on his left side and picked up my backpack instead. After checking the contents, he left.

I picked up the teddy bear and opened the zipper on its back. Inside was a palm-sized piece of metal. I activated Analysis, confirmed the material, and verified that it was a fire-starting alloy.

Why did I want a fire-starting alloy? The Japanese sword I used was made of only Ferrocerium and Tamahagane. It was fine for just starting fires, but I had doubts about its durability.

I'd looked it up, but I couldn't find any articles saying that Ferrocerium was strong, and I was worried that if I kept using it, it would break.

I figured a fire-starting alloy would provide a stable fire and last longer, so I wanted to get my hands on it.

I never thought I'd acquire it in this way.

I went home and returned to the other world.

With my Japanese sword in hand, I immediately used Matter Conversion to change its composition.

Fifty percent fire-starting alloy and fifty percent Tamahagane. I tested it by striking it. Sparks flew, and I stabilized them with fire magic.

The experiment was a success. All that was left was to test it in a real fight.

I went to the guild to look for Bardos, but it seemed he was sparring with Leona-san. So much for work. The days those two fought were always days off.

In a way, this was convenient for me. I went straight back to Earth.

That evening, Takeo arrived.

He was wearing the same clothes as yesterday.

"Welcome, Takeo," I said. "There's something I want to show you. Will you come with me?"

Takeo nodded.

I showed him the magic circle in front of the warehouse. This wasn't the one I used, but a new one I'd drawn.

Takeo looked at it. "A magic circle? It looks authentic, but what's this all about? We're too old for this kind of game. It's just embarrassing."

He scoffed.

'His reaction is understandable,' I thought, as I showed him the stone in my hand. The stone turned to gold, changed shape, and became a sword.

Takeo's eyes widened. "...What kind of trick is that?"

To his astonished voice, I said, "It's not a trick. It's a skill. One I got in another world."

I told Takeo about everything that had happened in the past two years.

When I finished, Takeo was skeptical. He couldn't believe another world existed, but he had also seen the skill with his own eyes.

I said to him, "...It's understandable. I was pretty shocked myself when I found out that something I did for fun was real. Takeo, the reason I told you this is because your situation is similar to mine. So, I thought I'd let you enjoy a new life too. Of course, you can refuse. You can tell someone else, but no one will believe you. That's the world we live in. What will you do?"

Takeo looked at my serious face.

"...I'll go. If another world really exists, I want to go. If I can get a power like yours there, maybe I can change too."

His phrasing was a little strange, but I didn't mind.

Because I had found someone on this Earth with whom I could share my secret. I was happy and explained the precautions for going to the other world to Takeo.

And at the time for a first-timer to go, 5:55:55 PM...

Takeo vanished from the center of the magic circle. After realizing how surprisingly ordinary it was, I immediately transferred myself.

I left the usual hut and ran into the forest.

I knew where he would appear. The same place I first arrived. Takeo was there.

I greeted him. "Welcome to the other world. How does it feel?"

Takeo replied, "...Amazing. I got the exact power I wished for in a skill. Shinsuke, thank you for telling me about this world."

Takeo beamed.

I felt something strange about his smile, but just then, three wolves appeared.

Before I could get ready, Takeo stepped forward. "Shinsuke, stay out of this. I want to test my skill on these wolves."

His attitude was confident.

I nodded and watched to see what would happen.

Takeo took a stance.

"Muscle Manipulation!"

At his shout, Takeo's overweight body instantly transformed into a rippling mass of muscle, like a bodybuilder.

I was shocked. It was too practical for combat. What kind of skill did he wish for? While I was wondering, Takeo charged at the wolves.

The wolves were surprised by this, but they quickly took a defensive stance. But before the wolves could even open their mouths, Takeo punched one of them in the face with his right fist. The wolf's face caved in, and it crumpled in agony.

The remaining two bit down on Takeo's legs. Before I could move to help, Takeo grabbed the heads of the two wolves with his hands and crushed them.

The fight was over in an instant.

I approached him. "Takeo, are you okay? You were bitten by the wolves."

Takeo replied, "I'm fine. With the skill 'Pain Perception Block,' I can't feel any pain at all. Plus, 'Muscle Manipulation' seems to provide not just strength but also durability. There's not a scratch on me."

He showed me his leg.

Sure enough, there were no bite marks; he was unharmed.

I was relieved. "Alright then, let's head to town next. There's a weapon shop there. You can easily get real weapons you'd never see in Japan. I'll pay."

To my offer, Takeo said, "Nah, not today. I'm tired. Let's do it tomorrow and head back now."

He gave me a strangely dark smile.

I felt something off about his expression, but I brushed it aside.

I agreed to his suggestion, and we returned to Earth.

Then Takeo said, "Thanks for today, Shinsuke. Thanks to you, I've gained some confidence. See you tomorrow."

He waved and left.

I watched him go and went inside my house. After eating dinner, I lay down on my futon and thought about a certain unease.

Takeo's words, 'get a power,' and his dark smile. Come to think of it, why was Takeo in that place so late at night yesterday?

His clothes were dirty too. It was like a scene from a drama or anime where someone gets beaten up by delinquents. The thought spurred me to action, and I immediately left my house.

I headed for Takeo's home.

As I got close, I activated Detection.

There were two dots inside the house. I was sure Takeo had a family of three, and his parents were farmers who wouldn't be working late into the night. Two dots meant Takeo wasn't back yet? An hour had passed since we parted. He should have been home long ago.

I had a bad feeling and headed for the place where I had reunited with Takeo.

* * *

Meanwhile, Takeo was in the same alley where he had met Shinsuke.

Four thugs were beating up a timid-looking man. The man couldn't take the violence any longer and pulled a few bills from his wallet.

The thugs took the money, kicked the man, and gestured for him to get lost.

As the man fled, the thugs saw Takeo approaching.

"Yo, fatty from yesterday. Came to give us more money? We appreciate it!"

Takeo looked at the laughing thugs.

"...Shut up, you societal garbage. This place gets filthier just by you breathing."

To Takeo's provocative words, one of the thugs retorted, "The hell did you say?! You've got a lot of nerve. Want another beating? Huh?!"

The thug threw a right hook at Takeo's face.

But Takeo didn't even flinch. In fact, he smirked.

"...What? Is that all you've got? That didn't even tickle. Now it's my turn. Muscle Manipulation!"

As he said that, Takeo's body transformed into that of a bodybuilder, and the thugs were terrified.

* * *

I reached the place where I had reunited with Takeo.

I smelled blood coming from the alley. I went inside and saw four men lying in pools of blood, with Takeo, transformed by Muscle Manipulation, standing in the center.

I approached him. "...What are you doing, Takeo?"

Takeo turned at my words, smiling. "What do you think? Taking out the trash. What else could it be?"

As Takeo looked around, I said in a detached voice, "...This is where I met you, and these four look like thugs. Were you getting mugged? Yesterday?"

To my question, Takeo replied, "Yeah. Yesterday, when I was passing through here, they hassled me, punched me in the gut a few times. They took all my money, too! These guys!"

He kicked one of the thugs in the head.

The thug didn't react. He was dead.

So that's why he said he'd forgotten his wallet when we left the izakaya yesterday.

So I wouldn't know he'd been robbed.

Takeo continued, "But this is just the beginning. It starts now. I'm going to crush the company that fired me for such a stupid reason!"

Listening to his hate-filled words, I said, "A stupid reason? I heard it was a small mistake."

Takeo laughed. "Hah! A mistake? I didn't make any damn mistake! I was just muttering to myself during a break, 'I wish my salary would go up,' and my boss, who just happened to be passing by, said, 'Oh, so you don't like it here? Then get out. You're fired.' Just like that!"

"At first, I thought he was joking, but when I went back to my department, I was really fired! I couldn't forgive them. Fired just for talking to myself? That's wrong. So I'm going to set things right! With this power, I'll kill my boss and all the sycophants who suck up to him, and if the police or the Self-Defense Forces come, I'll beat them back!"

"With this power, I'm going to kill all the rotten bastards! As long as I have this hatred, I can't start anything new!"

Takeo roared.

Normally, someone would come running at the noise, but this area was a shuttered shopping street. There was no one around, so he could do as he pleased. It was convenient for me too.

Takeo said, "Shinsuke, let's do this together. With your power, we'll be invincible. No one can stand against us. Let's kill all the rotten bastards."

He held out his hand.

In my head, I understood where he was coming from.

I'd been treated unfairly at my company too. I'd wanted to kill those people. And I hated a society that accepted such things as normal.

But I said, "...Takeo, if this were two years ago, I might have taken you up on your offer. But things are different now. In the other world, I met a good master who trained me. I met a good-natured partner. And I met a woman who told me she loved me."

"...I don't want to do anything that would make them disappointed in me. Takeo, this is my final warning. Give up on revenge and come to the other world with me. It's not too late. Let's forget about this world and have fun over there, okay?"

At my words, Takeo's expression twisted. "What the hell is that? Why do you get to live such a happy life? Why do I have to be the one who's miserable?!"

Takeo screamed, his fists clenched and trembling.

I said, "That's not it, Takeo. I also—"

Before I could finish, Takeo stomped his foot on the ground.

The concrete cracked, and Takeo, his face a mask of hatred, yelled, "Shut up! To be betrayed by someone I thought was the same as me! I don't want to hear another word from you! I'll kill you right here!"

Takeo charged.

I dodged to the side and watched him pass.

"So that's your answer. Then I won't hold back."

I focused lightning magic into my hands.

The death match on Earth had begun.



		
			Chapter 33

			To You Who Shares the Same Pain...

			A life-or-death battle on Earth. I dodged Takeo’s charge, leaving his back wide open.

"Lightning Palm Strike!"

I struck Takeo’s back, sending a jolt of lightning from my palm. Against a normal person, this would have been the end, but Takeo had ‘Pain Perception Block.’ He spun around, swinging his right fist in a backhand motion. I retreated to evade it.

"Ha! That didn’t hurt one bit!" Takeo declared. "My body’s invincible!"

With that, he charged at me again.

His fists were fast; I dodged them by a hair’s breadth. I had no intention of trying to block those punches. The difference in our strength was too great. If I tried to defend, my arm would surely break. My only option was to evade.

When he threw a punch, I placed my palm on his fist and unleashed another jolt of lightning. Then, I immediately leaped away.

Takeo swung his arm wildly.

"It’s not working! None of your attacks are! Just hurry up and die!"

He came at me again.

I kept repeating the pattern: evade and strike with lightning. Evade and strike. As I dodged a left hook, my foot landed on a small stone. I stumbled, my posture broken, and Takeo’s right fist came flying in.

Evasion was impossible. I channeled electricity into my left arm, reinforcing it, and blocked.

Takeo’s heavy blow connected. I was sent flying into a wall. I immediately checked my body. It hurt, but I could still move without any major issues. My left arm wasn’t broken, but a dull ache pulsed through it.

Even a slight movement of my hand sent a jolt of pain up my arm. I probably had a hairline fracture.

Takeo slowly approached.

"...It’s over. See ya."

He raised his right fist high.

In that instant, I activated my lightning magic in my right hand.

"Lightning Wave!"

A diffuse wave of lightning shot out, striking several points on Takeo’s body.

He looked surprised for a moment, but when the light faded, he could still move.

Takeo smirked.

"Too bad. For a second there, I thought I was gonna be burnt to a crisp, but I’m just a little scorched. It probably hurts like hell, but with ‘Pain Perception Block,’ I don’t feel a thing. Thanks for the useless effort."

He raised his right fist again.

But that fist never fell.

Suddenly, Takeo’s knees hit the ground, and his arms went limp at his sides. He looked shocked, trying to move his body, but it wouldn’t budge.

As he stared in confusion, I spoke.

"...Can’t move, can you? My attacks weren’t meant to damage you. They were to build up an electrical charge inside your body. You know that the human body runs on electrical signals, right? So if you disrupt them, of course you can’t move."

"...That last strike was to make all the stored lightning detonate inside you at once, scrambling those signals. It was a gamble, but it worked. I’ve tested it on monsters in the other world, so I knew it had a chance."

I said this as I walked toward him.

I’d read about disrupting electrical signals in a manga and tried it out while hunting once. It took time, but when the monster finally became paralyzed, I was thrilled that it worked. I never thought I’d use it like this.

With that thought, I silently pointed my right index finger at Takeo.

It was cloaked in lightning.

Seeing this, Takeo’s face changed.

"...Hey, wait. A-Are you going to kill me? You didn’t actually take what I said about killing you seriously, did you? That was obviously a joke! I just wanted to rough you up a bit and get you to cooperate with me, that’s all."

Takeo’s eyes welled with tears.

I knew he was lying. I’d been in life-or-death battles for a long time now; I could tell whether someone had true killing intent or not.

And all I felt from Takeo was the overwhelming aura of someone fully intending to kill his opponent.

"...Takeo, do you know why I fought you this way?" I asked.

He shook his head. I continued.

"...It’s so I could kill you without making you suffer. Honestly, I have plenty of ways to kill you, but all of them would be painful. Even if you can’t feel pain, it would take a heavy toll on your mind. So I decided to immobilize you and give you a quick, clean death. Consider it my final act of mercy... as your former classmate."

With those final words, I began to condense the lightning.

Takeo’s face twisted further in fear.

"W-Wait! I told you, it was a joke! You need to learn how to take a joke! C-Come on, I’m begging you. Please."

The lightning continued to condense, ignoring his pleas.

Then, Takeo’s expression shifted from fear to rage.

"...Y-You murderer! Do you even know what that makes you?! Murderers are the scum of the earth! The garbage of society! You don’t deserve to exist!"

As Takeo spat his final, furious words, I met his gaze with a cold stare.

"So be it."

As I spoke, a beam of lightning shot from my finger and pierced Takeo’s heart.

His face frozen in anger, his eyes wide open, he died. His body reverted from that of a bodybuilder to its original form.

After gathering the thugs’ corpses, I planned to move Takeo’s body to the side of the road.

I didn’t care about the thugs, but I wanted Takeo, at least, to have a proper funeral.

But that wish would not be granted. Suddenly, Takeo’s body began to crystallize, a frost-like substance spreading up from his feet.

No, it wasn’t ice. It wasn’t cold to the touch, and when I analyzed it, I realized it was crystal. The crystallization continued without stopping, covering his entire body... and then it shattered.

Nothing was left behind. Even the crystal fragments evaporated and vanished.

Why? How? The questions raced through my mind, but the sound of distant sirens brought me back to my senses.

The sound grew steadily closer. The police would be here soon. I had to act fast. Reinforcing my body with lightning, I used Matter Conversion to turn a stone into an iron whip, which I used to bind the four thugs’ bodies together. I hoisted them onto my back and leaped upward. The covered shopping arcade once had a semicircular roof, but now it was riddled with holes. I flew toward one large enough for a person to fit through.

I landed on the roof and set down the bodies.

I immediately jumped back down to clean up the scene below, trying to erase the debris and bloodstains. But it would take too long, and I couldn’t remove them completely. I tried to analyze and create concrete to cover it up.

But the material didn't contain any iron. Panicked, I poured a wide burst of Matter Conversion magic into the surroundings.

I mixed iron and copper to create a color close to concrete, swallowing the rubble and churning up the bloodstains, completely erasing the evidence.

The sirens were right outside. I leaped back up to the roof where the bodies were.

Landing silently, I looked down. A patrol car had stopped, and several police officers were getting out. I held my breath, covered the lower half of my face, and watched.

The police scanned the area with flashlights, searching for something.

One of the officers spoke.

"This is the place where the mugging was reported, right?"

A man who seemed to be his superior replied.

"...Should be. There have been a lot of muggings around here lately. They might have moved to another spot. Get on the radio and request reinforced patrols. We’ll sweep the immediate area."

The officers complied, splitting up to begin their search. One returned to the patrol car while the others fanned out, flashlights in hand. I was confident they wouldn’t find me up here, but I couldn’t just leave the bodies.

I hoisted the four corpses again and moved across the rooftop with stealthy steps, then jumped to the roof of the building across the street. I made a slight noise as I landed.

I immediately dropped flat and looked down, but no one seemed to have noticed. Relieved, I picked up the bodies again and continued moving, leaping from rooftop to rooftop.

Once I reached a country road, I broke into a full sprint.

Near a forest, I set the bodies down. I used Matter Conversion to reshape the thick iron bindings into an oil drum and stuffed the four corpses inside. I sealed the lid, created an air hole, and channeled fire magic through it.

The flames roared to life inside, incinerating the bodies. After a while, once I confirmed they had been reduced to bone, I changed the drum into a hammer, smashed the bones into powder, and buried them deep in the earth.

I crushed the bones so stray dogs wouldn’t dig them up. Even though I’d grown used to killing, I was horrified by my own actions. I left the scene and returned home.

I immediately started reading the book. I scanned every page, searching for an explanation as to why Takeo had turned into crystal. And then I found the passage.

*If one dies in the other world, or on Earth, the body will turn to crystal and shatter, leaving nothing behind. This phenomenon occurred when my elder brother died of an illness. I have concluded that this is likely the price for the abilities (skills) one obtains upon going to the other world.* So it was written.

‘My elder brother,’ which meant the author of this particular entry must have been the younger sibling. That made sense; a dead man can’t write. Just then, a memory surfaced.

My grandfather’s funeral, held without a body.

Before he died, he was out walking in the mountains with his hunting buddies when he fell from a cliff. The hunters spotted my grandfather at the bottom.

But the cliff was too steep to descend, so they went back down the mountain to get the rest of their group. By the time they returned with help and the police, my grandfather’s body was gone. All that remained was his hunting rifle.

There were traces of blood at the scene, confirming a body had been there. The official conclusion was that a bear had carried it off, as bears are known to scavenge carcasses. Thinking about it now, if my grandfather had obtained skills in the other world, then when he died, he must have turned to crystal and vanished. Which meant that when I die, I’ll disappear without a trace, too.

Lost in these thoughts, I numbly crawled into my futon.

My careless thoughts and actions had led to this. I tried to close my eyes and sleep, but Takeo’s face kept appearing in my mind, making sleep impossible.

Before I knew it, morning had arrived.

I had spent the night tossing and turning, waking up repeatedly. I was exhausted.

I washed my face and ate a single anpan for breakfast before turning on the TV.

Given what happened yesterday, I was worried it might be on the news.

The news didn't mention the mugging. It seemed nothing had been found. Just as I breathed a sigh of relief, a different segment came on.

*Please Find Our Missing Son.*

On the screen were a slightly overweight woman and a thin but sturdily built man. I knew them both.

The camera cut to the host.

"These are the parents of Takeo Wada, who has been missing. He has not returned home since last night. They have contacted the police and a search is underway, but his whereabouts are still unknown. We will now hear a message from his parents."

The camera switched back to them.

The woman spoke.

"Takeo, just because you lost your job, please don’t despair. Your life is just beginning. I’m sure you’ll find a good company, and you’ll meet good people. So please, just come home. *sniffle*."

She wiped her tears. Next, the man spoke.

"Takeo, I don’t know what you’re thinking about yourself right now, but I can tell you this: you are my son and your mother’s son. No matter what anyone else says, your mother and I are on your side. So please, don’t worry, and come back home."

His eyes were brimming with tears, but he didn't wipe them away, staring straight ahead.

Watching them, I began to cry. I wanted to tell them the truth, right then and there.

But if I told them about another world and skills, they’d just tell me to stop messing around. And even if I could take them to the other world, what then? If word of this got out to the public, people would undoubtedly try to exploit the other world or abuse their new skills.

People just like Takeo. I could already see it causing needless conflict not just in the other world, but on Earth, too, leading to disaster. I had to prevent that at all costs.

I sell things from the other world to shady people, but they value secrecy above all else. Besides, I sell them at illegal auctions; they would never expose themselves. Doing so would mean their own ruin.

I felt completely drained.

I wondered what to do next. It wasn’t my first time killing someone. I had killed bandits in the other world.

But there, it was common sense, a normal course of action. It was a world of kill or be killed; show mercy, and you’re the one who dies. But Earth was different. Even if someone tried to kill you, and you acted in self-defense, you would be branded a murderer for the rest of your life.

That was the kind of world this was. And in this world, I had killed someone—a former classmate. Even if I had steeled myself for it at the time, a lingering unease remained. With these thoughts weighing on me, I decided to go to the other world.

I wanted to rest today, but Bardos didn't know what had happened on Earth.

If I disappeared for a whole day, he might get suspicious. Forcing myself to switch gears, I went to the other world.

As I arrived in the cabin, a voice called out.

"Shinsuke?"

I turned to see Tina standing in the doorway.

"Tina, what are you doing here?" I asked.

"Yesterday, Leona and Bardos were sparring, so they couldn’t work. I thought I’d ask you, so I’ve been looking for you since yesterday afternoon."

"...But I couldn’t find you, and you didn’t come back here. I was worried, so I was waiting at your house. Then I felt magical energy coming from this place and came to check. Shinsuke, what on earth have you been doing?"

Hearing her words, I thought, *This is it.*

I faced Tina.

"Tina, listen carefully. I’m a human from another world."

Tina’s eyes widened in shock.

I had resolved to tell her the truth.



		
			Chapter 34

			A New Resolve

			I led Tina inside the house.

We sat facing each other, and I told her everything.

The book I found on Earth. The master I met when I came to this world. A brief summary of my two years of training. Joining the guild.

And then, I told her about yesterday’s reunion and mortal combat with my friend on Earth.

I think I spoke for about an hour.

Tina listened in silence.

"Is that true? A world like that really exists? Do you have any proof?" she asked, her eyes filled with doubt.

It was a natural reaction. I went to a cupboard in the house and took out a digital clock. It was a solar-powered model that didn’t require battery changes.

Clocks existed in this world, too, but they were all spring-wound.

A guild employee had to wind them every morning. To me, it was an antique.

Tina looked at the clock.

"This is a clock? There are no hands, no hole to wind it up. The numbers just keep changing. I’ve certainly never seen anything like this in this country, or any other. I’ll believe you."

She set the clock down.

She continued, "And about the fight to the death on Earth. With your acquaintance... May I be frank?"

I nodded.

"In this world," Tina began, "it’s common to fight and kill people you know. No one pays it any mind, and no one blames you. In a life-or-death battle, no one knows who will live and who will die."

"I won’t say you shouldn’t feel guilt, but those who survive have a corresponding duty and responsibility. I’m not saying you have to do something amazing."

"...Just don’t forget. Never forget that you took a life. I’ve killed people, too. So many I can’t even count. But I still have to live. As an adventurer and as a human being, I will keep living until this life runs out. That is my answer."

I listened to Tina’s perspective.

In a way, her view was right and straightforward. In contrast, the way I came to this world was a thoughtless act, done on a whim. Yet, since arriving, I had been captivated by a constant stream of surprises and excitement.

...And when I killed for the first time, I did it with resolve.

...But my friend's death and his parents’ words had shaken my heart. Still, it was wrong for me to try to act pure now.

However, my classmate’s disappearance was being reported. If the investigation continued, they would eventually find their way to me.

I turned to Tina.

"Tina, I have a favor to ask. Will you come to Earth with me?"

Around noon. At my home on Earth.

I had finished my preparations and was waiting. The doorbell rang, and I went to the entrance.

I opened the door to find two police officers.

"Good afternoon. I’m Sergeant Tanaka, and this is my subordinate, Arai. You must be Kaikawa-san, who called us earlier. You said you had something to tell us regarding the disappearance of Takeo Wada."

I replied, "Welcome. I’m Shinsuke Kaikawa. Please, come in."

I invited the two of them inside.

I led them to a tatami room with a view of the garden, and we sat cross-legged across a low table. From the hallway, Tina, dressed in clothes from this world, brought two cups of tea.

The clothes were hand-me-downs from my mother. After placing the tea down and greeting the officers, Tina excused herself.

"Is that your wife?" Tanaka asked.

"No, she’s a friend, though we are in a relationship. She often comes over to help with housework."

Tanaka looked skeptical.

"I see. She appears to be a beautiful foreigner. Does she live in this town? It’s just that, as a rule, foreigners require a residence certificate to stay here. I’m just confirming."

"She was born and raised in Japan," I replied. "I believe her mother is Italian. I don’t think she has a residence certificate herself."

Tanaka seemed to accept this.

"I see. My apologies for the tactless question. Now, you said on the phone that you had something to show us regarding Wada-san’s case. What is it?"

Tanaka took a sip of his tea, and his subordinate did the same.

"Before that," I said, "I’d like to tell you about Wada-san and myself. We were classmates in middle school, but we hadn’t seen each other at all since graduation. Then, about two days ago, late at night, I was wandering through town looking for a bar to have a drink."

"I ran into him by chance. Since it was our first time seeing each other in a while, we went for a drink together. He told me he’d been fired from his job and was unemployed. I’m unemployed too, so we hit it off. When we left the bar, I invited him over to my house."

"The reason I invited him was that I told him I knew a way to make money even without a job. Wada-san agreed. He came over around noon yesterday, and I taught him how to bet on horse races. I made a killing at the Nakajima Kinen the other day. I invited him over to teach him the ropes."

"I have all the racing forms and data here at home, so I was teaching him until late afternoon. Then I got up to make us dinner—just cup noodles, though. That’s when I saw him from the kitchen window, walking toward the big tree in the garden."

"At the time, I figured he was just stretching his legs and didn’t think much of it. After dinner, I saw him off, and then I went straight to bed. I had nothing else to do, and I was sleepy."

"The next morning, I woke up and saw on the news that he was missing. I wondered if something had happened, and then I remembered seeing him walk toward that tree in the garden. So I went to have a look. The tree is what I wanted to show you. I’ll take you there."

After my long story, I walked with the two officers through the courtyard.

I led them to a large tree. Pinned to the back of it with nails was a straw doll.

Seeing it, Tanaka recoiled.

"Is this... a curse? Looks like someone held quite a grudge."

Tanaka’s face was tense. Arai had a similar expression.

"When I found this, I wasn’t sure if I should tell the police," I said. "After all, anyone who would go this far must have been in a very dark place mentally, and I didn’t think you’d believe me if I just showed up at the station. That’s why I asked you to come all the way out here."

As I finished speaking, Tanaka rubbed his eyes.

"Uh, yes. I’m sorry. I think I’m feeling a little dizzy. May I rest on the veranda for a moment?"

I nodded in assent.

Tanaka and Arai sat on the veranda, both looking weary.

Tina, who had appeared on the veranda at some point, approached them.

"Have you been convinced by what you were told today?" she asked, her voice imbued with magical power.

Tanaka replied, "Yes. It seems Wada-san was under a great deal of mental strain. We’ll proceed with the investigation based on this."

He spoke with a vacant expression.

Arai nodded in agreement.

Tina placed her hands on both their shoulders.

"Then I leave it in your hands."

As she spoke, both men snapped back to awareness with a jolt.

They seemed to wonder why they were sitting there, but I interjected.

"So, what do you think? Will this be helpful to your investigation?"

Tanaka replied, "Y-Yes. Just understanding Wada-san’s state of mind is a big help. Thank you for your cooperation today."

After thanking me, the two officers left the house.

Once I was sure they were gone, I asked, "The suggestion is set, but... is there any chance it will wear off?"

Tina answered, "It will be fine. On a person with magic, it would wear off in a few minutes, but those two had no magic at all. It will never fade. Besides, the suggestion itself is complex and hard to grasp. Without the will to try and understand it, it can’t be broken. As long as they don’t question it, the suggestion will hold forever. That’s the nature of suggestion via water magic."

I recalled seeing a suggestion-casting potion at a tool shop with Tina before. I had asked her if it was okay to sell such a thing. She explained that it wears off in minutes on anyone with magic, and it’s typically used on monsters to create an opening. The inhabitants of that world all have some magic, big or small, making them resistant to suggestion. But Earthlings, with no magic at all, could potentially be affected semi-permanently.

With that in mind, I had asked Tina for her help.

The plan was to call the police, tell them about my meeting with Takeo and what happened after, and then show them evidence of behavior that a person suffering from stress in modern society might exhibit. Even if my name came up during the investigation, the two officers’ report on Takeo’s state of mind would complicate things and likely clear me of suspicion.

"Thank you," I said to Tina. "You really helped me out."

"Not at all," she replied. "I’m just happy I could help. Besides, now I know that a world called Earth really exists. That said, don’t you think you should tell Leona, Bardos, and the others?"

"You’re right," I said. "Secrets always come out eventually. I learned that the hard way. The sooner I tell them, the better. Let’s go get them right now."

Tina agreed with my decision.

After returning to the other world, Tina and I went straight to the guild. We told ‘Beautiful Sword’ and Bardos we had something important to discuss and led them to my house.

Once everyone had gathered, I told them everything about myself and about Earth.

They didn’t believe me at first, but I used the magic circle to teleport them one by one to Earth and show them. After that, they were all convinced.

"I see," Bardos said. "So that’s why your armor and the way you use magic always seemed strange. You should’ve just told me. I don’t care where you’re from."

Leona responded to him, "It’s understandable. Even as partners, the story is just too incredible. We can handle it calmly because we know his character, but other people—especially nobles and royals—would never be able to ignore it."

"After all, it would mean a being that could threaten their way of life has appeared in this world. We know he wouldn’t do anything, but it’s difficult to convince people who don’t know him of that."

Leona explained it matter-of-factly.

Bardos conceded with a, "Well, I guess you’re right."

Milfy added, "We know that the person Tina has feelings for can’t be a bad person. Rumily and I aren’t worried at all."

Rumily nodded in agreement.

I had been truly lucky since coming to this world. I was realizing just how wonderful and pure trust could be.

I said to them all, "Thank you."

No other words came to mind.

Their expressions and gestures all said, *Don’t worry about it.*

Seeing this, Tina proposed, "I know! Since we’re all here, why don’t we go to the sea? I want Shinsuke to learn more about this country, and I think it would be a good change of pace. What do you think?"

Tina put her hands together as she made the suggestion.

Everyone agreed it was a great idea.

At that moment, I felt two things.

One was happiness for their consideration, and the other was excitement to see what the sea in this world was like.

Lost in thought, I gazed out the window at the distant view.

(*Takeo, I will never forget that I killed you. But I have no intention of turning myself in. Even if that makes me a monster, I won’t change my mind. But I have no intention of falling into wickedness, either. I will atone for dragging you down a path of madness. So wait for me in hell. I’ll be there someday, too.*)

I was lost in my thoughts.

I am a hunter.

Not one who simply hunts beasts.

I am one who hunts life and lives on what I take.

With new resolve and determination, I decided to live in this world.

Addendum:

The fracture in my left arm was completely healed by a High Potion Tina always carries.



		
			Chapter 35

			The Journey and Skill Names

			Around noon, we decided to head to the sea.

We temporarily disbanded to prepare for the trip. I returned to Earth and got my things ready at home. I tossed some manga into my rucksack for when I got bored, then crammed in as many cup noodles as would fit. I could make a kettle with my skill, and generate water with magic. I wanted to bring my music player, but I knew I’d have to stay alert, so I decided against it.

Then, I retrieved a surfboard from the shed. It was something my dad used a lot when he was younger. I’d never used it once, but I figured this was the perfect opportunity. Finally, I strapped my usual tool pouch to my waist. With a decent amount of luggage, I returned to the other world. I couldn’t let the gatekeepers see all this stuff, so I temporarily left it on the path outside of town. Of course, to prevent theft, I put it all in an iron box with no lid and transformed the four corners into stakes, driving them deep into the ground so it couldn’t be carried away.

My preparations were complete.

I headed to the town entrance to wait for the others. After a little while, Bardos arrived. He was wearing his usual clothes and armor, but he had a cloak on. He was holding another one, which he handed to me.

"A cloak is essential for travel," he said. "Figured you didn’t have one, so I brought one for you."

I thanked him for his thoughtfulness.

After waiting a bit longer, ‘Beautiful Sword’ arrived. They were all in their usual gear but were also wearing cloaks. I could see why they were essential. Their luggage consisted only of potions and outdoor tools; there was no food. They must have planned on procuring it locally. With that, we set off on foot. Apparently, it was a five-day walk to the sea from here.

When we reached the spot where I’d left my things, I retrieved them from the iron box.

Seeing it all, Bardos exclaimed, "Whoa, whoa, isn’t that a bit much?"

His voice was laced with disbelief.

The others looked just as astonished, but I was prepared. I transformed the iron box into a cart. I attached four wheels, designed the front axle to steer, and created a seat at the front. It looked just like a horse-drawn wagon.

Tina looked at it and said, "Well, that’s a versatile skill you have there. But who’s going to pull it?"

"If I channel my magic into it, it’ll move on its own," I explained. "It can steer left and right, too. I just don’t know the way, so I’ll need you to navigate."

I loaded up my luggage and sat down in the driver’s seat.

Hearing this, everyone else climbed into the cart. We were ready to go. I channeled my magic, and the cart began to move. It traveled at a speed of about thirty kilometers per hour, which was more than enough for a leisurely trip. The others looked around, impressed.

Just then, Bardos asked, "This is nice and easy, but are you gonna be okay? You have to keep channeling magic the whole time, right?"

"I’ll be fine," I replied. "At this speed, I won’t run out of magic. We can just take breaks now and then. Also, if you get bored, there are some books in my luggage. They’re from Earth, but I think you’ll be able to read them."

With that, I focused on driving.

Bardos rummaged through my bag and pulled out the books—manga. The others each took one and started reading. A short while later, I glanced back and saw them all completely engrossed.

It seemed that after teleporting to Earth, they had gained the ability to read the language. They must have found the stories fascinating, because they all had great expressions on their faces as they read. I continued to drive straight down the road, which had no forks.

Meanwhile, in the Guild Master’s office.

A single bird was perched on the windowsill. It was a messenger bird used for communication between guilds. But the arrival of this bird meant something important was happening. The Guild Master took the paper tied to the bird’s leg and read its contents.

He immediately shot to his feet and headed downstairs.

His appearance on the first floor sent a wave of tension through the adventurers, who sensed something was wrong.

"I’ve just received a notice from the Royal Capital’s guild!" the Guild Master announced. "A Kraken has appeared in the port town and is sinking every ship that sets sail. The kingdom dispatched the Royal Navy and the A-rank party ‘Flash,’ but they were unsuccessful. The kingdom has now designated the Kraken as a freelance subjugation quest."

The adventurers were stunned.

‘Flash’ was a party said to rival ‘Beautiful Sword’ in strength and reigned as the top adventurer party in the Royal Capital. The thought that a monster they couldn’t defeat even with the navy’s help was out there created an atmosphere of despair; even all of them together wouldn’t stand a chance. The Guild Master knew this.

Even though it was a freelance quest, subjugating such a powerful monster was impossible for an average adventurer. The only ones with a chance were ‘Beautiful Sword’ or ‘Intense Thought.’

Thinking this, the Guild Master looked around.

"Hm? Sorry, but where are ‘Beautiful Sword’ and ‘Intense Thought’? I don’t see them."

The receptionist answered, "Oh, yes. Tina-san came by before lunch and said she was going to the Royal Capital with ‘Intense Thought’ for a change of pace. She said they’d be back in two weeks at the latest."

"A change of pace?" the Guild Master muttered. "That’s unusual. Wait a minute, the Royal Capital is only about half a day from the port town. If they happen to go to the port town... No, I’m overthinking it. There’s nothing to see there but the sea."

With that, the Guild Master returned upstairs. His guess, however, was spot on.

Shinsuke’s party was in the middle of their journey.

We took a break along the way, hunted for a light meal, and then ate. A short while later, I sensed multiple presences approaching. Tina and the others noticed it too and went on alert. A group of Goblins emerged. There were twenty of them, but none of them were strong individuals.

I was about to draw my sword, but Tina stopped me.

"Leave this to us. We feel bad making you do all the work, Shinsuke."

Tina and the others drew their weapons. I took her up on the offer and sat down to watch. The Goblins had the numbers, but Tina’s party was stronger. I figured it would be an easy win, but I stayed vigilant for any hidden enemies.

Tina raised her sword and activated her water magic, dousing five Goblins in a powerful stream of water. While they were still stunned, she plunged her sword into the ground.

"Ice Field!" she shouted, unleashing her magic.

The ground rapidly froze over, encasing the Goblins’ bodies. It wasn't a solid block of ice, but more like a frozen shell, turning them into ice sculptures. Unable to move, Tina shattered them with her sword.

Leona faced five Goblins and planted her shield on the ground.

"Rock Quake!"

As she yelled, the ground beneath the five Goblins suddenly caved in. As they fell, walls of earth slammed in from both sides, crushing them like a press. Then, the ground returned to normal, leaving nothing behind.

Rumily and Milfy took on five Goblins together.

"Wind Disc!"

"Fire Tornado!"

Rumily raised her right palm, and a disc of wind appeared above it. She threw it like a shuriken. Two Goblins ducked to avoid it, but the disc’s altitude dropped, slicing off both their heads. Milfy aimed her left palm at three Goblins, and a vortex of fire shot out. It swirled like a tornado, growing too large for the Goblins to dodge, and they were consumed. When the flames died down, three charred corpses lay on the ground.

Bardos faced the last five Goblins, readying his great axe.

"Murderous Dance!!"

He roared and swung his axe horizontally.

He bisected two Goblins in a single swing, then continued his spin, cleaving through the remaining three in one motion. He looked like a spinning top.

The battle was over.

But I had a question.

"You guys... what were those skills just now?"

Tina answered for the group.

"We tried out some moves we saw in the books you brought, Shinsuke. We just came up with names that were easy for us to say."

She declared it plainly.

I see. I had hunted with them before, but I’d never seen any of those moves. Especially Bardos’s.

"Bardos, that skill you just used... do you have to shout the name for it to work?"

"Yeah," Bardos replied. "It gets me more pumped up that way. Besides, the name is cool. I decided I was gonna shout it."

He gave me a huge grin and a thumbs-up.

Seeing his face, I just nodded and said, "I see." If he was happy with it, I wouldn’t say anything more. The Japanese word *genocide* means mass slaughter, so I guess in this context, it was fitting enough. I decided to just go with it.

That night, we decided to camp outdoors.

We hadn’t caught any game for dinner.

We had searched but found nothing. Everyone but me assumed we’d be going without tonight.

"Dinner’s ready," I announced. "Tina, can you fill this kettle with water?"

I opened the lid of the kettle.

Tina looked skeptical, but she used her water magic to fill it. Once it was full, I placed it on an iron grill I had set over the bonfire. After a while, the water boiled, and I poured it into cup noodles for everyone. I handed them out and timed three minutes. I happened to be wearing my wristwatch. When the time was up, I opened my lid and started eating with a disposable fork. The others watched me and did the same. Their faces were a picture of astonishment. It was understandable; a meal that could be prepared just by adding hot water was unheard of in this world.

"This is amazing," Bardos said, eating enthusiastically. "Honestly, I wasn’t expecting much, but I can’t stop eating."

The others had the same expression, eating with abandon. They drank every last drop of the soup, and we threw the empty containers into the bonfire to burn. It was time to sleep. Normally, we would take turns standing watch, but I had an idea.

"Alright, I’ll make things a little safer around here."

I transformed the iron cart.

I drastically reshaped it, creating a small hut. It was spacious enough for six people to sleep comfortably. I created a large opening and we went inside. I moved the bonfire to the center, and we arranged ourselves to sleep in a circle around it. I had wanted to build a wall to separate the men and women, but Leona shot that down with the sound logic that "we wouldn’t be able to respond if something happened." Bardos was on my left, and Tina was on my right. I couldn’t exactly turn to my right to sleep.

But to avoid giving the wrong impression that I disliked her, I decided to sleep on my back. I sealed the large opening, leaving no door, just a solid wall. I created air vents at the top and bottom, covering the bottom ones with a mesh to keep small animals out. Our safe space was complete. This way, even if bandits or monsters came, we wouldn’t be attacked immediately and could wake up to deal with them. With that thought, I decided to go to sleep.

Just then, a thought crossed my mind.

(*My first time camping with friends in another world. It’s a little nerve-wracking, but it’s fun, like a real camping trip. My house back on Earth is locked up tight, and *those guys* are probably panicking right about now, so no problems there.*)

With that thought, I drifted off to sleep.

Earth. A certain group.

The group was heading somewhere in a car. A map was displayed on a laptop screen, with a single location blinking red. A man looked at it.

"So, it hasn't moved from this spot at all."

A woman replied, "No, sir. It’s been about a day and a half since we gave him the stuffed animal. It hasn’t moved from this location for over six hours, President."

The president was satisfied with her answer.

This was the group that had attacked Shinsuke on his way back from the auction. The teddy bear they had given him in their exchange had a tracking device hidden inside. They were heading to his house to try and negotiate again, confident that even if he refused, knowing his location would allow them to uncover his identity through the landowner.

They arrived at their destination. It was a dark back alley. Believing the building must be somewhere nearby, they followed the transmitter’s signal.

The signal grew stronger. The group steeled themselves, rounded a corner, and found... a dead end. Confused, they zoomed in on the transmitter's map. The signal was coming from near the wall. When they checked, they found a stray dog sleeping there, a teddy bear strapped to its back. The president and his subordinates slumped in utter defeat.

In fact, after receiving the stuffed animal, Shinsuke had checked its contents and analyzed it, discovering the tracking device inside.

He had a feeling they wouldn’t give up so easily. He had put on the gloves he brought with him and thoroughly washed the stuffed animal in a washroom to remove his fingerprints. After meticulously cleaning it, he dried it with fire magic and then placed it on the back of a stray dog he found in the park bushes, tying it down with a string so it wouldn’t fall off.

The dog looked annoyed, but a flash of killing intent from him had made it compliant. He then left it and went home. As for the pyrophoric alloy, after analyzing it, he changed it into a different metal and coated an iron pillar with it.

"For now, retrieve that stuffed animal," the president ordered his subordinate. "I want to hope there’s at least a fingerprint on it."

He gave the order with a complete lack of confidence.

They retrieved the stuffed animal and left the scene.

Later...

They examined the stuffed animal and found multiple fingerprints. Apparently, passersby had found the sight of a dog carrying a teddy bear on its back unusual and had touched it.

The president was utterly dismayed by the result.



		
			Chapter 36

			Trouble in the Port Town

			Five days had passed since we began our journey.

We arrived at our destination, the port town. We had encountered bandits and monsters along the way but dealt with them without any issues. Now, we had reached our goal. Tina explained.

"This is the port town of Agle. It’s a hub not only for fishing but also for trade with the neighboring country. The land route involves steep mountain roads, making it impossible to transport large cargo, so going by sea is the only option. You can find all sorts of things in this town."

"Most of what you see are tools and weapons from the neighboring country. The goods transported to the Royal Capital are of even greater value than what’s here, so not many people come just for shopping. At most, they come to buy seafood and salt."

As Tina explained, I looked around the town. The townscape was dominated by stone houses, with most wooden structures serving as warehouses. It felt less like a town and more like a wholesale market. Most of the residential areas were near the town entrance, while the areas closer to the sea were filled with shops and warehouses.

However, there was a distinct lack of energy. People were walking the streets, but everyone seemed somewhat listless. In the city where I lived, everything was vibrant, with an atmosphere that suggested happiness in work. But here, it was different. A cold, indifferent mood hung in the air.

"Tina, is this town always this dead?" I asked. "For a place that’s supposed to be a trade hub, it feels kind of... cold."

"This is strange," she replied. "When I was here before, this road was always packed with carts. But today, there are none. What’s more, there isn’t a single ship in the harbor. There should be at least one large ship docked, big enough to see from here."

I looked toward the harbor.

Sure enough, I couldn’t see any ship masts. For a town this size, it was strange not to see any large vessels. We decided to head to the town’s guild. It was the best place to gather information. When we entered the guild, there were adventurers inside, but they all had grim expressions. The silence was so profound it felt like a funeral. We decided to let Tina, who was well-known here, gather information for us.

Tina walked up to the reception desk.

"Hello. What happened here? Did something happen?"

A despondent receptionist replied, "Oh, yes. A Kraken has appeared in the sea. It’s been attacking and sinking every ship that sets sail. The kingdom ordered the navy and ‘Flash’ to deal with it, but they failed. Since then, trade has stopped, and everyone is at a loss for what to do."

After hearing the explanation, Tina thanked the receptionist and walked away from the counter.

We left the guild and headed to a nearby tavern. Tina relayed what she had heard, and I finally understood. The desolate atmosphere was because this monster had taken up residence here.

But I was curious why even an A-rank party had failed. I asked Tina about ‘Flash.’

"‘Flash’ is comprised of their leader, Rodel; Glad, the Iron Wall; Matilda, the magician; and Sister Marial."

"First, the Sister. She doesn’t specialize in combat. She’s a rear-guard support who handles healing. She’s particularly skilled at using water magic to create potion-like healing salves."

"Matilda the magician is another rear-guard who can use all five elemental magics. Her skill is roughly on par with Milfy’s, though Matilda is a year older. She sees Milfy as a rival."

"Glad, the Iron Wall, is the vanguard tank. He wears full plate armor and wields a shield and mace. He doesn’t use magic, but I believe he has a skill called ‘Immovability.’ Once activated, he won’t budge an inch, no matter what attack he takes. The shield he carries is also said to be the hardest in the kingdom, made with a lavish amount of Mithril."

"Finally, there’s Rodel the Flash. He’s a swordsman who excels at close-quarters combat. He has two skills. One is a constantly active skill called ‘Body Enhancement,’ which doubles his physical abilities at all times. The other is something he keeps hidden, so apparently only his party members know what it is. And his true strength lies in his magic: the light attribute. As you know, there are five types of magic attributes in this world, which can be learned by reading the appropriate grimoire. With enough talent, one can master all five, but there are exceptions."

"And that exception is the light attribute. There are no grimoires for it; it’s an attribute you have to be born with. To put it simply, it’s magic that only the chosen can use. The rumor is that its power can create a sword of light that can cut through anything. That’s all the information I have."

Tina took a breath after her long explanation.

From what I heard, they sounded like a gathering of titans. It was easy to imagine how strong the Kraken must be if a party that powerful couldn’t defeat it even with the navy’s help.

Still, something else bothered me.

"I have a question. Have you ever partied with them, Tina? I heard you used to be active in the Royal Capital."

"...I’ve met them, but frankly, I can’t stand Rodel. I have no bad impression of the other members, but Rodel is just impossible."

"He’s reasonably tall, handsome, and has a warrior’s build. He’s flawless on the surface, but that’s just his appearance. His personality is self-centered and selfish, and he acts like he’s one of the chosen ones."

"He smiles sweetly at women when he walks through town, but if he spots one he likes, he’ll invite her back to his place for the night. Well, none of the women he’s invited have complained, so it hasn’t become an incident. To put it in your terms, Shinsuke, he’s an adventurer like Ave."

That made perfect sense.

Tina continued, "I met Rodel back when I didn’t have my skill. The first thing he ever said to me was, ‘With a warrior’s face like that, you’ll never get married. I’d definitely pass.’ He sneered at me as he said it."

"I felt nothing but disgust for him from the moment I saw him, so I was fortunate he didn't take a liking to me. However, after I acquired my skill, he appeared out of nowhere and said, ‘What a beautiful face. Won’t you come to my home?’ His attitude made me want to scream, asking if he’d forgotten our first meeting."

"Naturally, I refused his offer. But he was relentlessly persistent after that. Around that time, during an audience with the king, I realized he was being affected by my skill. Between feeling like I couldn’t stay there and wanting to get away from his face, I left the Royal Capital. Does that make sense?"

Tina finished her story with a look of displeasure.

I nodded. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if all the so-called ‘chosen’ people in this world were the same. Come to think of it, Bardos didn’t seem particularly eager to fight. Normally, he’d be itching for a match with someone that strong.

"Bardos," I said, "you’re quiet today. Usually, you’d be radiating a ‘I want to fight a strong guy’ aura."

"At first, I was," Bardos admitted. "But then I heard the leader has the same personality as that Ave guy, and I lost all motivation. I’d still like to have a go with Glad, the Iron Wall, though. He sounds tough."

Bardos grinned.

*Same as always,* I thought. But for some reason, Leona was looking at Bardos with what seemed like a hint of jealousy. I decided to let that go. Asking about it felt like it would lead to trouble.

"Still, it’s amazing the others put up with a guy like that," I said to Tina. "Does he have that much charisma?"

"Hmm, I’d say it’s more for the sake of surveillance," Tina replied. "As I said before, only those born with the light attribute can use it, and its power is so great that using it recklessly could cause a catastrophe. His members seem less drawn by his charisma and more like they’re reluctantly sticking with him on someone’s orders. In fact, there’s a rumor that Sister Marial was dispatched by the Saint’s Church."

Tina’s tone was cold.

I see. So he was a person of interest, important enough for the Saint’s Church to dispatch someone. It seemed like they sent her to make it clear they couldn’t ignore someone with the light attribute. As I thought about this, I took a sip of my drink and then made a proposal to everyone.

"Changing the subject, but... how about we take down that Kraken?"

I put it to the group.

Meanwhile, at the port town’s guild.

The female Guild Master emerged from a back room.

"It looked like someone came in earlier. Who was it?"

The receptionist answered, "Oh, yes. It was a female adventurer, but I’d never seen her before."

The Guild Master sighed in exasperation.

"‘Never seen her before’? You’ve only been working here for a week. I told you to report to me if anyone you don’t know comes in."

"Oh, I’m sorry!" the receptionist said. "But it seemed like she was just here to ask about the town’s situation rather than to take a job. After I explained, she left without saying anything else."

The Guild Master sighed again. "Well, it can’t be helped. With the Kraken as our opponent, there’s nothing to be done. Even we are struggling with it. The only ones who could possibly defeat that monster would be ‘Beautiful Sword.’ I wish they would have come back."

With that, the Guild Master returned to the back room.

The receptionist was a rookie who knew that ‘Beautiful Sword’ was strong, but had no idea what they looked like. If she had described the appearance of the woman who had come in, she would have undoubtedly received a lecture of unimaginable proportions from the Guild Master.

Back at the tavern.

In response to my proposal, Tina said, "...I’d certainly like to defeat the Kraken. But right now, there are no ships, and we can’t get out on the sea. The monster is in the water and never comes close to land. On top of that, it’s incredibly strong. Since a freelance subjugation quest hasn’t been issued, the country is likely treating the Kraken like a natural disaster and just leaving it alone. If that’s the case, they probably won’t provide us with a ship."

Tina stated her conclusion.

The other members had similar expressions. Even Bardos seemed to understand that he couldn’t fight an opponent in the sea, and he looked slightly frustrated.

But I said, "It’s true there’s no quest. An adventurer wouldn’t do it. But I’m a hunter. It’s my creed not to hunt monsters for quests. I’ll do it myself. I have a rough idea of how."

"You have an idea?" Tina said, her interest piqued. "I can’t just let that go. Please, explain."

Everyone else looked just as curious.

"Fine," I said. "But to do it, I’ll need some preparation and practice. Is there a beach nearby?"

A beach, a one-hour walk from the port town.

Once we arrived, I began my preparations.

First, I took a palm-sized green stone from my tool pouch.

"A Wind Magic Stone," Tina observed. "Will that really make what you said possible?"

She asked the question, and I nodded.

When I had told them in the tavern, they had all looked at me like I was crazy, but I told them it was faster to show them than to explain. And so, on the beach, I said...

"I’ll break this magic stone into four pieces and attach one to the surfboard. That should allow me to move freely on top of the water."

With that, I brought out my surfboard.



		
			Chapter 37

			Practice and Accepted Feelings

			I got to work on the beach.

First, I positioned the magic stone on the underside of the surfboard, near the tail. Then, I used Matter Conversion on some nearby rocks to create an iron ring and set the magic stone in the center. I had already converted the tail section of the board to iron, so I fused the two pieces together. Normally, you’d have to weld it, but objects converted with my skill could be blended like clay. The finished product looked like a car’s muffler or a rocket nozzle.

To test it, I got on the board on the sand and channeled magic downward. The magic stone reacted, and a gust of wind blew out. The experiment was a success. All that was left was to get in the water and practice. I finished changing. I was wearing a pair of trunk-style swim shorts and swimming goggles. The women saw me and let out a small shriek, turning their backs.

*Why?* I wondered.

"Dude," Bardos said, looking exasperated, "if you walk around dressed like that, people are going to mistake you for a pervert."

I was reminded once again that swimsuits didn't exist in this world. But I had nothing else to wear in the sea, so I picked up my board and waded into the water. I paddled out like I’d seen on TV until I reached a decent depth, then stood up on the board.

My balance was fine. I channeled magic into the stone. A gust of wind pushed me forward. I started off slowly, and though I was a bit wobbly, I managed to keep my balance.

Next, I tried to pick up speed. The board wobbled violently, and I spectacularly wiped out. I took a dive into the sea but managed not to drown. As I was underwater, however, I saw something.

I decided what I would make for dinner tonight. I dove back under the water and grabbed some kelp. With it in hand, I returned to shore.

"What’s that weed?" Tina asked. "Are you going to use it for something?"

Apparently, she didn’t know what kelp was.

I told her I would use it to season our meal and set the kelp out to dry. The weather was clear, a perfect day for it. I went back into the sea to practice. I failed over and over, but I didn't give up. I kept at it, and slowly, I started to get the hang of it.

When I started to get hungry, I returned to shore to make lunch. The kelp wasn't dry yet, so I used my fire magic to speed up the process. I made two iron pots, filled them with water, and set them over the bonfire to boil. In one of them, I put some clam-like shellfish I found on the beach. Tina and the others said these were edible but unpopular because they were often gritty with sand. But I knew how to get them to spit out the sand.

First, I scrubbed the shells together in seawater. Then, I put them in a pot with a small amount of fifty-degree water, just enough to barely cover them, and let them sit for about ten minutes. When I took the shells out, there was a layer of sand at the bottom of the pot. The clams had spat it all out. I discarded that water, refilled the pot, and then boiled the clams until their shells opened.

In the other pot, I made a dashi broth with the kelp, removing it after two minutes. I then added a miso ball and stirred until it dissolved completely. While that simmered, I checked on the other pot and saw the shells had opened. I took them out, shucked them, and added the meat to the miso pot, letting it simmer until the flavor soaked in. As a final touch, I chopped up some leek-like herbs I found growing in the forest and added them.

An Earth dish, Fukagawa-nabe, was complete.

I made iron bowls for everyone and ladled out the soup. They watched me eat with an iron spoon before starting themselves. The taste was excellent.

The group’s reactions were positive.

"It’s so light. I could eat bowl after bowl of this."

"It’s easy to drink. And the clams aren’t gritty, so they’re easy to eat."

"This is good. A perfectly satisfying meal."

"Delicious."

"Mhm."

It was quite a hit.

After we finished eating, I was about to resume my practice when Bardos spoke up.

"Hey, is there a way for me to fight on the sea? I feel bad leaving you to fight all by yourself, Shinsuke."

I appreciated the sentiment, but there was only one board. To fight, he’d have to be on a boat, which limited him to ranged attacks—not his strong suit. The only way to give his great axe a ranged attack was to use one of the four pieces of the Wind Magic Stone.

The power of a magic stone depends on its size. A palm-sized one, when fully charged, can produce a significant amount of wind. I once tested it on a discarded five-ton truck at a junkyard on Earth, and it sent the truck flying with ease. I fled without cleaning up.

That’s why I had split it into four smaller, more controllable pieces. I had Bardos lend me his great axe and fused a piece of the stone to the center of the axe flat, using the same method as with the board. I made an iron ring, set the stone inside, and fused it to the axe. I handed the finished weapon back to Bardos. He focused his magic into the great axe, cloaking it in wind, and then swung it horizontally. A blade of wind shot out, leaving a long gash in the sand.

"This is incredible!" Bardos exclaimed. "With this, I can attack from a boat. Thanks a lot!"

He slapped me on the back with a grin.

I coughed a little but was glad he was happy. Now, all that was left was to build a boat. With no ships in the harbor, I had no choice but to make one myself. Building one from wood would be time-consuming and I couldn’t guarantee its safety. So, I decided to make an iron boat. I used Matter Conversion to create a large piece of iron, big enough for several people, shaped it like a boat with a hollow hull, covered the top with an iron deck, and built a railing so no one would fall off.

This should give it enough buoyancy to float. Sure enough, when I put it in the water, it floated. Bardos got in, and it didn’t sink. The experiment was a success. To move it, we just needed to row with iron oars from the back. That worked too. Bardos was satisfied. All that remained was my own training.

I somehow managed to master moving on the board with wind power. As expected, learning with my body was the fastest way. I zipped across the surface of the sea, practicing attacks with my lightning and fire magic. Attacking while moving... it made me think of a shooting game.

With all our preparations complete, and the time nearing evening, we headed back to the port town to find an inn. As we were walking through town, I spotted a tool shop. I asked the others to go on ahead and get rooms while I went inside. Being a trade town, it had all sorts of items.

There were even tools and equipment I had never seen in the city. As I was browsing, I found something I had been looking for. The price was reasonable, two silver coins, so I bought it right away.

I left the shop in high spirits. It wouldn’t be useful for the Kraken fight, but I decided I’d use it on the next opportunity.

When I got to the inn, the rooms had already been decided. Leona had suggested we get three rooms. I assumed it would be two women per room, and the two men together. We ate dinner at the inn. The meal consisted of five grilled fish, and nothing else.

It was clear the town was in a dire state.

I went to my room. There were two beds, and I waited for Bardos to arrive. After a while, the door opened, and Tina came in. I asked her if she needed something.

"Hm? Leona told me I was sleeping in this room, so I just came here," Tina said nonchalantly.

*What in the world?* I thought.

"It seems I made a mistake," I said. "I’ll go find Bardos’s room."

As I stood up to leave, Tina approached me.

"Leona is already headed to Bardos’s room, so it’s no use going there."

Tina said this proudly, puffing out her chest.

I didn’t understand why Leona would go to Bardos’s room, but I had a hunch, so I decided not to think about it.

Tina stood before me.

"Shinsuke, as I’ve said before, I love you. Even if you think you’re not worthy, my feelings won’t change. I don’t like to put it this way, but please, just give in gracefully."

Tina’s face was slightly flushed as she spoke.

Even I knew it would be rude to do nothing after a woman had said so much.

"I just want to confirm one thing," I said. "We’re just going to sleep normally, right?"

"Y-Yes, of course," Tina replied. "I’m not asking you to... do *that*. But if that’s what you want, Shinsuke, I will accept everything."

Tina’s face was now bright red.

"In that case," I said, "would you be willing to sleep next to me while wearing your armor?"

Tina looked stunned.

"Huh? I understand sleeping with our clothes on, but why with my armor on?"

Steeling myself, I answered her question. "To be honest, I get excited by women in armor. The first time I saw you, I was captivated by how magnificent and beautiful your armor was. I thought I’d only ever be able to admire it from afar, but then you let me see it up close, and even let me touch it as thanks. I’ve never felt such bliss."

"And then, when you told me you loved me, I was truly happy. It was the first time a woman had ever confessed to me. But I don’t want to do *that* yet. I want to save that for when we have a place to ourselves. For now, just sleeping next to you in that armor would make me happy."

I said this while trying to suppress my excitement.

It was a rather peculiar fetish, but I figured Tina, who didn't know about Earth's erotic manga, wouldn’t understand. Still, I had said something that might make her recoil.

I braced myself to be seen as a weirdo, but when I looked at Tina, she seemed flustered.

"I-I see. So what you found beautiful was just my armor. I’m not sure how to react to that, but... if seeing me in armor excites you, Shinsuke, then that’s fine. If the situation calls for it, I don’t mind doing *that* while wearing my armor either. The smell is something every armor-wearer gets used to, so no one would mind."

Tina affirmed my proposition in a rush of words, her face blushing furiously.

"I wouldn’t want to get your armor dirty," I said, looking troubled. "In that case, I’ll make a special set of armor just for that, so please wait until then."

Tina, seemingly embarrassed by her own words, hid her face. I pushed the two beds together and lay down. I had taken off my armor and was just in my work clothes. Tina, with a determined look, lay down on the bed next to me, still in her full armor.

I turned off the light, and our night together began. I ran my hands over her armor from top to bottom. Tina, though embarrassed, closed her eyes and accepted it.

That night, I thoroughly explored Tina's body.

As an aside, in Bardos and Leona’s room, Bardos fell asleep peacefully, completely oblivious. Leona couldn’t muster the courage to confess like Tina had and ended up just going to sleep. She had given Tina so much advice but couldn’t do anything herself. Cursing her own inaction, Leona drifted off.

Rumily and Milfy, as always, slept peacefully side-by-side.

Meanwhile, in the deep sea at night.

Ten days had passed since the Kraken had arrived. At first, many ships had been coming and going, so it had sunk them one after another. After a while, a stronger-looking ship had appeared. It was equipped with large ballistae for repelling monsters on both sides, and its crew was armed. Among them were three powerful-looking warriors who were clearly the main force.

The fight against them had been intense. Spears and magic rained down on it like, well, rain, but its body healed and regenerated instantly, so it took no damage. The male swordsman had managed to cut off its tentacles, but it was only a little painful and they regenerated immediately. In the end, it had thrown the crewmen into the sea three at a time and then used its trump card to sink the ship with the remaining three still aboard.

The reason it threw the crewmen into the sea was to show off how much leeway it had.

*Who am I even talking to?* it wondered, but decided to let it go.

Returning to the story, its strategy had been effective, as they hadn’t come back since. After that, it had spent its days sinking any ships that secretly tried to set sail.

Today, there hadn't been a single ship. If there were no ships tomorrow either, and the humans were just standing around in a daze, it would report to Lord Sea General Daios. Then, it would finally get the merman’s form and power.

It went to sleep, giddy with excitement for tomorrow.



		
			Chapter 38

			The Battle at Sea

			The next morning, I woke to find Tina sleeping beside me, still in her armor.

I breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed we hadn't crossed that line. Just to be sure, I gave a quick sniff—none of the telltale scents. I got up and dressed. A short while later, Tina stirred and looked at me.

"Good morning. You're up early."

She greeted me, her face still a little drowsy.

I returned her greeting, and we decided to head to the dining hall together. When we arrived, there were no other customers; the staff was busy cleaning. Tina and I took a seat and waited for the others. Soon enough, everyone gathered, and we ordered breakfast at the same table. It was a simple meal: five loaves of bread and water. After we finished eating, we set out for the beach.

Our objective: subjugate the Kraken.

I changed into my swimsuit, strapped my tool pouch to my waist, put on my ring, and picked up my surfboard. Bardos, fully armed, boarded the boat. Just as we were about to depart, Tina spoke up.

"Please make a boat for us, too. I can't bear the thought of us just watching while you two do all the fighting."

Her face was set with determination.

The other members wore the same expression. I decided to build another boat. The reason was simple: a single vessel would just be an easy target for the Kraken. Once it was finished, we held a brief strategy meeting. With all preparations complete, we were ready.

I boarded Bardos's boat, and we set sail together.

After a while, we reached a stretch of sea where the port town was still visible. Suddenly, the water ahead of us swelled unnaturally. From it, the Kraken emerged. It was easily ten meters tall—no, probably even larger. It had ten legs, two of which were longer than the others and ended in flat tips. Its form was unmistakably that of a squid.

"A squid," I muttered. "Looks like it'd be delicious grilled."

A bit of drool escaped my lips. Bardos looked at me.

"Is your first thought really about eating it? I can't tell if you're that confident or just that gluttonous. But... *fufufu*... I guess getting fired up at the sight of a strong opponent makes me more like you than I thought."

With that, Bardos readied his weapon. Tina and the others brought their boat alongside ours.

"Let's confirm the plan," Tina said. "We'll attack its tentacles to weaken it as much as possible. Shinsuke, you'll act as a skirmisher on that board, attacking and finishing off the Kraken. Let's all fight without taking unnecessary risks."

It was a simple, efficient plan. I gave her a thumbs-up, grabbed my board, and dove into the sea. I paddled out, stood up, and blasted a gust of wind. I zipped across the water like a jet ski. Tina's group moved their boat away from Bardos's position. His boat remained stationary as he watched the Kraken, weapon at the ready.

The Kraken, meanwhile, was just observing the proceedings.

Normally, waiting for an enemy to prepare is a fool's errand, but the Kraken was overconfident. It saw only two small boats and a total of six crew members. They didn't look particularly strong, though its instincts warned that they held a hidden power. Still, it didn't attack. These people were likely the port's last hope. It glanced at the town, confirming that the humans were watching from the shore. It would let them see their final resistance crumble into nothing, their hope turning to despair. And so, it waited.

Then, one of them dove into the sea. At first, it thought he was fleeing, but then he got on a strange plank and began moving at an incredible speed.

*...What is that thing?* As it stared in shock, one boat moved cautiously into position while the human on the other boat took a combat stance. So, they were ready. No matter what strategy they employed, it would crush them.

The Kraken raised its tentacles and began its attack.

I, on the other hand, was maneuvering around the Kraken on my board. A tentacle lashed out at me. I instantly created a sword with fire magic.

"Flame Demon Sword!"

I extended the blade like a staff. The elongated sword sliced through the tentacle. I immediately moved away, recalling what Tina and the others had told me yesterday.

"The Kraken is a soft-bodied monster with low defense. Its weakness is fire magic. As long as we keep cutting off its tentacles, we should be able to defeat it. However, the fact that the navy and *Rodel the Flash* lost despite knowing this suggests it has regenerative abilities. We've seen that with the Orc King. We must attack without letting our guard down until the Kraken is dead."

Remembering her words, I glanced at the severed tentacle. It had already regenerated. Tina's prediction was spot on. With that in mind, I gathered fire magic in my fist and aimed for the Kraken's head.

"Fire Shot!!"

I unleashed a barrage of countless fireballs.

They struck the Kraken, but the damage was minimal, only causing it to stagger slightly. It turned to me and swung a tentacle, but a blade of wind sliced it from the side. From another direction, a wind disk, a fire tornado, and a spear of ice came flying.

Rewinding a bit, Bardos had been watching the Kraken's movements. With the sea as the battlefield, their opponent had an overwhelming advantage. A rash attack was pointless; his only choice was to wait for me to strike and then exploit the opening when the Kraken counterattacked. When my fire barrage hit, the Kraken looked in my direction and attacked with a single tentacle. Seeing his chance, Bardos channeled wind into his great axe.

"Wind Fang!!"

He swung the axe with all his might.

The massive blade of wind easily severed the tentacle. Meanwhile, aboard the *Beautiful Sword*'s boat, Tina created a mass of water in the air, shaped it into a giant spear, and froze it solid. Rumily held her right palm up, forming a disk of wind, while Milfy aimed her left palm at the Kraken.

"Freeze Lance!"

"Wind Disk!"

"Fire Tornado!"

They shouted their techniques and launched their attacks.

The ice spear pierced the Kraken's forehead, the wind disk sliced its side, and the fire tornado struck its body head-on. When the assault ended, half of the Kraken's surface was charred. The damage was significant, but its tentacles regenerated. It pulled the spear from its head, the gash on its side sealed shut, and the burnt skin peeled away, revealing a glistening new layer beneath.

"You've got to be kidding me," I exclaimed. "It can even molt?!"

I never expected it to have such an ability.

As expected of a monster from another world. Squids on Earth might molt for all I know, but they definitely don't regenerate. In that case, I needed to finish it in one blow like the Orc King, but this thing was on a completely different scale. I would have to stop its movements while dealing massive damage.

That meant... I had no choice but to use *that*. I reached into my tool pouch and pulled out an iron ball the size of a pachinko ball.

"Everyone!!"

At my shout, they all looked my way.

I raised my left hand and pointed my index finger to the sky.

They all nodded in understanding. It was a pre-arranged signal we had discussed—the sign that I was using my trump card.

The Kraken, for its part, had shed its arrogance.

It now understood that the one on the board and the ones on the boats were all formidable opponents. The boat with the four humans was particularly strong. It had been a long time since it had needed to molt. The last bunch of fools had been defeated without any need for such measures. But these people were different.

With that thought, the Kraken decided to crush the strongest ones first. It raised two tentacles from the sea and brought them down with enough force to sink the boat.

The members of *Beautiful Sword* remained calm as they watched the tentacles descend. They had a shield they could trust. Leona stepped forward and focused her magic into the wind stone on the inside of her shield.

"Spin Guard!"

A spinning vortex of wind erupted from the shield, growing larger and larger. It swelled to twice the shield's size, more than enough to protect the boat. As the two tentacles neared the vortex, they were shredded like they'd been thrown into a blender. In the end, the severed tentacle tips sank on the far side of the boat.

Leona's shield was a new addition. This morning, after I finished building the boats, she had approached me.

"My magic isn't well-suited for fighting at sea. Do you have any ideas?"

So, I'd attached a wind magic stone to it. Wind power is unparalleled wherever there's air, and for now, there was no place humans went that didn't have air. Back to the present, Leona, now armed with the power of wind, had become an even more formidable defender. The Kraken grew increasingly wary of them, focusing its attention entirely on their boat.

At that moment, Bardos was ready. He was swinging his great axe in a horizontal circle above his head, gathering wind.

"Cyclone!!"

With a roar, he unleashed the attack. The tornado swelled and engulfed the Kraken. Inside the vortex, its body was continuously sliced apart. The wounds regenerated instantly, only for new ones to be inflicted elsewhere in an endless cycle. The Kraken was completely immobilized. When the tornado subsided, its body, though covered in slash marks, had already regenerated. But the attack had served its purpose: to hold it in place.

During that time, I had enlarged the iron ball to five times its original size and shaped it into a bullet.

I cloaked my body in lightning, concentrating it in my right hand. Taking a deep breath, I tossed the bullet into the air. I maneuvered my board into the perfect position and cocked back my right fist.

The moment the bullet was diagonally above me...

"Thunder Railgun!!!"

I roared, punching the back of the iron projectile with all my might.

It shot forward with the speed of a fired bullet. The impact blew a hole larger than the projectile itself straight through the Kraken's head. This technique was the railgun you often see in anime and games—a weapon that uses electromagnetic force to launch an iron slug.

The Kraken, struck by the attack, reeled back, stunned. It had never experienced having such a large hole blown through it. Regeneration would take too long. Deciding to flee, it began to move.

I shook my right hand. Punching solid iron had hurt. But I was certain I'd dealt massive damage. Just then, the Kraken's body began to sink. It was still conscious. It was trying to escape. I wasn't about to let that happen.

"You're not getting away!! Thunder Demon Agony Sea!!"

I yelled, unleashing a diffusion blast of lightning into the water around the Kraken. It stopped its dive and began thrashing violently. It seemed to be in immense pain.

Water conducts electricity well. That's common sense.

When I stopped the lightning, the Kraken was paralyzed, unable to move.

Seizing the opportunity, I launched myself high into the air from my board. I wasn't high enough, so I focused fire magic into my feet and shot up even higher, like a rocket. Reaching a position where I could look down on the Kraken, I formed my right hand into a blade and raised it above my head. The others were launching their own attacks.

"Wind Fang!"

"Freeze Spear!"

"Wind Disk!"

"Fire Tornado!"

"Wind Drill!"

Bardos's wind blade, Tina's ice spear, Rumily's wind disk, Milfy's fire tornado, and a spiral bullet of wind from Leona's shield—it was a true all-out assault. The attacks sliced, pierced, burned, and gouged the Kraken's tentacles. Believing the creature was busy regenerating all over its body, I created an incredibly long flame sword from my hand-blade. It was about ten meters long.

"Flame Demon Severance!!"

I roared.

But in that instant, a mouth-like hole opened on the Kraken's body, aimed straight at me, and blasted a massive jet of water.

The Kraken was suffering from excruciating pain.

It had thought the four on the boat were the strongest, but it was wrong. The truly powerful one was the man moving freely on the board. As proof, it had taken two hits from that human that caused damage unlike anything it had ever felt before. The Kraken focused its consciousness, preparing to use its trump card on him.

It ignored the attacks from the other humans, not even bothering to regenerate, its eyes fixed solely on the man who had leaped into the air. Allow me to explain.

The Kraken can open a mouth-like orifice anywhere on its body. From there, it can instantly expel the seawater it has drawn in and stored, firing it like a water cannon. It was this trump card that had destroyed the navy's ships and sent them to the bottom of the sea.

*(Sea Blaster!!)*

The Kraken unleashed the attack, aiming for the flying human.

I was not surprised when I saw the massive stream of water shoot from the Kraken. I was perfectly calm.

I hadn't let my guard down for a second in this fight. Even though the Kraken resembled an Earth squid, I had assumed from the start that its anatomy and abilities were completely different.

I wouldn't relax until it was dead, and my caution proved correct. As the mouth-like hole opened and blasted water at me, I was already bringing down my flame sword. Water and fire collided. In terms of power, the water had the upper hand; I could feel myself being pushed back. I poured every last bit of my magic into the flames. The sword grew larger, and we reached a stalemate.

But that state of affairs didn't last long. The force of the seawater gradually weakened. I didn't know why, but the Kraken was starting to panic. It had exhausted its stored seawater. It was only natural, having expelled it all at once.

This trump card was originally a technique for finishing an opponent instantly. It wasn't suited for a prolonged struggle.

I knew nothing of its circumstances, but I sensed a chance for victory and swung the flame sword down with all my strength. The blade split the torrent of water, struck the Kraken's head, and sliced its body in two from top to bottom. The Kraken's body split to the left and right and collapsed.

I plunged into the sea. I managed to surface but had no energy left to swim. I clung to my nearby board.

Bardos's boat came over.

"Are you okay?! I'm pulling you up now!"

He hauled me onto the deck. Soon after, Tina and the others arrived. We all confirmed that everyone was safe and looked at the Kraken. Its bisected body was completely still.

Confirming it was dead, I said, "Kraken subjugation complete. Let's take this thing to the beach. It'll be a nuisance at the port, and we can eat it there."

Everyone agreed with the proposal.

Since defeating the Kraken wasn't part of an official request, there was no guarantee they would even process the carcass for us if we brought it to the port. With that in mind, we decided to transport it ourselves. I took two iron balls from my tool pouch and created two chains with grappling hooks. We attached them to the two halves of the Kraken's body and started rowing with all our might toward the beach. We couldn't recover all the severed tentacles, so we left them behind.

It had taken about ten minutes to get here from the beach. I figured the return trip, towing the Kraken's body, would take at least twice as long.

But there was no rush, so we moved slowly.

Meanwhile, at the port, the entire town was watching the battle.

At first, only a few people had been watching. It was just two small boats challenging the beast. Assuming they would lose, they had only been preparing a rescue party. But as the small group fought valiantly, some of the onlookers ran to gather everyone else.

By the time I blew a giant hole in the Kraken, nearly every person in town had gathered at the port to watch. Some were even using telescopes. When the flame sword split the Kraken in two, a massive cheer erupted.

However, the sound didn't reach our ears. The townspeople, expecting the heroes to return to the port, were preparing to welcome them. But for some reason, the two boats were towing the Kraken's carcass toward the beach. The people wondered why. The Guild Master who was there spoke up.

"Everyone, please stay here. We will head to the beach and investigate. I will return with a report, so please wait."

With that, the Guild Master and a few adventurers set off for the beach.

Meanwhile, on a cliff far from the port, three soldiers stood. Their job was to monitor the Kraken. They had watched the entire battle through a telescope. After it was over, the oldest soldier spoke.

"You two, head for the castle. Report that *Beautiful Sword* and two unknown individuals have succeeded in subjugating the Kraken. Tell them I am heading to meet them. And do not report that the man was fighting naked. They'll think it's a false report."

He gave his orders, and they set off. The two younger soldiers headed for the castle, while the older one made for the beach. He hadn't sent the younger ones because he worried they might act rudely toward the adventurers. As an older man, he knew the proper etiquette.

Still, he wondered who the two men fighting alongside *Beautiful Sword* were. Especially the naked man who moved freely across the sea on a plank. Why was he fighting in that state? How could he move so freely on the water?

He had so many questions. Who were they, and where did they come from? As a soldier of the kingdom, he had to find out. With these thoughts in mind, he headed for the beach.



		
			Chapter 39

			Gratitude and a Festival

			The battle with the Kraken was over.

Once we reached the beach, we took another look at the Kraken's sheer size.

It was as tall as a two- or three-story building, with tentacles thick enough to easily crush an adult elephant. I'd never seen anything so massive. Even on Earth, squids like this were rare, but one so huge and with such incredible abilities simply didn't exist there.

"I wonder what the Kraken was doing in this sea," Tina mused. "It's a monster that's supposed to live in the northern oceans. It's strange for it to be here just sinking ships."

She fell into thought for a moment.

I heard her and found it curious, but I didn't dwell on it. Animals typically stay within their native habitat—their territory. However, they might move due to changes in food supply or their environment.

That's exactly how it works with fish on Earth. They travel to different waters and then return to their original homes. It's common knowledge there.

In the brief silence, Bardos spoke up.

"I don't get all the complicated stuff. All I know is I'm starving. Let's hurry up and eat."

He said, rubbing his stomach.

We all thought, *Yeah, he's right,* and started to prepare. We built a bonfire larger than usual and lit it. The flames roared to life, generating more than enough heat to grill a giant squid. We sliced off a tentacle into palm-sized pieces, skewered them, and waited for them to cook. After a while, they were grilled to perfection.

We took them off the skewers, handed them out, and all took a bite at the same time.

The flavor was simple. The texture was rubbery, but not so tough that you couldn't bite through it. After a good deal of chewing, I swallowed. It wasn't inedible.

In fact, it was kind of addictive. Everyone else seemed to be eating with similar expressions. Just then, we heard the sound of galloping horses coming from the forest.

The sound grew closer, and it was more than one horse. Everyone else must have heard it too, because they all had their weapons in hand, ready for a fight. It could be bandits.

As I thought this, a group of armed people emerged from the forest, led by a dark-skinned woman in an amazon-like outfit and a cape.

We immediately stood up and readied our weapons, but the woman called out.

"Wait! We're from the guild in the port town. I'm the Guild Master. We need to speak with you about your successful subjugation of the Kraken."

With that, the Guild Master dismounted.

Her companions also dismounted, disarmed themselves, and showed that they meant no harm. We remained wary but lowered our weapons. I glanced at Tina. My eyes asked, *Can I leave this to you?* She nodded. In situations like this, the experienced Tina was our best bet.

Tina stepped forward.

"A pleasure to meet you, Guild Master-san. I am Tina, leader of *Beautiful Sword*. You mentioned the successful subjugation of the Kraken, but I don't believe there was any request for it at the guild."

Tina had glanced at the request board when we were at the guild earlier and knew there was nothing about a Kraken.

The Guild Master looked puzzled by her statement.

"? The Kraken subjugation is designated as a free subjugation. My guild doesn't have a poster for it, because no one would accept it even if we did. That's why posters have been issued to other guilds. Tina-san, you're registered in Alum, correct? Did you not check there?"

At her words, Tina replied, "? No, there was no such poster when we left the city. But that was six days ago."

The Guild Master pondered this.

"In that case, it must have been posted after you left. Still, to subjugate it without even knowing... The members of *Beautiful Sword* are truly just as the rumors say—models for all adventurers."

Having reached her conclusion, the Guild Master beamed. The people behind her looked impressed, their gazes filled with respect. We, on the other hand, felt a bit awkward. After all, we had no idea it was a free subjugation. As I was thinking this, the Guild Master turned to her people.

"You there! Report to the townspeople at once! Tell them that the members of *Beautiful Sword* have successfully defeated the Kraken, and that we will hold a victory celebration right here on this beach! Tell them to bring alcohol, of course. As for food, we have Kraken meat, so have them bring anything that would pair well with it."

At the Guild Master's command, one of the adventurers nodded and galloped off on his horse.

Tina, hearing this, interjected.

"Wait a moment. To hold a festival over a Kraken subjugation... isn't that a bit excessive?"

To her question, the Guild Master replied, "What are you saying?! The Kraken appeared eleven days ago! The people of the town were so deep in despair they had lost the will to live! Then, *Beautiful Sword* and two mysterious companions appeared!! After a desperate battle, you magnificently defeated it. There is no one who wouldn't rejoice at this!"

"And especially, one of the two mysterious companions fought the Kraken naked and sliced it in two with fire magic! The cheers were deafening! Speaking of which, that naked man is right there. Are you the one in the strange armor?"

She was pointing at me. My current attire was a set of Japanese-style armor.

In this world, it certainly was a strange sight.

"Well, yes, that's me. But I'd appreciate it if you'd stop calling me 'the naked man.' That was a swimsuit. In my homeland, it's what we wear to swim freely in the ocean without drowning. I've heard from Tina that you don't see them in this country, but I'd really rather you not keep calling me naked."

The Guild Master responded, "I see. So you're from another country. A pleasure to meet you. I am the Guild Master of the port town of Agur. By the way, I noticed you addressed the leader of *Beautiful Sword* by her first name. What is your relationship?"

I hesitated, unsure how to answer, but Tina stepped in.

"This man is, um, my... my lover."

She said, her face turning bright red. I felt my own cheeks warm up and scratched my nose.

Seeing our reactions, the Guild Master said, "I-Is that so? Tina-san's lover! My apologies, that was rude of me. If he is someone you acknowledge, he must be a formidable warrior. After all, he is the one who defeated the Kraken. On behalf of the town, thank you, truly."

The Guild Master bowed her head in gratitude. We gestured for her not to worry about it.

Then I spoke up.

"Guild Master. I have a favor to ask. Could you make it so that *Beautiful Sword* gets the credit for this Kraken subjugation?"

At my proposal, the Guild Master's face contorted in shock.

"Wh-Why would you say such a thing?! I cannot make a false report! I can't do that!!"

She said, her expression fierce.

She had a point. Making a false report meant lying to her superiors. If that came out, she wouldn't just lose her credibility; she'd lose her job. I understood that.

But still, I pressed on.

"I understand what you're saying. However, I'm a rookie who's only been an adventurer for about half a year. I came to this country two years ago and spent that time training to get stronger, but I have no intention of making a name for myself as an adventurer."

"My rank is B right now, but I don't want to stand out any more than I already have. More importantly, my main profession is being a hunter, so I don't want to take on more work as an adventurer. This Kraken subjugation was done as a hunter, not as an adventurer."

The Guild Master was not convinced.

"But a false report affects the credibility of not just me, but the entire guild. I can't say I don't understand your desire to avoid attention, but... at the very least, I will report the truth about you to my superiors. What happens after that is up to you."

The Guild Master said, her eyes serious. In other words, if I wanted to stay out of the limelight, I had to convince them myself. I looked to Tina.

Sensing my intent, she said, "It will be difficult. If this subjugation is a free one, we'll undoubtedly be summoned to the royal castle. Let's think about it together before then."

She placed a hand on my shoulder as she spoke. It was her way of telling me to prepare myself. Although she said we'd think about it together, her expression seemed to say, *Give up*. It felt like she was foreshadowing what was to come. At that moment, a lone horse and its rider—a soldier—emerged from the forest.

Everyone's gaze turned to the soldier as he approached.

"I am a Captain of the Kingdom's army. I have come to inquire about the details of the Kraken's subjugation."

The Captain dismounted as he spoke. I figured they must have been monitoring the Kraken. For a monster that had caused so much damage, it wasn't surprising they'd have it under surveillance.

Tina stepped forward.

"A pleasure to meet you, Captain. I am Tina, leader of *Beautiful Sword*. I will explain the situation."

Seeing Tina, the Captain responded, "Ah, the famous A-rank adventurer. It is an honor to meet you. You are as beautiful as the rumors say. Ahem, my apologies, let's get back on topic. To reiterate, I'm sorry to trouble you, but please, provide your explanation."

The Captain spoke to Tina with perfect etiquette. I observed their exchange from a distance. I was worried about the idea of leaving all future negotiations to Tina.

There would surely be times when Tina wasn't around, and I'd have to negotiate or explain things myself. To prepare for that, I had to watch and learn as much as I could from her. After a while, the Captain's gaze turned to me.

He walked over.

"A pleasure to meet you, Shinsuke-dono. On behalf of the soldiers of this country, I offer you our thanks for subjugating the Kraken. Thank you."

The Captain bowed his head. I gestured with my hand to say, *Don't mention it*. Still, for a Captain who was older than me, his manners were impeccable.

I had the impression from history classes that medieval soldiers were arrogant and overbearing, but the man before me was the model of politeness.

Faced with such a person, I replied, "Not at all. I'm a hunter before I'm an adventurer. It's my job to hunt monsters that harm people. I don't think I did anything so grand. So please, don't be so formal."

I spoke with a slight step back in my tone. It would be wrong of me to act arrogantly in front of such a polite person; I had no desire to do so. The Captain raised his head and looked at me.

"I see. You are truly worthy of the leader of *Beautiful Sword*'s admiration. I am impressed. I have had my subordinates report on your deeds. Of course, I told them to omit the part about you fighting naked, but it will come out eventually."

"So, I have a proposal. Let's spread the word that your attire is a combat style for fighting at sea in your homeland. It's common knowledge that customs differ by country, or even by region. I will also do my part to help spread this heroic tale of yours."

The Captain saluted. I was all for spreading the correct story about my attire. It was just too embarrassing to be known as the guy who fought naked. While I didn't like the idea of becoming famous for a heroic tale, I had to choose the lesser of two evils.

I decided to accept his offer.

After a while, a large number of people emerged from the forest. Some were pulling carts. As soon as they saw the Kraken's carcass, they gasped in shock and then erupted in joyous cheers. Tables were set up all over the beach, and alcohol and food were placed upon them.

The people in charge of cooking began to prepare the Kraken meat, which was soon laid out for everyone. The beach turned into a lively scene, like a banquet, or rather, a festival.

Far from the beach, out in the open sea, a monster observed the shore, its upper body protruding from the water.

It was Daios the Sea General.

"I see. To defeat the Kraken, even with the help of his companions... quite interesting. I would like to meet him someday, if I have the chance."

With those words, he disappeared back into the sea.



		
			Chapter 40

			Interlude: The Council

			Harg Kingdom, the Royal Castle.

The Throne Room.

Seated on the throne was King Elyunpos IV, dressed in a magnificent robe and cape, a crown upon his head. Standing proudly beside him was Prince Alphonse, clad in garments only royalty were permitted to wear.

Before the two of them, a soldier knelt on one knee, his head bowed.

The King spoke.

"Your report on the Kraken subjugation is received. You have done well. You may be dismissed."

The soldier who had delivered the report bowed once more and exited the throne room.

Once he confirmed they were alone, the prince spoke.

"As expected of *Beautiful Sword*, Father. They are the pride of our kingdom. This has proven their strength surpasses even that of *Rodel the Flash*."

To these words of praise, the King replied, "Indeed. They have performed a service far more splendid than that Rodel ever did. Let the kingdom welcome them with a grand celebration. Perhaps it will be enough to wipe that smirk off the good-for-nothing's face."

The King spoke with a cunning smile, and the prince agreed. It was clear from their exchange that neither held a favorable impression of *Rodel the Flash*, and Rodel in particular.

In fact, when Rodel had returned after failing to defeat the Kraken, he had said, "The only reason I lost to the Kraken was because the ship was too fragile. If I'd had a better ship, I wouldn't have lost. The weapons for fighting the Kraken were too weak as well."

"To defeat that monster, I will go in search of the ultimate weapon. In the meantime, the kingdom should devote all its resources to building a new ship. And don't you dare leave it to the navy alone. They're a bunch of incompetents."

He had spouted these outrageous remarks and left the capital without a single word of apology for his failure.

Normally, such words to a king would be unthinkable; he could have been arrested for treason. However, A-rank adventurers were beings recognized by the state.

No matter how arrogant their attitude, they could not be arrested. Unless they committed an undeniable crime, they were forgiven everything. Moreover, the Kraken was a massive monster that even a group of B-rank adventurers couldn't defeat. Only an A-rank could subjugate it.

Even if he insulted the navy with humiliating remarks, they couldn't bring themselves to eliminate the one person who could defeat the monster. In fact, when the navy heard Rodel's insults, they did not get angry; they simply closed their eyes and remained silent. No matter how much hatred they felt in their hearts, they had no choice but to endure it.

Afterward, the kingdom began work on a ship that could withstand the Kraken, but the work was merely for show. The reasons were that they had no intention of following Rodel's orders, and everyone knew he wouldn't return to the capital while the Kraken was still at large. Why? Because the weapon Rodel currently possessed was the finest in the kingdom, a sword he cherished.

Anything stronger would have to be a legendary weapon of old.

And such weapons existed only in forbidden ruins.

The kingdom's history spoke of ruins built by a race beyond human comprehension, containing arms and armor of such quality that even the combined efforts of today's master craftsmen could not replicate them. However, the monsters dwelling there were as strong as the Kraken, and their numbers were comparable to an entire division. The reason the kingdom did not investigate the ruins was to avoid provoking the monsters within. Their stance was, *Let sleeping dogs lie.*

Therefore, Rodel would not be returning, and even if a ship were completed with all haste, it would be meaningless. Furthermore, not a single person in the navy considered trying to defeat the beast without that man. That was the reality.

Amidst this lethargy, the only hope people clung to was that the Kraken would simply leave. In such a situation, the news of the Kraken's successful subjugation was a godsend, not yet announced to the public or even the navy. The King himself planned to make a grand announcement to the people of the kingdom shortly. However, before that, there was something he needed to discuss with the prince alone. It was about the two companions of *Beautiful Sword*—and the fact that one of them was the one who had actually defeated the Kraken.

The prince spoke.

"The report said the two men with them have never been seen before. Could they be adventurers from the city of Alum? That is where they are currently based, I believe."

To the prince's question, the King replied, "That would be the natural assumption. There was a Monster Uproar in that city recently, and an Orc King appeared. I hear *Beautiful Sword* successfully subjugated it, but it seems another party also rose in rank there."

"Whether it's them or someone else, in any case, I want a detailed explanation from Rosen von Alum. Send a messenger bird with instructions. With his daughter studying and working here, that man won't be thinking any foolish thoughts."

The King spoke with a serious expression.

In this kingdom, not just the lord of Alum, but the heirs of all city lords worked at the royal castle to study governance. However, the reality was that they were hostages.

To prevent any foolish plots, they were made to stay in the capital under the pretext of education. But as heirs, they would eventually have to return to their cities. As an insurance policy, the King offered to pay half the cost of noble weddings in exchange for them being held in the capital, with the families living there.

In reality, the families of the lords, excluding the lords themselves, reside in the capital. This alone was a sufficient deterrent, but the King was a cautious man, a conservative who wished for a peaceful world to last forever. Of course, the lords were aware of this.

They had no complaints about the King's rule; he was not a tyrant, so they held no resentment or hatred toward him. And three times a year, they visited the capital to see their families and enjoy their time together.

I digress, but because of this insurance policy, Lord Rosen would not defy the King's orders. He would surely come to the capital to explain, the King was confident.

The prince said, "Indeed. By the way, Father, changing the subject... what shall we do about my sister?"

At the prince's somber words, the King's face grew even darker.

"Hmph. Olivia. I can't imagine what she'll do when she hears this, but it's certain she'll leave the castle without permission."

As the King grimaced, the prince added, "If she were incompetent, we could just ignore her. But honestly, she's so capable it's a problem. She's more qualified to be ruler than I am, but she has absolutely no intention of taking the throne. I honestly don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing."

The prince said with slumped shoulders, his expression downcast.

Let me add that the prince is not incompetent. He possesses both political and military acumen, so there would be no problem if he took the throne. However, Princess Olivia is a being who surpasses him. Her policies are more efficient and less costly than those proposed by the prince.

In fact, during a conference on taxation, when the prince proposed a tax reform plan, Olivia said, "Rather than reform, we need to apprehend those who are evading taxes. I have here documents on the nobles and merchant guild leaders and executives who are in arrears. With evidence, of course."

"We can arrest these individuals and confiscate all their assets. The amount will be five times the unpaid taxes. If we allocate that money to the currently stalled projects, we can complete them, and trade and the lives of the people will improve."

"There will be no need to reduce or revise taxes. And after the projects are finished, the remaining funds can be stored in the national treasury as operating funds for the country. By my calculations, we can expect to have two years' worth of operating funds left over."

Everyone agreed with her proposal.

The knight commanders and executives loyal to the kingdom were fired up by the righteous cause of punishing those who engaged in wicked acts. In fact, the King also supported this solution.

Not only would it enrich the national treasury, but it would also eliminate those who were enriching themselves.

As a result, the nobles, guild masters, and executives were all arrested at once. The nobles were stripped of their rank and their property confiscated. The guild masters and executives had only the amount of their unpaid taxes collected. The guilds were not dismantled; instead, trustworthy workers who had cooperated with the princess became the new masters, and they regained their credibility.

The princess, who had achieved such a great accomplishment, gave all the credit to her brother, the prince.

Her reason was, "Since I was born into the royal family, I will make proposals as befitting my station. But that is all. My brother will be the next king. I will become a minstrel, as was my childhood dream. You two have no objections, right?"

To the princess who said this, the prince and the King could say nothing.

The King wanted the prince to be his successor. He was popular and talented. But the princess possessed a talent that surpassed his. She was more than qualified to be queen. However, the King wished for a male to take the throne if possible. The princess, sensing this, had publicly announced her accomplishments as the prince's. It was a fabrication, a strategic move by the princess.

Moreover, the King himself had been made to publicly acknowledge the prince's achievements. The method she used to make him do so was unspeakable. Though it was against his will, if he revealed the deception, the royal family's credibility would plummet. Therefore, the two of them could not strongly oppose the princess's wishes.

The two of them were troubled about what to do next.

Meanwhile, in a space where blue flames flickered.

There, the Seven Demon Lords were gathered.

The topic was the otherworlder who had defeated the Kraken. Daios the Sea General was reporting.

"As a result of verifying the otherworlder's strength, it has been determined that he can fight on equal terms with a high-ranking monster."

At this report, Redorza looked troubled.

"So he possesses considerable strength. I'm beginning to wonder if we should let him be."

To this question, Rumby replied, "Ehhh, it's fine, isn't it? No need to be so serious. It's more fun this way if we just leave him alone."

To this optimistic remark, Harynair said, "That's right. I can agree with that. If it means I won't be bored from now on, I'd rather just watch and enjoy myself."

Harynair agreed with Rumby. Seeing the two of them, Lates said, "In that case, may I make the next move? I'd like to know if the otherworlder has any resistance to poison."

To Lates's cunning words, Sidoor said, "No. I will go next."

At these words, everyone turned their gaze to Sidoor.

That the Minotaur would volunteer himself—what had gotten into him, everyone thought.

Lates said, "This is unexpected. I thought you had lost interest in the mortal world."

Lates said with a surprised expression. It was impossible to tell how a fly's face could look surprised, so one could only judge by his voice.

Receiving the gazes of everyone, Sidoor said, "Indeed, the current world is too weak. But it has been two years since he arrived, has it not? To have grown so strong in that period... It is only natural for a warrior to take an interest."

To the smiling Sidoor, Bamhal said, "Wait. It is too soon for us to act. Sidoor, I understand your feelings, but please be patient for a little while. We have received reports of interesting movements in the royal capital. It will not be too late to decide after seeing that play out, will it?"

To these words, Sidoor replied, "My apologies. I was indeed too hasty. Then, I will reconsider after witnessing this interesting event."

With those final words, Bamhal said, "Then, this council is adjourned. Harynair, behave yourself."

To Bamhal's stern gaze, Harynair replied, "Whatever could you mean? I have no idea what you're talking about~~."

Harynair said with an innocent face.

The others had known from the beginning that Harynair had been going to the royal capital. Bamhal sighed and brought the meeting to a close, half-forcefully.



		
			Chapter 41

			The Audience and the King's Ploy

			The festival lasted until midnight.

We had defeated the Kraken around noon, and soon after, the townspeople arrived and started the celebration. The main dishes were cooked with Kraken meat—grilled and stewed. All of them used salt.

They didn't sell salt in the other cities, so I asked Tina about it.

"Salt is only sold in port towns and the royal capital," she explained. "It's a luxury item, and if you try to transport it to other towns or cities, you just become a prime target for bandits. That's why it's not commonly found on the market."

What a harsh world, I thought.

But this was a world where strength was everything. If you were robbed, you couldn't just rely on soldiers or adventurers to solve everything. The moment you stepped outside a town, you were in the field, a place teeming with monsters. You couldn't just casually investigate such a place. For that reason, merchants had to hire escorts from the start, and they had to earn enough to cover the request fee. Even if they carried luxury goods, if no one bought them, it would be a huge loss. It was more profitable to sell cheap goods at a slightly higher price.

I digress, but given the circumstances, it was no surprise that luxury items like spices weren't widely available.

I didn't feel any particular desire to fix the situation myself. Before dealing with transportation, you'd have to deal with the attackers. I had no intention of going that far. It was too far removed from a hunter's job. I hadn't come to this world to start a revolution. Well, I decided to stop thinking about such things and enjoy the festival.

As the banquet came to an end, everyone seemed tired and decided to sleep on the beach. I was quite drunk myself, so as a precaution, I set up some iron wire and bells near the forest entrance. A tripwire alarm. I set up a large number of them so we would know immediately if any bandits came. With security measures in place, I decided to sleep far from the forest, so I could be ready to move at any time.

I woke the next morning without any incidents.

It was a bit of an anticlimax, but nothing happening was for the best. Everyone was starting to clean up. They collected the trash, and it was decided that the large amount of leftover Kraken meat would be taken back. Apparently, high-ranking monster meat preserves well and doesn't spoil quickly. I tried to help with the packing, but...

"No, no, it would be a sin to make the heroes who saved our town help. We'll take care of this, so please, head back to town."

They politely refused my offer.

Tina also tried to help, but she was turned down in the same way. We had no choice, so *Beautiful Sword* and *Intense Thought* decided to head back to town. When we arrived, it was overflowing with energy.

Carts were coming and going on the roads, and people were walking about with bright expressions. Most notably, there were three ships docked at the port, one of which was just setting sail. For a moment, I thought I'd come to the wrong town.

Tina, who was next to me, said, "Well, it's so different from your first impression, so it's understandable you'd think that. This is what the town was like originally."

She spoke with a hint of nostalgia.

As we walked through the town, everyone was talking about the Kraken subjugation. The story was that *Beautiful Sword* had defeated it. The Guild Master had said she didn't want to make a false report, but... the people who had watched knew *Beautiful Sword*, but they didn't know *Intense Thought*.

Since Bardos and I weren't trying to make a name for ourselves, that was only natural.

With these thoughts, we decided to go pick up our luggage from the inn. We needed to get out of town quickly.

If we stayed any longer, we'd definitely be invited to the royal castle. After all, we had defeated the Kraken, a free subjugation target. There was no reason we wouldn't be summoned.

As I was thinking this, Tina said, "Well, I understand how you feel, but that would be like slapping the king in the face. I don't recommend it."

To Tina's serious expression, I replied, "In that case, can't you guys just go alone? I don't want to stand out anymore. Since the story is that *Beautiful Sword* defeated it, it shouldn't be a problem if just the four of you go, right? Bardos, what about you?"

To my question, Bardos said, "Hmm. I'm not a fan of troublesome things either. I don't know the etiquette for an audience with the king. And I have no intention of getting friendly with any nobles. So, to the members of *Beautiful Sword*, the rest is up to you."

He saluted, showing he was with me.

It was just what I'd hoped for. I shook Bardos's hand. The four women looked on with exasperated expressions. But it was too late. A large number of soldiers were approaching from the town entrance. There were so many of them, it looked like they were preparing for war.

The group spotted Tina and the others and approached.

Bardos and I looked at each other.

"The rest is up to you."

I said, and was about to make a run for it, but Leona stopped me.

"Your struggle is futile. The one at the head of the group is the Captain we met on the beach."

Leona grabbed my shoulder and Bardos's, making sure we couldn't escape.

At the head of the approaching group was indeed the Captain.

He stood before Tina's group.

"To the members of *Beautiful Sword* and *Intense Thought*. I have come to escort you. We have prepared a carriage at the town entrance. Please, this way."

The Captain and the soldiers cleared a path.

Bardos and I looked at each other and sighed.

Redorum Royal Capital.

The city spread out in a circle around the castle where the king resided. A wide variety of weapons, armor, and tools were on display, many of them imported from other countries via the port town. It was the largest city in the kingdom.

On the road leading to the castle, I looked out the carriage window. It was a full-blown parade.

People lined both sides of the road, waving enthusiastically. The carriage moved slowly, and we were completely on display. Tina and the others were smiling and waving back at the people.

*They're used to this,* I thought, when Tina whispered, "Shinsuke, you need to wave too. A fake smile is fine, just smile and wave. Bardos, you too."

With a smile, Tina turned back to the crowd. Bardos and I reluctantly smiled and waved. It was incredibly awkward, but I had to convince myself it was better than not doing it at all.

We arrived at the royal castle.

During the ride, I had desperately tried to think of a way to give all the credit to Tina, but I couldn't come up with any good ideas. I consulted Tina, but she just said, "Give up."

It was a simple, one-word response.

When we entered the audience chamber, a resplendently dressed old man sat on a magnificent throne before us. It was the King. To his right stood a young man in extravagant clothes. No doubt, the prince. And to his left was a girl of about fifteen in a gorgeous dress. No doubt, the princess. But there was no one else around them.

In games, in a situation like this, I had always imagined there would be nobles lined up. The impression here was that only the royal family was present. We reached the center of the audience chamber, and Tina's group knelt on one knee. Bardos and I quickly did the same.

Seeing this, the King spoke.

"Welcome, members of *Beautiful Sword* and *Intense Thought*. I am King Elyunpos IV. To my right is my son, Alphonse, and to my left, my daughter, Olivia. Your recent deeds were truly magnificent. The subjugation of the Kraken—I hear *Beautiful Sword* was successful. As expected of the adventurers who are the pride of our kingdom. This is what it means to possess both beauty and strength."

The King declared.

I was surprised by his statement, but it was convenient for me. If this misunderstanding continued, I wouldn't stand out.

Just as I was thinking this, the King paused and then said, "...is what I have declared to the people and the nobles."

At his words, we all looked up.

The King continued, "In reality, it was *Intense Thought*, standing behind you, who subjugated the Kraken. I have received a report from the Captain. The soldier who reported first thought you two were members of *Beautiful Sword*, which is convenient for us as well."

After the King had explained most of it, Tina asked, "May I be permitted to speak?"

The King nodded, and Tina continued, "Why did you make such a declaration? A free subjugation can be undertaken by anyone. Even if they are unknown, is it not the rule to give a suitable reward for a successful subjugation?"

To Tina's question, the King replied, "Indeed, that is true. But this time, there is a reason I wanted *Beautiful Sword* to be credited with the success. You are aware that *Rodel the Flash* set out for the subjugation before and failed. And yet, that man, far from showing remorse, had the audacity to claim he lost because of the navy. Even for a precious Light attribute user, there is a limit!!"

The King slammed his fist on the armrest of his throne.

His face was a mask of pure rage.

Taking a deep breath to calm his ragged breathing, the King said, "...Forgive me, forget what I just said. In any case, if I were to honestly announce the success of this subjugation, that man would surely say something like, 'So the monster was weak enough for even unknowns to defeat. I could have easily defeated it. As I thought, we lost because of the navy.' He would surely use it as an excuse. I have no desire to see that man's smug face, so if *Beautiful Sword* gets the credit, he won't be able to complain and will likely shut up. That is my thinking."

To this idea, Tina replied, "However, there is a problem with that. Many people in the port town saw him defeat it. What will you do about that?"

To her question, the King said, "Do not worry, I have already taken measures. The Guild Master and the Captain are telling people that you two were a party that cooperated with *Beautiful Sword*, and that *Beautiful Sword* planned and commanded the operation. That way, it will be as if *Beautiful Sword* defeated it, will it not? It is a bit forceful, but I believe it will be convincing enough."

To this answer, Tina said, "Indeed, that would make sense. The rest depends on how *Rodel the Flash* will act."

To this question, the King said, "For now, I believe this plan will work. And so, I am about to hold a party with the nobles. I would like you all to attend as well. You are the stars of the show, after all."

At his words, Tina's group silently bowed their heads.

Bardos and I looked at each other. We were thinking the same thing: we had no desire to attend such a stuffy party.

Seeing the two of us, the King said, "*Intense Thought*, do not worry. I will assign a maid to each of you. If a noble speaks to you or bothers you, I will order the maids to give you advice or intervene. Please, relax and enjoy yourselves."

At his words, Bardos and I decided to just bow our heads for now.

It would not do to show discontent with the King's consideration. We decided to simply accept it. Later, a party was held in the great hall. We attended wearing the clothes that had been prepared for us.

It was suffocating beyond belief, and I couldn't bring myself to enjoy it. The food was good, though.

Evening, at the capital entrance.

A young man in full golden armor was leading his companions. Seeing him, a guard said, "Welcome back, members of *Rodel the Flash*. Did you find your legendary weapon?"

To the guard's slightly sarcastic remark, the leader replied, "What are you talking about? It is a legendary weapon precisely because it is not easily found. To not even understand that... the education of the soldiers here is lacking."

He laughed condescendingly, mocking the guard.

The soldier was inwardly furious but endured it. The leader said, "Well, the subjugation of the Kraken is only a matter of time. I will gather information about the legendary weapon in town and then set out again. You can rest assured and await the good news."

With a smug smile, *Rodel the Flash* was about to pass through the gate when the guard said, "...Ah, I forgot to mention. The Kraken has already been defeated. By *Beautiful Sword*."

The guard reported with a smirk.

The leader of *Rodel the Flash*, Rodel, wore a look of utter shock.



		
			Chapter 42

			Respective Agendas

			The party at the royal castle ended, and we headed to the rooms that had been prepared for us.

More exhausted than ever before, Bardos and I slumped onto a sofa. After all, the King had made *that* announcement to all the nobles.

"For their meritorious service, the adventurer party *Intense Thought* is hereby promoted to A-rank."

Applause followed the announcement.

But the underlying sentiment was clearly, *They only made it thanks to 'Beautiful Sword'.* The proof was in the cold stares directed at Bardos and me.

Personally, I couldn't care less about such looks. I had gotten more than my fill of them at my old company, so I was used to it. Bardos also seemed unfazed as he focused on his meal.

When the party was over, we were about to look for an inn when the maid who had been assigned to me said, "The King has prepared rooms for you. Please, make use of them."

She then led us there. Doing things I wasn't used to was exhausting—even more so than hunting or adventuring. As I was thinking this, there was a knock on the door, and a maid entered. Tina and her party followed behind her.

The maid said, "The members of *Beautiful Sword* wished to see you, so I brought them here. I will take my leave now. Please call if you need anything."

She bowed to each of us and left. Tina and Leona were in their armor, while Rumily and Milfy were in their combat attire. They had worn dresses prepared for them at the party, but now they were back in their familiar gear.

Tina sat down next to me, and Leona sat next to Bardos. Rumily and Milfy sat on a separate, empty sofa.

Tina spoke. "In the end, things went just as you wanted, Shinsuke. But let me say this. I am sorry. We've stolen your credit, both with the Orc King and now this. This is the second time."

As Tina bowed her head, I replied, "Don't worry about it. With the Orc King, it was because I didn't want to stand out. It's the same with the Kraken. If anything, I should be the one apologizing. Did my selfish actions make you uncomfortable? Having to pretend you defeated something you couldn't on your own."

At my apology, Tina said, "Not at all! We're the ones who stole your accomplishments..."

Seeing that we were just going back and forth, Leona interjected, "That's enough. How long do you plan to keep this up?"

Her words put an end to it.

As an awkward silence filled the air, there was a knock on the door. After a reply, a maid entered. But though her hair was tied in a ponytail, I recognized her face.

It was Princess Olivia.

Tina said, "...What are you doing here, having left your room, Princess?"

To her words, the princess replied, "Why, to talk, of course. I came to hear about the exploits of *Intense Thought*, not just this recent subjugation."

The princess sat down in a nearby chair with a dignified posture. *As expected of royalty,* I thought, as Bardos and I began to recount our story from the beginning. Of course, we left out any mention of Earth. They wouldn't have believed us anyway.

After we finished, the princess said, "Quite a tale. With a few embellishments, it could be made into a hero's story."

She said this while taking notes. She had somehow produced a piece of paper and a quill and was writing down my story. I wondered what she was up to, but I didn't understand the thinking of royalty, and even if I asked, she probably wouldn't answer. It would be utterly foolish to get thrown in jail for some crime for asking the wrong question.

Having reached that conclusion, I relaxed.

Just then, there was another knock on the door, and a maid poked her head in.

"Excuse me. Prince Alphonse has arrived."

With that, the maid let the prince in. She then left, and since the prince himself had come, I straightened my posture a bit. Tina and the others did the same.

The prince said, "There is no need to be so formal. This is not a public place. Please, relax."

He looked around the room and saw the princess.

"Olivia. I won't ask what you're doing, but please stop with the disguises."

He instructed her, but the princess acted as if she hadn't heard a thing.

The prince sighed and turned to us.

"Regarding the recent subjugation... though there were reasons, the matter of falsifying the report to give *Intense Thought*'s credit to *Beautiful Sword*... On behalf of my father, I have come to apologize. I am truly sorry."

The prince bowed his head.

Seeing this, I said, "Not at all. For us, it was a welcome development. We didn't want to stand out any more than we already have. Right, Bardos?"

Bardos nodded in agreement.

Seeing this, the prince said, "Thank you for saying so. My father was also pained by this. Even if it was a measure against *Rodel the Flash*, for the King himself to commit such a deception is something that should not have happened."

The prince's eyes were serious. His gaze was half-sincere, half-a-warning. His eyes were saying, *If you speak of this, there will be consequences.* Everyone else, including me, seemed to understand, as we all nodded.

Seeing this scene, the princess said, "This is wonderful. A touch of conspiracy within a glamorous atmosphere. This will make for an even more interesting story."

She said, her pen flying across the paper. The prince looked at the princess and sighed, but said nothing more. Just then, there was a knock on the door, and a maid entered.

"Excuse me. The members of *Rodel the Flash* are here. Shall I let them in?"

We all looked at each other with weary expressions. We had a good idea of what *Rodel the Flash* wanted.

Realizing this, Tina said, "Please ask them to leave."

She conveyed the refusal to the maid.

A moment later, a string of curses echoed from the hallway, and the door was thrown open with force. A group of four entered.

The first was a man of 180cm, dressed in golden full plate armor. He wore a red cape, had blond hair, blue eyes, and a handsome face. At his waist was a sword in a golden scabbard decorated with a vertical line of multicolored jewels. The hilt and guard were also gold. At this rate, the blade itself was likely gold as well. The young man, Rodel, was dressed to stand out in every way. His golden sword's name, by the way, was Chrysaor.

The second was a man of 200cm, in blue full plate armor. On his back was a greatshield of silvery-white, and at his waist was a mace of the same color. He had silver hair, a rugged face like a man of stone, and green eyes. His build was worthy of being called a pro wrestler. A man of great presence, Glad the Iron Wall.

The third was a woman of 140cm, wearing a black pointed hat and a black cloak. The clothes peeking out from beneath were a dark blue, long-sleeved, dress-like garment. In her left hand, she held a staff as tall as she was, with a rounded top, light brown in color. On her right wrist was a white bracelet with five gems of red, blue, yellow, green, and orange. She had brown hair, sharp eyes, and wore glasses, giving her the look of a beautiful adult woman. Her eyes were brown. Her appearance was befitting of a witch. The witch's name was Matilda the Magician.

The fourth was a girl of 150cm, in a sister's habit with a large cross drawn in the center of the front. On her head was a hat like a game's priest would wear, also with a cross in the center. The clothes and hat were white, and the cross was yellow. She carried no weapon, only a white bag. She had blue hair and golden eyes. Despite her youthful appearance, she exuded a saintly aura. A figure worthy of being called a holy woman. Sister Marial.

The four of them barged in. But looking at their faces, only the blond man seemed pleased with himself. The other three looked apologetic. In this situation, it was easy to tell that this man was Rodel.

Rodel said, "It's been a while, Tina. I'm glad to see you're as beautiful as ever."

He then forcefully sat down next to Tina.

Not wanting to be touched by him, Tina scooted over, pressing up against me. Rodel acted as if I wasn't even there and continued to speak to Tina.

"Your subjugation of the Kraken was magnificent, I hear. As expected of an adventurer who is the pride of our kingdom, just like me. But you're so cold. You should have called me. Then you wouldn't have had to fight alongside the incompetent navy."

Rodel spoke like a typical pickup artist.

To his attitude, Tina said, "There was no need to. We were able to defeat the Kraken because we had *Beautiful Sword* and *Intense Thought*. In fact, if you had been there, you would have been a hindrance, and we probably would have failed."

Tina spoke bluntly.

In response, Rodel's smile didn't waver. "There you go again, you're quite the joker. But that's just another thing that makes you beautiful and cute."

Rodel winked. Tina looked utterly disgusted.

Rodel's face twisted into a smirk. "By the way, I'd like to arrange the plans for our wedding."

He said something completely outrageous.

Meanwhile, Glad approached the sofa where Bardos and Leona were sitting.

Glad said, "It's been a long time, Leona-dono. I'm glad to see you're well."

Leona replied, "Glad-dono, it has been a while. You seem to be the same as ever. From the looks of it, dealing with *him* must be quite difficult, isn't it?"

Leona's gaze shifted to Rodel.

Glad understood. "Well, yes, I am just doing my duty. By the way, who is this gentleman?"

Glad looked at Bardos.

Leona said, "This is Bardos. He's an adventurer from *Intense Thought*, promoted to A-rank today. Bardos, this is Glad-dono, known as the Iron Wall. He's also an A-rank adventurer."

Leona introduced the two of them. Glad noticed that Leona's expression softened slightly when she looked at Bardos.

"A pleasure to meet you, Bardos-dono. I am Glad. Forgive my rudeness, but what is your relationship with Leona-dono?"

Glad's tone was tinged with jealousy.

Bardos, oblivious, replied, "? I spar with Leona often. We sometimes go together to look at weapon maintenance supplies and tools."

Bardos spoke as if there was nothing between them.

Hearing this, Glad looked at Leona. Her face was slightly red. From this, Glad understood. Leona was in love with him. Glad also had feelings for Leona and had been waiting for the right time to confess, but now a man had appeared out of nowhere and stolen her away. Glad's heart lost its usual composure.

In this tense atmosphere, there was one corner of the room occupied only by women.

Matilda was pestering Milfy.

"Milfy, don't get cocky just because you managed to defeat the Kraken. I'll definitely show you that I'm superior."

To Matilda's aggressive words, Milfy replied, "I'm not getting cocky. I don't think for a moment that I defeated it by myself. It was only possible with everyone's help."

To Milfy's model response, Matilda said, "H-Hmph. You can say that for now. Prepare yourself. Someday, I'll prove that I'm stronger than you. And when that happens, you'll fulfill the promise from that day... the promise to become mine."

Matilda whispered the last words.

Only Milfy, Rumily, and Marial heard them. The three of them had different expressions. Milfy looked disgusted, Rumily looked as if she were seeing an enemy, and Marial looked like a bystander.

As you can tell from this exchange, Matilda was attracted to women. She had known Milfy since they were just learning magic, and back then, they had been like close sisters. But at some point, Matilda began to want Milfy for herself and had challenged her to a duel. The result was Milfy's victory.

Matilda, unable to accept this, said, "Mark my words. Someday, when I become stronger than you and accomplish something amazing, you will become mine. And when that happens, I'll put a collar on you and cherish you by my side for the rest of your life!"

With those words, she left.

From there, through some process, she was requested by the guild to monitor Rodel and reluctantly began working as a member of *Rodel the Flash*. But she believed that if she became stronger and achieved great things through this, she could make Milfy her own. However, around this time, Milfy started dating Rumily. When Matilda found out, she appeared before the two of them.

"Milfy, how dare you date a woman like that when you have me! I won't allow it, absolutely not! Tomorrow, you will duel me. The place will be the meadow where we once fought. If I win, you will become mine. And Rumily! As punishment for touching what is mine, I will subject you to unspeakable humiliation in my family's basement! Prepare yourself!!"

With those words, she left.

Before they could even object, she had made up her mind. The two of them looked at each other and sighed. But Milfy could not allow Rumily to suffer such a terrible fate, and in the duel the next day, she emerged victorious.

Since then, Matilda had been pestering Milfy one way or another, in what looked to an outsider like a rivalry.

Incidentally, Marial was accompanying *Rodel the Flash* on orders from the church. In short, she was a spy. The upper echelons of the guild were aware of this. The church's thinking was that they couldn't let the Light-attribute user, Rodel, run wild.



		
			Chapter 43

			A Man's Pride

			Tina was stunned by Rodel’s bombshell of a proposal.

"W-What are you talking about?! Why on earth would I have to marry you?!"

Rodel replied to her shout.

"Why? Isn’t it obvious? You and I are the adventurers who represent this kingdom. There’s nothing wrong with two people like us getting married. In fact, the entire country would rejoice, and it would undoubtedly be a grand wedding. Me, the chosen one who wields Light Magic, and you, Tina, who can slay massive monsters with your outstanding tactics. Isn’t it the perfect match?"

With that, Rodel stood up from the sofa and spread his arms wide. Until now, I had watched with indifference. It was a conversation between the two of them, and I saw no need for me to intervene. But his words stirred two emotions within me: anger at this guy for his ridiculous statement, and relief that Tina would never accept such a thing. The prince, who had been a spectator until now, spoke up.

"Wait a moment, Rodel-dono. I can’t have you making such arrangements on your own."

Rodel turned to face the prince who had interjected.

"Oh, Your Highness. I didn’t realize you were here. I was so captivated by Tina that I failed to notice. My apologies."

Rodel said, bowing his head in apology. But it was clear to anyone that his attitude held no remorse whatsoever. The prince clenched his right fist but said nothing. The man before him possessed the rare Light Attribute and was, in some ways, more valuable than the king himself. Losing his temper would achieve nothing. As the prince endured, Rodel continued.

"However, why should this trouble you? Marriage between a man and a woman is a natural thing. Even royalty has no right to interfere."

Rodel’s tone was mocking. The prince exhaled slowly.

"Marriage is indeed a matter of freedom, but Tina-dono seems to be against it. To proceed without any consideration for the other person’s feelings is something I must object to, not as royalty, but as a human being."

At the prince’s words, Rodel looked at Tina. Her expression was one of clear disgust. Rodel looked puzzled.

"...Tina, why the reluctance? I would think a beautiful woman like you would be considering marriage, would you not?"

Tina responded to his remark.

"...Yes, on that point alone, I agree. However, I have no intention of marrying you. That is because... I already have someone I love."

Upon hearing this, Rodel was dumbfounded.

"...Huh? ...What are you talking about? To think that someone as beautiful and strong as you has fallen for another man—that’s preposterous. It couldn’t possibly be anyone but me, could it?"

Tina answered Rodel's utterly absurd words.

"He’s right here. The man standing next to me. He’s Shinsuke, an A-rank adventurer just like you."

As she spoke, Tina clung to Shinsuke’s right arm.

Her face was slightly flushed, embarrassed by her own bold actions. As for me, Tina's sudden move made me so tense my expression froze. Rodel’s eyes widened in shock at the scene. In the midst of it all, the prince spoke.

"That is wonderful news! I will report this to my father. The two heroes of the Kraken subjugation are in love! Such a splendid thing is a rare occurrence indeed."

He said this with a beaming smile. He seemed quite pleased, but I couldn’t understand why he was happy enough to report it to the king. Rodel, hearing this, scoffed.

"...Haha, that’s quite a funny thing to say. That man is an adventurer who only made it to A-rank thanks to you, isn’t he? A useless bum who can’t do anything on his own. To say you love someone like that... this joke has gone too far."

Rodel shook his head with an air of exasperation. Tina, seeing his attitude, glared at him.

"This is no joke. I love Shinsuke, and he loves me. What’s more, we sleep together at night."

Tina spoke with a deeply blushing face. My own expression didn’t change, but I felt embarrassed as well. From Tina's demeanor and expression, Rodel seemed to realize she wasn't joking. With a face full of anger, he looked at me.

"...Shinsuke, was it? A mediocre adventurer like you could never be a match for such a beautiful woman. Break up with her at once. And never show your face before her or me again."

Rodel’s command was utterly unreasonable. His condescending attitude had thoroughly angered me, and I made my decision. I stood up from the sofa.

"Why should I have to listen to you?"

I asked him directly. Rodel replied.

"Isn’t it obvious? I am an A-rank adventurer and a chosen one who possesses the rare Light Attribute. You, on the other hand, only became A-rank thanks to Tina. You didn't earn it through your own skill. It’s clear to anyone who is superior, isn’t it?"

Rodel scoffed. *Clear to anyone*, he said. I was about to suggest we ask the people around us, but I stopped myself. It would be pointless to say anything to a guy like this. In fact, both Tina and the prince wore looks of exasperation. Still, I was under no obligation to obey his command.

"...What nonsense. The only people who would listen to such a reason are those with no confidence in themselves. Besides, Tina already told you, didn’t she? She doesn’t want to marry you. To be so persistent despite that... how pathetic."

I spoke with a tone of exasperation and disappointment. Seeing my attitude, Rodel’s face twisted in anger.

"What?! You’ve got some nerve. ...But what was that last part? It was so nonsensical I couldn't understand it. What backwater mountain did you crawl out from?"

To Rodel’s mocking tone, I replied.

"For someone who claims to represent the kingdom to not understand these words is truly unbelievable. Your ignorance is so pitiful it brings tears to my eyes."

I put my right hand to my eyes and pretended to cry, *yoyo*. Seeing this, Rodel’s face contorted with rage once more.

"?! ...Fine. I’ll take that as a challenge. ...Shinsuke, was it? I challenge you to a duel!"

Rodel declared, pointing his right index finger at me. *What a short-tempered guy*, I thought. Between Ave and now Rodel, I wondered if all the chosen people in this world had such similar thought processes. My face remained impassive.

"...Fine. So? When and where?"

To my question, Rodel answered.

"Tomorrow, at noon. The location will be the Royal Capital’s arena. It will be a party battle, but I believe there are only two of you. In that case, we shall also fight with two. Any objections, Glad?"

Rodel asked Glad. Normally, Glad would have responded to Rodel’s selfish idea with a level head, but he was not calm at that moment.

"...Fine, Rodel. You take that man. I will fight Bardos-dono. Any complaints, Bardos-dono?"

Bardos replied to the question.

"You’re on! I welcome a fight with a strong guy like you. I gladly accept your offer!"

With that, Bardos stood up.

Leona was surprised. Even if it was at Rodel’s instruction, she knew full well that Glad was not such an aggressive man. The prince, seeing the exchange between the four men, spoke.

"...In that case, I will report to my father so that you may fight. Please, fight to your heart’s content."

The prince had realized it was too late to stop them. The four men nodded at his words, and ‘Flash’ left the room. Silence filled the air among the remaining members of ‘Intense Thought’ and ‘Beautiful Sword,’ along with the prince and princess. Tina broke the silence.

"I’m sorry. This has turned into quite a mess."

I replied to the apologetic Tina.

"Don’t worry about it. To be honest, I was getting pissed off. Just looking at guys like him is irritating."

Tina looked at me with a worried expression. Meanwhile, Leona spoke to Bardos.

"...Bardos, I know you well, so I won’t try to stop you, but let me say just one thing. There is a difference in the quality of your weapons. Glad’s shield is made with an abundance of Mithril. Your axe, even with a wind magic stone, is just plain iron. If you attack it head-on, your axe will undoubtedly break."

Leona’s voice was filled with concern. Hearing her words, Bardos pondered what he should do. And so, the room turned into a strategy meeting against ‘Flash.’ The princess, watching all of this, mused.

"...A battle for a woman’s affection. Excellent. Truly excellent. My creative spirit is soaring."

She then focused on taking notes. The prince, as an observer, simply watched everyone’s interactions. Just then, a single bird outside the window took flight, unnoticed by anyone.

Meanwhile, ‘Flash’ walked down the corridor.

Rodel was irritated. Irritated that he had failed to subjugate the Kraken. His plan was to report to the king that he had found a legendary weapon but hadn’t obtained it yet, just as the Kraken left the sea. Then, he would claim that the Kraken had fled in fear of him. But since ‘Beautiful Sword’ had successfully defeated the Kraken, his own reputation had surely fallen. So, he had hastily come up with the idea of marrying Tina. If he married her, his reputation wouldn’t suffer. In fact, he believed it would rise, as he would be the one who had captured the heart of the woman who defeated the Kraken. That was why he had made the proposal, but the woman in question had fallen for some nameless man and had even slept with him. The plan wouldn't work. In this duel, he would utterly crush that man and make her his. Then, a glorious future would await him. So Rodel fantasized.

Glad regretted what he had said about the duel. Thinking calmly, there was no need to go along with Rodel’s selfish challenge. But when he learned that Leona was in love with Bardos, Glad’s heart had filled with jealousy. He had agreed to Rodel’s proposal to see for himself if that man was worthy of Leona.

Matilda and Marial, watching the backs of the two men, concluded that the next day’s duel would be quite chaotic and decided to remain spectators.



		
			Chapter 44

			The Curtain Rises and Pride

			The next day, at the arena.

It was the largest venue in the kingdom, about the size of the Tokyo Dome. The interior was, to put it simply, a colosseum. The center was covered in sand, with no stone-paved stage. The entire sandy area was the field. A thick, circular wall surrounded it, and atop that wall were the spectator seats.

There were thirty rows of seats, with space for an estimated three to five hundred people. Above the stands was a terrace, a space reserved for nobility and royalty—in other words, the VIP section. This place was often used for adventurer registration exams, pitting them against captured monsters, as well as for duels between adventurers themselves. It was the perfect place for a spectacle. The spectator seats were completely full.

The reason was the duel between adventurers, and the fact that ‘Flash’ was participating.

For fans of the party, it was an absolute must-see. Their opponents, ‘Intense Thought,’ were the party that, alongside ‘Beautiful Sword,’ had successfully defeated the Kraken.

Among the people, they were known as the party that had received orders from ‘Beautiful Sword’ to deliver the final blow to the weakened Kraken. Many thought it was worth seeing the party that ‘Beautiful Sword’ trusted, while others were there to enjoy the sight of a newly risen party being miserably defeated.

In the waiting room for ‘Intense Thought.’

Bardos and I were handed dolls by a soldier. I knew them well. They were substitute dolls. By putting our blood in them, if we took fatal damage, the doll would swap places with us, and any damage sustained up to that point would be healed.

Bardos and I put our blood in them and handed them back to the soldier. The rule here was that in a multi-person battle, the losers had to stay in the loser’s room until the match was decided. Bardos and I were ready. Bardos wore his usual armor, with a machete at his hip and a great axe in his hands. I wore Japanese-style armor, a helmet with a crescent moon crest, a Japanese sword and another sword at my waist, and gloves. Our preparations were complete.

As the time drew near, the two of us headed for the stage entrance.

The place was, frankly, vast. And empty. That was my impression.

But there was something even more jarring—the voices of the crowd. The jeers were so loud they were nothing but noise.

Bardos had a disgusted look on his face, so I asked him about it.

"...Of course it’s disgusting. Fighting in a spectacle like this. A fight to the death isn’t for the crowd’s entertainment, it’s a life-or-death exchange. ...It’s nothing but infuriating."

Bardos said with a look of displeasure and disgust.

I could agree with that. There was nothing more tasteless than enjoying watching people try to kill each other. As I was thinking this, the voices grew even louder. The cause was Rodel and Glad emerging from the opposite gate.

The crowd roared.

"Kyaaa—!! Rodel-samaaa—♡"

"Glad-saaan!! We’re cheering for you—!"

"Beat down those two upstarts—!!"

"Die a pathetic death before Rodel-sama—!!"

Such cheers and jeers echoed through the arena.

Bardos and I listened with indifferent expressions. I didn’t know what kind of experiences Bardos had, but as for me, I had been subjected to endless shouting and sarcasm from my superiors, colleagues, and juniors at my previous company.

Compared to that, this wasn’t even worth getting angry about, let alone refuting.

With that thought, I looked around and saw ‘Beautiful Sword’ sitting in the stands to my right. They were silent, their faces expressionless, and they gave us a thumbs-up. It was their way of saying, *Do your best*. I gave a slow nod. Bardos seemed to have noticed as well and nodded toward them.

If they were to cheer for us openly, it would only complicate things—in other words, cause trouble. Mostly from Rodel.

‘Intense Thought’ and ‘Flash’ faced each other, closing the distance until they reached a suitable fighting position.

As for their equipment, Rodel wore golden full-plate armor with a sword at his waist. Glad wore full-plate armor with a helmet, a great shield in one hand, and a mace in the other. Rodel spoke.

"I’ll give you credit for having the guts to show up. ...But in the end, you’re just a nobody who can’t do anything without a competent person to guide you. I’ll teach you the meaning of class."

Rodel said, pointing his right index finger at me.

I replied.

"Is that all you have to say? Then let’s get this over with."

I said, gripping the hilt of my sword.

I took a stance, ready to wait until he drew his weapon.

Seeing this, Rodel was incensed.

"What! ...I gave you a chance to say something, and this is how you respond? Fine. If you’re so eager to lose pathetically, then I’ll grant your wish!"

Rodel shouted as he drew his sword.

As expected, the blade was made of gold. He held the sword up as if to show it off to me.

"Behold. This is the strongest sword in the kingdom. Its name is Chrysaor. It has exceptional sharpness, durability, and is as light as a feather. This is a royal sword that His Majesty the King only entrusts to those with the Light Attribute. It’s a treasure that a commoner like you could never even dream of seeing. ...Be grateful."

Rodel boasted with a smug grin.

I calmly activated ‘Analysis.’ The golden sword was composed of sixty percent gold, thirty percent Mithril, and ten percent Weightless Stone. The forging method involved using the Weightless Stone as a core, hammering the Mithril and gold together, and finally using Earth Magic to strengthen and stabilize the entire structure.

Its weightlessness was likely due to the Weightless Stone. Its effect was to remove the weight of the forged weapon. I figured it was made so that one could swing it indefinitely without tiring. However, Chrysaor... I recalled that was the name of Medusa’s son in Greek mythology, meaning ‘He who has a golden sword.’ I had come across the name long ago while looking up demonic and holy swords on the internet. *What a grand name*, I thought, my face remaining impassive.

"Don’t make me repeat myself. ...Enough with the idle chatter. Come at me!"

I said, drawing my Mithril sword.

Hearing my words, Rodel’s face twisted in anger as he raised his sword and charged at me.

Seeing this, Bardos moved away from me and headed toward Glad.

Rodel closed the distance in an instant. It was a little surprising, but I already knew he had the constant skill ‘Body Enhancement.’ In that case, I could deal with him calmly. As Rodel swung his sword down, I deflected it with my Mithril blade and drove my left fist into his side. That area wasn’t protected by armor, and his black undershirt was visible. I punched him there with all my might. Rodel’s face contorted in pain, and he retreated from me.

As he clutched his side, I took the opportunity.

"‘Thunderclap Incarnation.’"

I enveloped my entire body in lightning magic.

Through countless practices, my activation time and endurance had improved, so a little pain was nothing more than an itch.

Rodel glared at me, still holding his side.

"You bastard— What do you think you’re doing, punching me?"

To Rodel’s thuggish tone, I replied.

"...There’s no rule in this duel that says you can’t punch. We have pugilists, after all. Or what? Are you going to cry to the king and nobles about something so trivial? Are you going to pathetically claim that a swordsman using his fists is against the rules?"

My provocative words made Rodel snap.

"...You will die here!"

Rodel screamed and charged.

His speed was still fast, but for me now, dodging was easy. I sidestepped to the right and swung my sword horizontally at his back. But Rodel immediately spun halfway around and blocked my sword with his own. For a while, our blades were locked, but feeling it was getting us nowhere, I relaxed my strength and lowered my sword and body. Rodel, carried by his own momentum, spun another half-turn.

He quickly regained his posture and came at me again.

From there, it was a clash of swords. Not a grinding of blades, but a sword clash of parries and dodges that continued on and on. Rodel was growing irritated at his inability to break through. After several exchanges, Rodel suddenly created distance and began channeling magic into his golden sword. I sensed he was probably increasing its sharpness.

I channeled magic into my Mithril sword as well. Then, Rodel closed the distance in an instant.

His speed was immense. He raised his sword high and brought it down. With minimal movement, I took a horizontal stance and blocked it. Our swords clashed, locked in a stalemate. I put all my strength into a horizontal slash and flung him away.

Rodel, irritated, swung his sword wildly, and I parried while counterattacking.

I was surprised at myself for how much I had anticipated this development. It was because his sword was too light; it had no weight-based attacks at all. The reason Rodel had been winning until now was probably because he had been able to cut through everything effortlessly with his Light Magic.

But I surmised he was attacking with the mindset that there was no need to use magic against this opponent.

That arrogance had created this situation. Then, as Rodel created distance, he held his sword horizontally with his right hand. A thrusting stance. Sensing something was coming, I decided to wait and see.

Rodel shouted.

"Skill, ‘Penetration’!"

He charged forward and unleashed a thrust.

I moved to parry it with my sword held sideways. But instead of sliding, Rodel’s golden sword pierced the tip of my blade. At the same time, it pierced my shoulder armor without sliding and left a scratch on my right shoulder. Rodel passed by me, ending up behind me.

I immediately turned and looked at my shoulder. It felt as if my armor had no defensive power at all. Even if he had imbued his golden sword with magic, my Mithril sword was also imbued, so it shouldn’t have been cut so easily.

But the tip of my sword was gone, cleanly cut.

Seeing this, Rodel boasted.

"How do you like that, bumpkin? This is my skill, ‘Penetration.’ A skill that pierces all things. Before it, no matter how sturdy something is, it is meaningless. Do you understand now what a formidable person you are facing?"

Rodel said with full confidence.

Having landed an attack seemed to have calmed him down a bit. But wait, Light Magic has the power to cut all things, and the skill he just boasted about has the power to pierce all things.

What a meaningless combination.

The only difference was between a slash and a thrust; both ignored defense. Besides, both magic and skills use magic power. Considering the consumption is about the same, it became even more meaningless. I was seriously pondering what kind of opponent I was truly facing.

Just then, a cheer echoed through the arena. But it wasn’t a cheer for Rodel’s attack.

Because I heard voices shouting, "Glad-san!"

The time rewinds to when my fight with Rodel began.

The battle between Bardos and Glad had started. Glad’s great shield blocked Bardos’s attack. Bardos was putting his strength into it, but Glad seemed to be giving his all just to maintain the shield. But Glad found a slight opening and thrust with his mace.

The mace hit Bardos’s side, but he was wearing an iron belly band, so he didn’t take much damage.

However, the attack forced Bardos back, and he reset his stance. Glad held his shield in front of him in a defensive posture. Bardos, on the other hand, held his axe in an offensive stance.

They glared at each other, and Bardos was the first to make a move.

"Wind Hammer!!"

He shouted as he threw a large ball of wind-infused power from his great axe with great force.

Glad, without panicking, raised his shield.

"Skill, ‘Immovability’!"

He activated his skill.

He took the great ball of wind head-on. I had thought that even if he blocked it, the wind pressure would blow him away. But after the wind subsided, Glad’s position hadn’t moved at all. Bardos wasn’t surprised by this and grinned. Glad’s ‘Immovability’ skill meant he wouldn’t move an inch from his spot.

Bardos’s face lit up with joy.

"It wouldn’t be interesting otherwise! Skill, ‘Berserk’!"

Bardos activated his skill as well.

His bulging muscles swung the great axe around with one hand as if it were a stick, and he charged at Glad. Glad, holding his magic-infused shield, didn't flee and continued to block Bardos’s attacks. He didn't flinch or retreat from the storm of the great axe, remaining rooted to the spot. Bardos felt this was getting him nowhere and decided to use his trump card. He imbued his great axe with magic, increasing its sharpness.

This great axe had been mere iron until yesterday, but Shinsuke’s ‘Matter Conversion’ skill had transformed it into one hundred percent pure Mithril. Glad, noticing the change, poured all his magic into his shield, increasing its defensive power. Bardos shouted.

"Here I go—! Murderous Dance!!"

Bardos spun his great axe horizontally.

The great axe and great shield collided. Bardos continued his horizontal spin while Glad desperately held up his shield. Using the weapons they took pride in, they met their opponent’s weapon, their pride, head-on to destroy it. That was the battle between these two men.

In the midst of the stalemate, a cracking sound, *piki*, was heard.

It was the sound of the great axe’s blade chipping and the great shield cracking at the same time. But the chipping on the axe grew worse, while the crack on the shield only widened slightly. It seemed like Glad’s victory, but Bardos didn't let up. In fact, he put even more strength and magic into his axe.

It wasn't that he believed in his weapon; it was that he felt it would be a disgrace to himself to back down now. That tenacity bore fruit. The crack in Glad’s shield gradually grew larger, and then, it shattered.

Seeing this, Bardos stopped his rotation. Glad fell to one knee, and Bardos let out a ragged breath. They remained motionless, in silence.

Then, Glad spoke.

"...I lose. My pride has been shattered. It’s meaningless to continue fighting."

To Glad’s declaration of defeat, Bardos replied.

"...Well, I can understand how you feel. But saying you lose just because your shield broke isn’t an excuse that works in a fight to the death."

Bardos sighed. Glad responded.

"...You’re right. If this were a battle for our lives, I would fight until my last breath even without a weapon. But this fight was, for me, a way to settle things. To see if you were worthy of being entrusted with Leona-dono. You shattered my shield. I will humbly admit it and gracefully accept my defeat."

As Glad bowed his head, Bardos said.

"? Well, if that’s the case, then I’m fine with it too."

With that, Bardos placed the blade of his great axe on the ground.

It was his way of showing he would not fight anymore. However, he seriously wondered, *Why is Leona involved in this?*

Scene change, back to Shinsuke and Rodel.

It seemed the other battle had ended in Bardos’s victory. They had decided beforehand not to interfere in each other’s fights. With that thought, I turned to face Rodel. At that moment, his face was contorted in extreme anger as he looked at the other two.

Rodel muttered.

"...Useless piece of trash."

He then charged toward the two of them with great force.

As he ran, Rodel activated his magic. Particles of light gathered around his golden sword, forming the shape of a blade twice its original size. By the time the two noticed Rodel, it was too late.

Rodel shouted.

"Flash Sword!"

He swung the sword in a horizontal arc. He cut down both Glad and Bardos in a single slash.

Glad’s head fell, and Bardos’s upper body fell. The two collapsed with looks of shock on their faces and turned into dolls. The crowd that had witnessed this spectacle fell silent. It couldn't be helped; Rodel had cut down his own ally without hesitation. If anyone were to cheer for him now, they would be nothing short of a fanatic.

However, it seemed there were no fans that dedicated.

But in this silent space, one person, his face filled with rage, shouted at Rodel.

"Hey! What the hell do you think you’re doing? What’s the big idea, cutting down your own ally?!"

To my angry shout, Rodel replied.

"I was just cutting down the enemy to avoid a two-on-one situation. ...Well, is it not excusable that I happened to cut down my ally in the process?"

Rodel said with a mocking expression.

It was true that in a multi-person battle, taking out the weakest link first is a standard tactic. Even if one had no intention of interfering, there was no guarantee the opponent would see it that way. But just a moment ago, I had heard him mutter "useless" to his ally. And his stance suggested he had intended to cut down Glad from the start.

Considering that, it was natural to assume he had done it on purpose.

Having come to this conclusion, my heart was filled with intense anger. I was certainly angry that he had defeated Bardos, but my rage toward Rodel for cutting down his ally like a piece of trash was about to explode.

I wished from the bottom of my heart.

*I want power.*

*I want the power to utterly crush this guy.*

At that moment, the surrounding space suddenly turned gray.

Everyone but me was motionless, as if time had stopped.

And a voice echoed in my head.

【You have acquired the skill ‘Turmoil.’】

It was the moment I acquired a new skill.



		
			Chapter 45

			Acquisition and Conclusion

			【You have acquired the skill ‘Turmoil.’】

Upon hearing this, the question ‘What does that mean?’ crossed my mind. Normally, acquiring a skill was said to take years, but that didn’t matter right now. I tried to focus my attention on the enemy before me, but he wasn’t moving at all. What’s more, he had turned gray.

Looking around, everything had turned the same shade of gray, creating a silent space. It felt as if everyone had turned to stone, or as if time had stopped. And I thought.

*(A skill? ‘Turmoil’? I don’t know what it is, but if it can defeat him, I’ll take it. What are its effects?)*

I projected the thought in my mind.

【‘Turmoil,’ upon activation, causes your magic to flow out uncontrollably in exchange for an increase in all your stats and the power of your magic. However, once activated, you cannot stop the flow of magic by your own will. The skill will not be deactivated until your magic is depleted. Addendum: When activated, your eyes will glow red.】

The explanation seemed to be over.

...I see. So my physical abilities and magic get a boost in exchange for my magic leaking out uncontrollably. It seemed like a skill for short, decisive battles.

Considering my current magic reserves, I wasn’t confident I could fight for long. Besides, I had no desire to drag out a fight with a guy like this.

With that in mind, I thought.

*(Understood. I’m ready.)*

As I projected that thought.

【Then, I will restore the space.】

In that instant, the colors returned to normal.

The voices of the people around me echoed once more, and my opponent approached, his sword raised.

I had no time to be impressed that things were back to normal.

"Skill, ‘Turmoil’!"

I activated the skill I had just acquired.

At that moment, I felt the sensation of magic leaking from my body. I also felt my physical abilities rising.

I had been using ‘Thunderclap Incarnation’ until just a moment ago, but it had been deactivated at some point. I had many questions, but for now, defeating the enemy before me was the priority. Sheathing my sword, I ran.

Rodel was thinking, *What just happened?*.

Just as he was about to slice his opponent to pieces with his sword of light, the man had shouted the activation of a skill. At that moment, his opponent’s eyes had begun to glow with a red light. Combined with the horns on his helmet, he looked just like an oni.

Just as he thought that, his opponent’s figure suddenly vanished and appeared right in front of him.

I was surprised by my speed.

At first, I had intended to draw my Japanese sword while running. But my speed was so great that I had forgotten to draw it. Instead, I punched him in the stomach with my right fist. Punching his armor-clad stomach wouldn’t do any damage. But my fist dented the armor and sent him flying. He bounced twice on the ground and then collapsed.

Rodel was bewildered after being sent flying.

He had been fighting under the assumption that his opponent was an inferior foe. But then the man’s eyes had turned red, he had appeared right in front of him, and he had punched him. The impact was so strong that he couldn’t withstand it and was sent flying. Even after hitting the ground and getting back up, he couldn’t understand what had happened.

But one thing was clear. His opponent had humiliated him. The shame of being pathetically punched and sent tumbling to the ground. With that thought, he readied his sword. His Light Magic had been dispelled when he was sent flying, but he reactivated it, turning his sword into a blade of light.

I looked at Rodel.

He had stood up and was activating magic on his sword. Seeing this, I slowly drew my Japanese sword and took my stance. I activated my lightning magic with a very small amount of magic power. Sparks flew along the blade, and it ignited, taking the shape of a sword of flame.

The ‘Flame Fang’ was complete.

With it in hand, I ran. I reached my opponent and delivered a diagonal slash. He blocked it with his sword of light. It seemed a second surprise was out of the question. I would give him that. With that thought, the sword clash between me and Rodel began.

It was a battle of just flame and light colliding, with no parries or dodges.

The sword of light had the power to cut all things, but my sword of flame was able to hold its own without being cut. Seeing this, I was certain. In games and anime, cutting all things often involves condensing power to increase its potency. If the sword of light was the same, then a sword of condensed flame should be able to counter it.

My theory was spot on. I could block his sword without being cut. But this situation didn’t last long. I was gradually pushing him back.

In a battle between me, with my physical abilities enhanced by ‘Turmoil,’ and Rodel, with his enhanced by ‘Body Enhancement,’ I had the upper hand. I sent his sword flying with a powerful blow.

Rodel fell from the aftershock of the slash.

I used the opening to jump. I reached a height of about forty meters. It was high enough to see the entire spectator section.

I was quite surprised, but I couldn’t afford to be distracted. I fell in an overhand stance, and when I reached the perfect distance from my opponent, I swung down with all my might.

Rodel had been staring at me in a daze as I flew high, but he quickly snapped out of it as I approached and dodged. I swung my sword at the ground where Rodel had been. The ground cracked, and the surrounding area erupted as if in a chain explosion. The circular crater was about two meters in diameter, and the aftershock was even greater.

Rodel was hit by the aftershock and was sent flying a short distance. I was surprised by the power, but this was no time to be impressed. I turned to face Rodel. He had fallen on his rear, but as soon as he saw me, he stood up. Seeing this, I unleashed a flame at him.

A slash of fire, a crescent-shaped attack, flew toward Rodel.

Seeing the slash, Rodel instantly cut it down with a diagonal upward slash from his sword of light. His judgment was correct. Sometimes, it’s better to face an attack head-on than to dodge. But I hadn’t thought for a moment that this would defeat him. As I launched the flaming slash, I sheathed my sword and ran toward him.

This time, I adjusted my speed so as not to overtake the slash. The moment Rodel cut the flaming slash, I drew my sword with all my might.

I had previously changed my scabbard to iron to make it easier to create sparks. But I hadn't tried this until now.

The reason was simple: the flying sparks would burn my hands.

For that reason, I had searched for fire-resistant gloves on Earth. There were various types, but none that matched my armor. It couldn’t be helped. On modern Earth, there was nothing that would match a suit of armor. I had also searched in the city of Alum but couldn’t find anything. But, three days ago.

I found them in a tool shop in the port town. I bought gloves that were excellent in fire and heat resistance. Now, I could draw my sword with all my might without it being hot and without getting burned. The sparks that flew out when I drew my sword were more intense than those created by rubbing it with lightning. I controlled the fiercely burning flames and drew my sword toward Rodel.

"True Fire Flash!!"

I shouted as I drew my sword.

Rodel saw me and immediately intercepted. He swung his sword in a diagonal downward slash from the left. Flame and light, katana and sword, clashed. But the stalemate ended quickly. The flame pushed back the light, and then, it cut the sword of light.

With that momentum, it slashed through Rodel’s upper body. A moment of silence, and then, Rodel’s body burst into flames, his upper body fell, and he collapsed. Rodel’s body disappeared and turned into a doll.

The match was decided. At that moment, the surrounding crowd erupted in a tremendous roar.

The spectators were shocked. They were shocked that the upstart had defeated Rodel of ‘Flash.’

At first, they had thought he would lose pathetically, but once the fight began, he had put up a fierce struggle and, in the end, had defeated Rodel. There was no one who wasn't surprised by this. Some were not convinced that Rodel had lost, but his opponent had fought fair and square and won.

To boo him now would be the same as smearing mud on Rodel’s face, they thought. However, they were so simple-minded that they seemed to have forgotten that Rodel had cut down Glad.

And then, the king stood up.

"The winner of this duel is ‘Intense Thought’!!"

With that declaration, cheers erupted.

I took a breath. My magic was still leaking, but it would soon subside. Just as I thought that, the wall of the arena was suddenly shattered.

Everyone turned their eyes to see Rodel emerge from the cloud of dust.

Rodel, who had been teleported to the loser’s room.

"I won’t accept it!!! That I, of all people, would lose to such a lowlife!! I can’t accept it—!!!!"

To Rodel’s shout, I replied.

"Then what will it take for you to accept it?"

To my loud question, Rodel answered.

"Isn’t it obvious!! Until I win—!!!!"

Rodel shouted his foolish demand at the top of his lungs.

The arena fell silent.

At that moment, from a corner of the spectator seats.

"Booo—!"

A sound that could only be described as a jeer rose up. It set off a chain reaction, and the surrounding voices were dominated by jeers.

"Don’t talk nonsense—! Rodel—! Don’t disgrace the duel—!"

"To think Rodel-sama would say such a thing, I’m so disappointed!"

"You lost, didn’t you!! Then just accept it—!"

A cacophony of insults echoed through the arena.

Even Rodel’s fans seemed to have had their anger ignited by his latest statement.

Hearing this, Rodel roared.

"Shut up—!!! I am the chosen one—!! It’s only natural for me to win—!! Don’t you trash tell me what to do—!!!!"

Rodel bellowed with immense anger.

The jeers from the crowd only grew louder.

And then, the king declared.

"Rodel!! Your latest statement not only disgraces this duel, but it is also a shameful conduct for an A-rank adventurer!! It is unforgivable!!! Your punishment will be decided later!! This duel is now concluded!"

The duel ended with the king’s declaration.

My eyes still red, I gave Rodel a brief look and then started walking back to the waiting room.

Rodel stood there, frozen with frustration.

*It's natural for me to win, so the people will surely accept me fighting until I do*, he had thought.

But the response he received was denial. Hearing that, Rodel had let his emotions get the better of him and had lashed out. That act had displeased the king, who had announced his punishment. *Why, how could this be?* His mind was filled with such questions.

At that moment, a voice sounded in his head.

*(There’s no need to worry, is there?)*

*(You are right. Everything you have done. Everything you will do. All of it is right.)*

*(So, do whatever you want. It’s okay, all of it will be forgiven.)*

Rodel didn’t know whose voice it was, but he thought.

"...That’s right. I am right. I am forgiven for whatever I do!!"

Rodel ran.

I was heading to the waiting room, but I suddenly felt a killing intent from behind and turned around. Rodel was charging at me, raising his broken sword.

Rodel chanted.

"I am right! I am right! I am right!"

He repeated the same words over and over as he came at me.

I drew my sword, creating a shower of sparks. I manipulated the fire magic and unleashed the flames at Rodel. At first, I thought he would dodge or cut through it, but Rodel was swallowed by the flames. I stood there for a moment, stunned by the sight. When the flames disappeared, Rodel was lying on the ground.

His body was twitching slightly, so he seemed to be alive. After that, several soldiers appeared and took Rodel away. I couldn’t quite understand what had happened to him. I instinctively looked toward Tina.

At that moment, the members of ‘Beautiful Sword’ were leaving the arena with grim expressions on their faces.

Outside the arena, in a certain back alley.

Harynair, in the form of a dancer, was beaming with joy. She was satisfied not only with the fight, but also with sending a telepathic message to Rodel and watching his crazed face and actions.

"Humans are just so interesti~~ng. What kind of game should I play next~~?"

As she muttered this, she sensed a presence behind her and turned around.

There stood the members of ‘Beautiful Sword’ in their battle gear.

Harynair spoke with a calm expression.

"Well, well. If it isn’t ‘Beautiful Sword.’ ...What can I do for you? In a place like this?"

To Harynair’s question, Tina replied.

"A moment ago, in the arena, when Rodel broke through the wall and intruded, Milfy said she felt a flow of magic from the spectator seats. Then came Rodel’s rampage. After it was over, we saw you leave the arena with a smile on your face, so we followed you. And we clearly heard you say, ‘Humans are interesting.’ ...Who are you?"

Tina’s words were laced with killing intent.

Harynair thought, *I messed up*. She had let her guard down after seeing something so amusing. Judging that there was no room for excuses, she revealed her true form. The dancer transformed into a succubus.

‘Beautiful Sword,’ upon seeing this, immediately entered a battle stance. But in the next moment, a pink gas was released from Harynair’s body. ‘Beautiful Sword’ tried not to inhale it, but it was too late.

Even a slight whiff of the gas’s sweet scent would make one’s head feel hazy and their strength drain away.

Then, four crosses appeared behind them, chains shot out and bound their hands and feet, crucifying them. ‘Beautiful Sword’ was unable to move. Tina desperately tried to move, but she couldn’t even lift a finger.

Harynair approached Tina.

"Ufufu. What a gallant face. Should I call you handsome rather than cute? ...Oh well, I will invite the four of you to my mansion. There, we shall have lo~~ts and lo~~ts of fun."

Harynair whispered as she placed a hand on Tina’s chin. They thought, *This is the end*. They would be toyed with by this monster for the rest of their lives. So they despaired.



		
			Chapter 46

			A Formidable Foe and Fatigue

			Crucified and unable to move, the members of ‘Beautiful Sword’ were helpless.

Then, a sudden gust of wind whipped through the alley.

The pink gas vanished in an instant, leaving only the crucified ‘Beautiful Sword’ and Harynair. Harynair looked in the direction the wind had come from. There stood a large man holding a great axe and another man in strange armor. She knew who they were. They were the two who had been spectating and fighting in the arena just moments ago: ‘Intense Thought.’

Rewinding a little, to the waiting room.

After finishing my fight with Rodel, I returned to the waiting room. Bardos, who had somehow already returned, was there.

I thought this was a good opportunity.

"...Bardos. Could you come with me for a bit?"

To my question, Bardos replied.

"? Sure. Where are we going? ...Oh, maybe to a tavern? To celebrate with ‘Beautiful Sword’?"

Bardos asked with a happy expression. I replied.

"...You’re not wrong about it being with ‘Beautiful Sword,’ but the destination is different. I saw them leaving with grim expressions on their faces. ...It’s a little concerning."

My concern made Bardos’s expression turn serious.

"...I see. That is concerning. Alright. I’ll go with you. ...Also, what’s with the red eyes?"

Bardos said as he stood up, grabbing his weapon and voicing his question.

As we left the arena, I explained that it was from using my new skill.

Near the entrance, I tried to find their footprints, but there were none. So, I activated ‘Detection.’

There were so many blue dots that I thought it would be impossible, but then I saw a single red dot in a back alley. I also confirmed that there were four blue dots. Figuring they were there, I headed in that direction.

And now, the present.

Before my eyes was an indescribable scene. Tina and the others were crucified, and a woman with bat wings was standing there. From her appearance, I guessed she was probably a succubus. If so, she likely had abilities like seduction or dream manipulation. I was truly glad I had watched anime and played games on Earth.

Otherwise, I wouldn't have been able to make such an assessment.

As I was thinking this, the succubus spoke.

"My, my~~. For ‘Intense Thought’ to come as well, how unexpected~~. ...A pleasure to meet you. I am Harynair. I didn’t want to meet like this, but I suppose it can’t be helped. ...I will invite you both to my mansion as well~~."

Harynair said with a bewitching expression as she released her pink gas.

Tina thought, *This is bad*. The two of them didn’t know that inhaling this gas would immobilize them. She tried to shout, but her mouth wouldn’t move properly, and she was helpless.

But when the gas reached the two of them, Bardos exclaimed.

"...What is this?! This smell?! It’s going to make my nose crooked!"

Bardos shouted as he covered his nose.

I said.

"...!! Ugh?! Disgusting?! My head feels weird!"

I waved my right hand to clear the gas.

The sweet scent had no effect on the two of them.

Why? Because Bardos had thought the perfume worn by the noblewomen at the party the other day was far too smelly. In reality, the noblewomen had applied far more perfume than the recommended amount. It was naturally nauseating and overpowering. But in high society, this was common sense and everyday life.

Bardos was more suited to the smell of sweat.

As for me, when I worked at a company on Earth, a female superior wore overpowering perfume. The other men were also put off by her perfume but endured it without showing it on their faces. However, I had inadvertently let my disgust show, which had earned her displeasure. From then on, that female superior started spraying that perfume at me.

When I asked her why, she said with a bully-like expression, "I was just trying to make a junior who doesn’t understand the splendor of this perfume understand." Because of that, perfume fell into the category of things I disliked, and the impression that it was disgusting grew stronger.

Returning to the story.

The two of them, having had these experiences, stood their ground against Harynair’s gas without their strength draining away. The gas’s effect was to neutralize the opponent’s strength by having their mind accept the sweet scent. But if the mind didn’t accept it, the effect wouldn’t manifest. The two of them looked at Harynair with disgusted expressions. But Harynair’s face was downcast.

Harynair had been certain of her victory.

There had never been a living creature that hadn't buckled at the knees after smelling this gas. If there were, it would be another one of the ‘Seven Demon Lords.’ The effect was weak on beings of her own level. But these two were below her; she had thought she could easily enthrall them. But the words that came from their mouths were ‘disgusting.’

Harynair was shocked.

No one had ever called this scent disgusting before. The other ‘Seven Demon Lords’ had only said it was a sweet scent, not disgusting. And yet these two had said it was ‘disgusting.’ Humans. And men. These two. Had called her scent ‘disgusting.’

A deep, indelible wound was carved into Harynair’s heart.

Bardos and I were perplexed.

We had been bracing for Harynair to attack, but she was looking down, trembling slightly. *What’s going on?* we thought, looking at each other, then back at her.

And then, Harynair raised her face, her eyes slightly teary.

"Y-You’ll remember this—! For the crime of defiling me, you will pay dearly—!"

After shouting, she was enveloped in a black mist and disappeared.

I didn’t really understand, but I felt relieved. After using the ‘Detection’ skill, my magic had run out. I was standing on willpower alone, but if a fight broke out, I wouldn’t be able to do anything. It would have been up to Bardos to fight alone. The two of us, assessing the situation, approached ‘Beautiful Sword.’ We checked to see if there were any more enemies as we reached them. Nothing appeared.

The two of us looked at them again. They were crucified, completely unable to move.

Tina spoke.

"...Th-Thank you. Just like with the Orc King, you saved us."

Tina said in a weak voice.

The other three had similar expressions. They were extremely weak. I wondered if that gas had a debilitating effect. I was glad I had an aversion to sweet scents.

Whether that was truly a good thing was questionable, but Bardos said.

"For now, let’s get these chains off."

As Bardos readied his machete, I stopped him.

"Wait. We don’t know what kind of traps there might be. I’ll check them over and try to cut them with my sword."

I warned him.

Bardos had a look of understanding. He had felt it in his gut that the monster from before was on a different level from any they had faced. I first checked the chains binding Tina. Since I couldn’t use ‘Analysis,’ I touched them, shook them, and checked to see if any traps were triggered. *No problem*. With that thought, I drew my Mithril sword. The tip was gone, and it was half its original length, but it was still more than enough to cut the chains. I first cut the left chain with a powerful slash.

The chain broke, and Tina’s left arm was free.

Nothing happened. Convinced, I gave Bardos a thumbs-up with my right hand. Bardos then started cutting Leona’s chains. I cut all of Tina’s chains, and then we each cut the chains of Rumily and Milfy.

To the four freed women, I said.

"Are you okay? We saw you leaving the arena with grim expressions, Tina, and got worried, so we came to check."

To my words, Tina replied.

"...That was because Milfy said she felt a flow of magic from the spectator seats. Then came Rodel’s rampage. After it was over, we saw a dancer leave with a smile, so we followed her. ...And when we mentioned it, she revealed her true form, and we were defeated."

Tina’s last words were filled with regret.

It didn’t seem like they had let their guard down. If they had, they would have died on the battlefield long ago. They had always worked in top condition, without letting their guard down. The succubus, Harynair, who had bound them, was just that formidable. That was all there was to it.

Leona said.

"Thank you, Bardos, Shinsuke. We can’t thank you enough. We will definitely repay this debt."

To Leona’s formal words, Bardos replied.

"Don’t worry about it. We’re friends, aren’t we? ...Well, if you still want to repay me, just keep sparring with me like you always do."

To Bardos’s smiling words, Leona replied.

"Hehe. That sounds just like you. Very well. I’ll spar with you anytime."

Leona said with a slightly flushed face.

She looked at me, and I pointed at Bardos as if to say, *Don’t worry about it, just fight Bardos for my share too*. Rumily and Milfy just said a simple thank you. I didn’t know much about those two, but they were considerate, so I didn’t mind. After that, we left the back alley and returned to the arena.

The reason was to retrieve our luggage. And then, we intended to leave the Royal Capital immediately. If we stayed any longer, we might get invited to the royal castle again.

I wanted to avoid that at all costs. But when we went to the waiting room of the arena, the king and the prince were there. I wondered what they had come for.

The king said.

"‘Intense Thought.’ That was an excellent duel. I thank you for knocking that Rodel down a peg."

The king expressed his gratitude.

The prince added.

"I too offer my thanks. It was most convenient that Rodel’s reputation was tarnished in this duel. Thank you very much."

The prince gave a slight bow.

Words of thanks from the two leaders of the country. I felt like I couldn’t possibly accept them.

With that thought, I said.

"N-No, it was nothing. More importantly, I cut down the royal sword. Will there be a severe punishment?"

To my words, the king replied.

"No, that was done head-on in the midst of battle. It does not warrant a severe punishment. If it did, I would not have lent it out. ...However, the loss of a symbol is a heavy blow."

The king said, his shoulders slumping.

The prince had a similar expression.

Seeing this, I said.

"...In that case, shall I repair it? I have the skill ‘Matter Conversion.’ If I touch metal, I can manipulate it. With this power, I can restore it to its original state."

To my statement, the king replied.

"...Is that true? Then, I will have you do it at once."

He said, and conveyed it to a guard.

A guard brought the royal sword. Holding the sword that had been cut in half, I activated my skill. My magic had been depleted in the back alley, but it had recovered slightly. I concentrated hard and restored the royal sword to its original material and length. When I finished, I fell to my knees.

Even though it had recovered a little, it was still depleted. I somehow managed to return the royal sword to the king on willpower alone.

Seeing this, the king said.

"...Magnificent. There is no seam, and the finish is as if nothing ever happened. A wonderful skill. However, to be so exhausted... you must have used a great deal of magic in the duel, and then repaired the royal sword. Your magic must be gone now."

I unconsciously nodded at his words. The king continued.

"This is a reward for repairing the royal sword. Stay at the castle again tonight. I will have a meal prepared for you that will make your stomachs burst."

The king said. I looked at Tina.

Tina spoke.

"That is a joyous offer, but... we were about to leave the Royal Capital today. And, if I may say so, we would rather not deal with the nobility anymore. I don’t think we could eat our fill at a dinner with nobles present."

We all had similar expressions. The king said.

"...Mmm. In that case, how about you take your meal in your room? I won’t say there will be a party like yesterday, but it is certain that at least a few nobles will attend the meal. All of them are just trying to curry favor... but please forget I said that. Well, since you probably can’t eat much in such a setting, I’ll have it brought to your room. Then you won’t have to worry about a thing. I’ll keep it a secret that you are in the castle."

The king said.

We couldn’t possibly say ‘no’ after all that. We accepted.

We entered the castle through a back entrance and were shown to our rooms. Bardos and I threw ourselves onto the beds. We were completely exhausted. However, as I lay there, I recalled the sight of Tina being crucified.

A female knight in armor, captured by the enemy, and crucified. It was a situation you don’t often see even in *doujinshi*. I almost snorted with excitement. But to do something strange while they were suffering would have been the lowest of the low as a human being.

I wanted to praise myself for not succumbing to such a temptation as I took a breath.



		
			Chapter 47

			Future Developments

			That night, in a guest room of the castle.

We finished our dinner with Tina and the others. It was a full-course French meal. The portions were double the usual size. Yesterday’s party had been all about things that went well with alcohol and had left us wanting, but tonight’s dinner had us eating until we were about to burst. I probably ate enough for ten people.

Everyone’s reactions were a mix of astonishment and exasperation.

"Shinsuke, you sure can eat. Even with your magic depleted."

"You ate well. It must be tough for the cooks."

"The stomach of a monster."

"Tina-san, you have your work cut out for you."

"I’ll have to put in some effort myself."

Neither the prince nor the princess came today. After Tina and the others returned to their rooms, Bardos and I decided to go to bed as well. There was nothing else to do. We turned off the lights and went to sleep.

At that moment, I was thinking about something. The types of monsters in this world. The ones I had seen so far were all creatures that were described in books on Earth as beings of fantasy. I had assumed that succubi didn’t exist in this world either. But they did. There were far too many monsters that were known on Earth.

Perhaps someone had come here in the past, a very long time ago. No, the possibility was high. After all, I had come here in the modern era. That book about other worlds was written 130 years ago, but the existence of monsters had been talked about for much longer.

But if that book had been widely distributed, then Earth would be teeming with magicians and skill-users by now. But there weren’t any. In that case, it might be a case of being spirited away.

They say that being spirited away happened frequently in the old days, and there were also heresy inquisitions like the witch hunts.

If the witches were people who had returned from this world, then it would explain how they knew about magic and spells.

Such people were executed and disappeared, so it’s no wonder it didn’t spread.

In that case, the author who learned of their existence probably researched a reliable way to get to the other world, rather than an uncertain method like being spirited away, and wrote that book.

In that case, it’s probably best not to let it spread to the public. If the current church treats the existence of other worlds and magicians as top secret, and it becomes known that there are people going there, there’s a high possibility they’ll send heresy inquisitors. I can’t deny that such an underworld might exist.

I will definitely keep it a secret.

With that resolve, I went to sleep.

The next morning, at the entrance to the Royal Capital.

We had finished breakfast and were about to return to Alum, but I remembered I had left my surfboard in the port town, so we headed there instead.

We arrived at the port town. The town was even more vibrant than when we first visited. But we decided to sneak toward the beach. The reason was a poster at the entrance announcing the planned construction of a statue, and the content read ‘Beautiful Sword and Intense Thought.’

I asked Tina if they didn’t need personal permission.

"We can’t complain about something the townspeople have decided to build together. ...We don’t have that right."

Tina said with a calm yet annoyed expression.

I didn’t want to stand out any more than I already had, so we headed to the beach quickly and quietly.

At the place we arrived, seaweed was being dried. It seemed that the seaweed dishes I had made at the big banquet here had been so well-received that they were now drying seaweed to sell.

What’s more, the people diving in the sea were wearing swim trunks they had made themselves, based on my own, using mainly hemp.

The artisans of this world are truly amazing. When it comes to making hunting tools, their skills are superior to those of Earth’s artisans. I was convinced of it.

We were spotted by the people working on the beach, and it caused a commotion. But we managed to resolve it peacefully.

We retrieved the surfboard and were about to return to the city.

But a fisherman said.

"I’m sorry, but could you please wait until tomorrow morning? The kombu will be finished drying, and we’d like you to take some home as a thank-you gift."

All the fishermen bowed their heads.

We couldn’t possibly ignore them after all that. We reluctantly decided to stay one more night. We spent the afternoon relaxing on the beach.

That night, at an inn in the port town. It was the same inn we had stayed at before.

The innkeeper was a taciturn man, so we were able to check in smoothly. Dinner was more luxurious than before. Not only was there grilled fish, but also stewed dishes. As a bonus, we were served fruit—apples and pears. It seemed he knew about us.

His silence was honestly a relief; I hated commotion.

After finishing dinner, I entered one of the three rooms.

I had a feeling this pattern would be the same as last time.

And the one who came in was Tina. *Just as I thought*, I mused as I accepted her presence. We made some idle conversation, then turned off the light and lay down in bed. At that moment, Tina, who was next to me, spoke.

"...Hey, Shinsuke. Can I ask you something? ...When I was crucified by Harynair... were you aroused?"

Her words made my heart skip a beat, *doki*.

I didn’t know how she had found out, but Tina continued.

"...I knew it. It was when you said you were checking the chains for traps. I had the same thought. We didn’t know what might happen. But when you were checking, your eyes were bloodshot, and your breathing was a little heavy. You can’t tell from a distance, but up close, it’s obvious. I thought, *He’s getting excited seeing me unable to move*."

After a brief pause, Tina got out of her bed and climbed into mine.

Her bold action made me nervous. Tina came next to me.

"...My former self would have kept her distance, thinking you were a strange person. But now, I love you. I’m prepared to accept anything about you. Besides, if people from Earth think differently, then their tastes and hobbies are probably strange too, right? As long as it doesn’t disgust me too much, I’ll go along with your hobbies. Besides, the idea of having a secret just between the two of us makes me feel an unbreakable bond, and my heart is pounding."

Tina said, her breath heavy with excitement.

I wondered where the gallant adventurer from the beginning had gone, and her complete transformation made me feel a sense of fear, but in a way, I also had the strange thought that Tina was just a *normal person* too. With that thought, I went to sleep. The next morning, we received the dried kombu at the beach and headed home, my skill moving the cart.

Time rewinds to the morning after the successful subjugation of the Kraken.

In the lord’s mansion in Alum, a messenger bird was in the lord’s room.

Rosen was utterly shocked by the contents of the message. He immediately headed to the guild and demanded an explanation from the Guild Master.

The Guild Master had a completely bewildered look on his face.

Rosen calmed himself and handed him the paper from the messenger bird. The Guild Master was shocked. To think that ‘Beautiful Sword’ and ‘Intense Thought’ had successfully subjugated the Kraken. Since it was a freelance subjugation, it didn’t matter who defeated it, but the fact that ‘Intense Thought,’ especially Shinsuke, was involved made him hold his head in his hands.

He, an otherworlder, had been noticed by the king. He pondered what to do from now on. Rosen and the others immediately headed for the Royal Capital.

Their purpose was to explain the situation to the king and, if possible, to meet up with them in the Royal Capital.

He and the Guild Master had agreed to meet up and tell the truth. And so, the lord and his party arrived in the Royal Capital five days later. They had spent a day each at the banquet, the duel, resting, in the port town, and on the road back. By the time the lord and his party arrived in the Royal Capital, they were already on their way back to the city from the port town.

There was no way they could have met up.

In the Royal Castle, in the king’s office.

There were five people there. The lord, the Guild Master, the king, the prince, and the chancellor.

A top-secret meeting held in a place where only the most trusted individuals had gathered.

The chancellor had the king’s deep trust and had a keen sense of how to handle future matters. And so, the explanation from the lord and the Guild Master began.

The two of them told the truth. A false report to the king would result in more than just a loss of trust; it would be a direct path to the death penalty.

After they had finished speaking, the king said.

"A visitor from another world, Earth, you say. ...A phrase that was also in the anecdote left by the hero of 130 years ago. To think it was true. However, why didn’t you report it immediately?"

To the king, whose expression said he would not tolerate lies, the lord replied.

"It was for his sake. ...He said he did not want to stand out. We thought that if we reported it to Your Majesty, it might lead to him being invited to the Royal Capital. We also thought that Your Majesty was already aware of the other world."

The lord stated. The Guild Master had a look of agreement.

The king said.

"...Indeed, if I had heard, I would have wanted to meet him. I probably would have entrusted the Kraken subjugation to him as well. In fact, it seems he disliked standing out. ...However, he has become too famous in the Royal Capital. After all, he defeated ‘Flash’ Rodel. There is no reason for him not to become famous. Moreover, because his eyes were glowing red, he is now called ‘Red Eyes.’"

To those words, the Guild Master replied.

"...The duel with ‘Flash.’ At first, I didn’t understand how the Kraken subjugation led to such a situation, but when I heard about it here, I was nothing but exasperated. ...Speaking of which, what happened to that ‘Flash’? After all that, I don’t think he could have gotten away with it."

In place of the king, the chancellor answered the question.

"I will explain that matter. I have taken charge of this entire affair. In conclusion, ‘Flash’ has been disbanded. With their leader’s shameful behavior exposed, they can no longer operate as adventurers. As for the members’ futures."

"First, Glad of ‘Iron Wall’ has joined the royal army. He stated that he has no intention of continuing as an adventurer, and given his skill and command ability, a division has been established, and he has been appointed its commander."

"Next, the magician Matilda has left the Royal Capital. To be precise, she accepted a merchant escort mission and will be living in another town. She did not say where."

"Sister Marial has returned to the main headquarters of the Saint’s Church. She left the Royal Capital with her church soldier escort."

"And finally, Rodel has been exiled. For his rule violations in the arena, his insults toward the citizens, his past insults toward the military, and his failure and evasion of responsibility in the Kraken subjugation, he had no room for defense. Normally, it would be the death penalty, but his past service as an adventurer was taken into consideration, and his sentence was reduced to exile. He is currently in a carriage being sent to the border."

The explanation was finished.

The lord said.

"To be treated so harshly, Rodel has certainly fallen. But I’ve heard nothing good about him, so it’s only natural."

The lord stated. Everyone nodded in agreement.

The king said.

"...There was some turmoil, but things have settled down now, or rather, the atmosphere within the military has brightened. It’s clear just how much Rodel was disliked. Now then, to return to the subject at hand, our future handling of him, of Shinsuke, I propose we observe from a distance."

Everyone but the king was surprised by those words.

The king continued.

"...It’s no wonder you’re surprised. I too would like him to stay in the Royal Capital, but it seems he has no intention of doing so. They have already left the capital. That is their answer. Besides, with the possibility of the Saint’s Church making a move, it would be unwise for him to remain in the Royal Capital."

"Currently, the Saint’s Church contributes to the activities in the Royal Capital. If those people feel like it, they will interfere with us. But Alum is different. That is a region where the church has no activity. No matter how active they are in the capital, that is that, and this is this. We can make any number of excuses. Rosen, I want you to continue to watch over him without telling him the truth. If he were to find out, I fear he might never come to this world again. I’m counting on you."

The king said, bowing his head.

The lord and the Guild Master were surprised for the second time. For the king to bow his head in a request was something that should never happen. It would damage the authority of the royal family. But they all knew that the king was aware of this, yet he did it anyway. They couldn’t help but think that he must have taken a great liking to Shinsuke. The lord hurriedly said.

"Please raise your head, Your Majesty. I understand. We will watch over him quietly. So please, stop."

At the lord’s words, the king raised his head.

"Thank you. ...And, regarding the Saint’s Church, there is information that only the royalty of each country knows. First, about otherworlders. Those people have a different aspect from the people of this world."

"It is their skill acquisition speed. Normally, it takes years to learn a skill. For Tina, it was three years, for Rodel, five years. That’s the general flow. But in Rodel’s case, it seems that when he awakened to the Light Attribute, he automatically learned one skill, ‘Body Enhancement.’"

"In reality, Rodel only learned one skill on his own. From this, we can see that even skilled individuals have difficulty learning skills, but otherworlders learn them quickly just by being otherworlders. In fact, Shinsuke probably learned a skill in the arena. He had an air of being bewildered by how to use his power. And, there is a descendant of an otherworlder in the church."

At these words, everyone but the king and the prince was surprised.

There was a descendant of an otherworlder. A fact they had never known until now.

The king said.

"Even within the church, only the executives and the pope know. The person is a woman, and the proof of her lineage is her skill acquisition speed and number. According to the story, she has five skills at the young age of 20. And, in her family’s home, an item from the other world is kept as a family heirloom."

"It is said that this heirloom moved despite its strange shape and that it is impossible to replicate with current technology. From these two facts, it was determined that she is a descendant of an otherworlder, and the church bestowed upon her the title of Holy Knight. In fact, since she has the Light Attribute, it is thought that there is no problem with her being called a Holy Knight. Therefore, the church must never find out. ...Do you understand?"

At those words, the lord and the Guild Master nodded.

If they found out, the church would use any means necessary to make Shinsuke join them. And they would probably make him and that woman marry, have many children, and increase their own authority.

The two of them promised the king that they would act with even greater strictness and caution regarding the future movements of ‘Intense Thought.’

The meeting of the great men, held without Shinsuke’s knowledge.

But they did not know that Shinsuke would never join the church.

Because he was a Buddhist.

He was so stubborn that he would never join another religion.



		
			Chapter 48

			Interlude: Those Who Begin to Move

			Night fell.

In the rocky mountains near the border of the Harg Kingdom.

Darkness reigned over the peaks. It was a dangerous time, when nocturnal monsters stirred, hunting their prey from the shadows.

A lone man walked through this perilous landscape. His entire body was shrouded in a tattered cloak, and he kept the hood pulled low so his face could not be seen.

That man was Rodel.

He was once an A-rank adventurer in the Kingdom, hailed as one of the nation’s finest heroes.

But that was a story from a few days ago. His life had been in a free fall ever since the King tasked him with subjugating the Kraken, a mission that had ended in utter defeat.

He had been biding his time, waiting for the Kraken to leave, but then he heard that the "Beautiful Sword" party had succeeded in slaying it. Panic set in. At this rate, his reputation would be ruined. Despising that thought, he decided he would marry Tina.

He had convinced himself that marrying the woman who defeated the Kraken would protect his standing. But not only did she reject him, he was told she had feelings for someone else.

Her affection was for some nameless adventurer. Such a man getting in the way would ruin all his plans. So, he challenged him to a duel. He had envisioned a future where the battle would open Tina’s eyes, lead to their marriage, and, if he was lucky, remind the populace of his own strength.

But the result was defeat.

He had lost to an opponent he’d arrogantly assumed he could beat.

Unable to accept reality, he had lashed out, been arrested by the soldiers, and was ultimately exiled by the King.

Now, his name was that of a great sinner who had sullied the Kingdom. He was called a womanizer who had preyed on countless women, a coward who had fled from a monster.

He retreated into a sea of delusion.

He saw his glory days in the Kingdom. He wielded the Light Attribute, an element only the chosen could command. Clad in brilliant armor and wielding a sword bestowed upon him by the King himself, he fought with grace and had always been victorious. Countless women adored him, he possessed more gold coins than he could ever spend—a life of pure indulgence.

It had been a blissful existence, one that only the chosen were permitted to enjoy.

But such fantasies never lasted long.

A strong wind blew, and the chill pricked at his skin. His face, scarred by burns, now resembled that of a zombie. The once-handsome man was now hideous. It was only natural for a person to want to hide such a thing.

His equipment consisted of a linen shirt and trousers, leather armor, and a second-hand sword. Why had he been reduced to this?

First, the golden sword was on loan from the King and had been returned. His golden armor and noble attire were confiscated as restitution for the crime of insulting the navy.

He had been stripped of everything.

The mercy he was shown was being given the cheapest clothes, armor, sword, and cloak available, as sending him out with nothing was deemed too cruel.

Dragged back to reality, the emotion that consumed him was pure rage.

…That man. If it weren't for him, my glory would have shone even brighter.

It was a completely baseless accusation, but there was no one here to point that out. Just then, he heard footsteps approaching from the darkness.

He immediately tensed.

From the sound of the footsteps, he was certain it was a human. The only people active in the rocky mountains at night were bandits. As he drew his sword, an old man appeared before him. The man wore the robes of a high-ranking magician and held a staff as tall as he was. At its tip was a carving of a bat with red eyes, and coiled below it, a green-eyed snake seemed poised to strike the bat.

At a glance, he looked like a magician in service to some lord.

But Rodel’s intuition screamed a warning.

…This man is dangerous. The old man, however, showed no hostility.

"It is only natural for you to be on your guard, but please, calm yourself. I am merely a researcher of magic in these borderlands. You are Rodel-dono, I presume?"

At those words, Rodel’s vigilance only sharpened. The old man continued.

"...Don’t look so grim. I have no intention of harming you. I simply know of you from the incident at the arena a few days ago."

To the old man who brought up a memory he wanted to forget, Rodel snapped.

"...What do you want? If you have no business with me, then get lost."

His voice was laced with unconcealed irritation. The old man replied.

"Indeed, I am not fond of long conversations myself. So I will be direct. …Do you not desire power?"

Rodel flinched.

The old man pressed on.

"...You have the potential to become much stronger. You possess the perfect qualities to be a test subject for my research. …What say you?"

To this, Rodel responded.

"A tempting offer, but ‘test subject’… Couldn’t you have phrased that a little more delicately?"

A smirk spread across the old man’s face.

"True, but I dislike being accused of lying later on. Is it not better to be straightforward? Besides, this is hardly a bad deal for you, is it? Don’t you wish to obtain power and have your revenge?"

At those words, Rodel’s rage surged once more.

That’s right. What this old man was plotting was irrelevant.

Right now, he wanted power.

He wanted to kill that man, that woman, that King, those people, that country—all of it.

Consumed by a vengeful obsession, Rodel said.

"...Fine. I’ll go along with your research."

At his reply, the old man—Redorza the Sage—smiled and approached Rodel. A black mist enveloped them both, and when it cleared, nothing remained.

High in the sky, over a certain country.

Among the glittering stars of the night, a single point of light moved erratically. It was Rumby the Fateweaver.

She was bored.

She couldn’t meddle with that otherworlder. The Dragon King had assigned someone else to the task, and she had no idea what he’d do to her if she acted out of turn.

In fact, Harynair had already been put on probation by the Dragon King. Since it hadn’t been a life-or-death struggle, her punishment was light. Rumby had no combat abilities, but she possessed unique powers. If she decided to get involved, she knew better than anyone that she would be utterly incapable of simply watching from the sidelines.

As she flew through the sky, lost in thought, she looked down at the ground below and pondered. …How can I make that otherworlder come to me? Just then, she spotted a human.

He was drinking and grumbling.

His complaints were incoherent, but it seemed he was dissatisfied with his country. She watched, thinking it was rather belligerent to be unhappy in a relatively peaceful nation.

Then, she had an idea.

If I use that human, the otherworlder might make a move. A smirk spread across Rumby’s face as she sprang into action.

In the Kingdom, on a rocky mountain in Alum.

Atop the darkened peak stood a monster, its arms crossed and its eyes closed. It had the face of a bull and stood on two legs. On its back, it carried a sword as long as it was tall. The blade, from its tip to the hilt, was a jet black deeper than the night itself.

Sidoor the Sword Demon.

He was the Minotaur who had petitioned the Dragon King and been granted the role of testing the otherworlder’s power.

He decided to wait here.

He had no intention of going directly to the town. There was no need to slaughter its inhabitants. He would simply wait, confident that reports from adventurers on assignment would eventually draw his target to him.

Sidoor thought to himself.

*How far can that human fight? I doubt it will come to a subjugation, but I expect a good match.* He was certain of it.

He had no evidence, but for some reason, he just knew.

He looked up at the night sky and smiled.

On a certain mountaintop, inside a mansion with a garden.

The mansion was enveloped in a purple mist, a deadly poison that would kill instantly upon inhalation. Living in such a dangerous place was Lates the Thousand Poisons.

In his laboratory, he was creating a new drug.

He was conducting every experiment he could think of, preparing for when his turn came.

For administering the new drug, he could just use the bandits he’d tossed in the dungeon for making a ruckus nearby. He would take his time, running all the human experiments he wanted.

With that thought, he devoted himself to his research.

Addendum: In a mansion lined with numerous crucifixes.

Harynair, still under probation, was pouting in her bed.



		
			Chapter 49

			Events and Terror

			Ten days had passed since we defeated the Kraken.

When we returned to the guild in Alum, it was chaos. We had defeated a monster that was under a free subjugation notice.

Everyone was stunned. The adventurers were in a full-blown party mood.

After all, a request from the Kingdom itself was a rare event. The fact that adventurers from this very city were the ones to accomplish it was more than enough reason to celebrate.

With the "Beautiful Sword" and "Intense Thought" parties credited for the successful subjugation, we were hailed as the stars of the show.

Honestly, it was a pain.

I’m all for a good party—eating, drinking, and having fun is great. But I hate being the main attraction in the center of it all. I couldn't just eat whatever I wanted. Several people came up to us, and we had to talk about the Kraken subjugation.

Talking is such a bother. I’m not good at just rattling on and on.

Still, I had to do it. If I yelled at them, I’d ruin the fun atmosphere.

It was an endless cycle of talking, drinking, and more talking.

The party finally broke up at eight in the evening.

Seeing how much I’d had to drink, Bardos said to me.

"Stay at my place tonight. It’s dangerous to walk through the forest in your condition."

I gratefully accepted his offer.

And with that, a month passed.

First, there was a big change. Both "Intense Thought" and "Beautiful Sword" disbanded.

But that didn’t mean we quit being adventurers.

The reason for disbanding was to form new parties.

Not a merger, but two new parties.

Tina and me.

And Bardos and Leona.

We each formed a two-person team.

The name for my party with Tina is "Red Lightning."

Bardos and Leona’s is "Wind Guard."

Rumily and Milfy quit being adventurers. Their reason was a simple, "We don’t want to be in the way."

The two of them opened a shop in Alum, selling magic-enchanted tools and potions. They called it "Yuri."

Just as they were about to happily start their business together, Matilda, who had somehow found her way to the city, showed up at their shop. As expected, she challenged them to a duel. The method was a one-on-one magic battle. If Matilda won, Milfy would live as her plaything. If Milfy won, Matilda would work as an employee.

Those were the terms of the match. The result was Milfy’s victory.

Now, the three of them are happily running the business together as colleagues.

As for me, Tina and I are living together in my house. Bardos and Leona bought a new house for themselves.

I continued to do jobs from the Adventurer’s Guild and work as a hunter.

At night, after Tina and I finished dinner, we had a certain routine.

We played a game of "captured female knight."

When Tina found out about my particular fetish, she said she’d play along, so I took her up on her kind offer.

I made Tina an outfit identical to the armor she usually wears. But this one was made of aluminum. It had almost no weight, and to make it obvious, I colored it green. Underneath the armor, I had her wear an inner shirt I bought on Earth.

Every night, with her in this costume, I’d have fun putting her on a crucifix or tying her up with ropes. For the record, we haven't actually slept together. I just don't have the guts for that yet.

Then there was an incident on Earth.

Somehow, that company president found out where I was.

The reason was that the company I used to work for was a subsidiary of his corporation. The president’s secretary, who knew my face, happened to be inspecting the subsidiary and spotted me in a list of past employees. She then reported it to the president.

They showed up while Tina was at my house and I was wearing a brown wig.

The president, his secretary, and my former boss were all standing at my doorstep.

My ex-boss said.

"Koukawa. The president has business with you. Get yourself ready, now."

To his commanding tone, I replied.

"...Why?"

My simple question set him off.

"What?! Y-You! Are you defying the president’s orders?! How dare a mere rank-and-file employee act so high and mighty! You ungrateful bastard!"

To my screaming ex-boss, I retorted.

"I quit that company two years ago. I have no obligation to listen to your orders. Besides, you were the one who relentlessly pushed impossible jobs on me. When I failed, you screamed at me in front of everyone. When I succeeded, you took the credit, and I was given a pay cut for supposedly doing nothing."

"Because of that, I was ridiculed by my colleagues and juniors every single day. What debt of gratitude do I owe a company like that? Tell me!"

I yelled, my voice thick with killing intent.

My ex-boss let out a shriek of "*Hiii!*" and fell on his butt… and wet himself.

The president and his secretary flinched at the killing intent and took a step back, but they managed to stand their ground through sheer willpower.

It was clear these two had been through their fair share of tough situations.

Having witnessed the exchange, the president said.

"...I understand now what you went through at the company. In that case, I will fire this man, as well as every employee you mentioned. Will you come work for our company then?"

To his offer, I replied.

"I refuse. I like my life as it is now. If you keep coming here every day, I’ll just move somewhere else. That would be… a (p)(r)(o)(b)(l)(e)(m) (f)(o)(r) (y)(o)(u), (w)(o)(u)(l)(d)(n)’(t) (i)(t)? (I)(n) (m)(a)(n)(y) (w)(a)(y)(s)?"

The president’s face grew grim.

If I were to leave this town now, there would be no more deliveries to the auction. The pelts I brought were top quality, the star attractions. If they disappeared and it was discovered that I was gone, they would spare no effort to find out why. It wouldn’t take them long to learn that the president was the reason for my disappearance.

Not only them, but if he drew the attention of other important figures, his career in this industry would be over.

Realizing this, the president said.

"...Understood. I won’t come to your house again. Is that acceptable?"

To that, I replied.

"That’s sufficient. And please, don't fire everyone. I may resent them, but I don’t want to see their families out on the street. In exchange for that favor, if you will, I’d like to give you this."

After saying that, I called out in a loud voice, "Bring me the pelt!"

Tina appeared from the back of the house, carrying a wolf pelt.

"Let me make this clear, this is the last time I’ll do something out of pity. If you ask for something similar again, I won’t do anything."

I declared as I handed it over.

The president accepted it.

"...Understood. I’ll take this pelt and call off the mass firing. I will not come to your house again. …Still, she is a beautiful woman. Is she your wife?"

To his question, I answered.

"She’s my girlfriend."

I said it proudly.

The president simply murmured, "I see," and left.

As for my ex-boss, his pants were wet, so he was refused a ride in the car and had to walk home.

After that commotion on Earth ended, I spent my days going to amusement parks with Tina and attending the underground auctions together.

Back at the guild, a certain request had come in.

A monster never seen before had appeared in the rocky mountains.

Several adventurers went to investigate, but they all returned with severe injuries. According to the reports, it only appeared at night. It was a black silhouette, so its form was unclear, but it was a large creature, about three hundred centimeters tall. Before they could even get close enough to strike, a single swing of its greatsword sent them flying into large boulders, incapacitating them. Two B-rank parties went out, but they were grievously injured without even getting a clear look at it.

The guild was in an uproar over its immense strength. It was decided that this investigation could only be handled by an A-rank party.

My interest was piqued.

That level of strength… I felt it was even stronger than the Kraken. As a hunter, I felt the need to hunt it down.

I didn’t consult Tina. It was too dangerous. I couldn’t put her in harm’s way because of my own curiosity.

Late that night, after confirming Tina was asleep, I prepared my gear. I had reforged the parts of my armor that were damaged in the arena, and I changed the material of my Japanese sword’s scabbard to Weightless Stone. It was a mineral I discovered when I analyzed Claíomh Solais. The conversion was easy. The iron scabbard had been heavy and cumbersome, but thanks to the Weightless Stone, it was as light as a feather.

I quietly opened the door and closed it behind me.

As I set off towards the rocky mountains, I heard the sound of a window opening. I turned back to see Tina leaping out of the window, fully equipped with her combat armor and sword.

She approached me with a sweet smile.

"...Is there something you’d like to say?"

Her words were laced with killing intent. I replied.

"...I’m sorry."

I apologized honestly. Tina said.

"If you do the same thing again, I won’t forgive you."

She said it with her cheeks puffed out.

I thought she looked cute, but I kept it to myself. I had a feeling I’d just make her angrier if I said it out loud. And so, the two of us set off.

The rocky mountains.

It was the same place where I had once single-handedly defeated a Galebird. The mysterious monster was said to be on the summit.

Tina asked.

"A monster that can severely injure a B-rank party with just the wind pressure from its sword… Are you sure we shouldn't call Bardos and Leona?"

She said it with a serious expression.

I replied.

"I know it’s dangerous. But I hear that Leona is pregnant. I can’t bear the thought of taking Bardos away from her in that condition. If something happened to him, I could never take responsibility."

Tina replied, "You’re right," and agreed with me.

It seemed those two had been spending every night together this past month.

Three days ago, when I met Bardos, I was shocked to hear she was pregnant. I couldn't possibly drag him into my personal curiosity at such an important time.

And so, we reached the summit of the rocky mountain.

The area was scattered with large boulders, but otherwise, it was empty. Yet, something was here.

Something incredibly dangerous.

I immediately activated 'Detection'. I saw two blue lights and one red light. The blue lights were Tina and me. The red one was behind a large boulder right in front of me.

I drew my sword. Seeing that, Tina drew hers as well.

Our combined killing intent seemed to provoke it, and a huge black figure emerged from behind the rock. It was about three hundred centimeters tall—as big as an Orc King.

But this opponent’s level was in a completely different league from any monster I’d faced before.

As I stood on guard, the opponent moved. It swung its greatsword in a wide arc.

The wind pressure from the sword was no mere gust; it was a gale.

It was strong enough to blow away not just a person, but a small hut.

I managed to hold my ground by stabbing my sword into the earth, but Tina was blown away and crashed into a large boulder. I immediately turned back.

"Tina! Are you okay?!"

She replied.

"I’m alright… but I hit it so hard, my body won’t move properly."

Tina’s voice was filled with pain.

I was relieved, but at the same time, I felt just how incredibly dangerous this opponent was.

I decided to go all out.

"Thunderclap Incarnation!"

I cloaked my body in electricity and poured every last bit of my magic into my Mithril sword.

I ran. My speed was immense; I reached my opponent in just two seconds.

I brought my sword down with a powerful two-handed strike, a blow that could easily cleave a massive boulder in two.

But my opponent blocked it with its greatsword—and with just one hand.

I felt a surge of terror.

I had never even heard of an opponent this powerful, let alone seen one. Honestly, I was filled with the desire to flee this place immediately. But Tina was here. I couldn't expose her to any more danger.

With that thought, I put some distance between us. My opponent didn’t move. It wasn’t out of confidence, but for some reason, that’s how I felt. I cloaked my sword in lightning. It looked like a blade forged from lightning itself. I approached my opponent again.

"Thunder Blade Strike!"

I unleashed a horizontal slash.

My opponent blocked it with one hand, but I put all my strength into both of mine. In the middle of our struggle, I managed to push its sword back slightly.

And then, my sword struck its right bicep. It was just a graze, but my blade had hit an opponent far superior to me.

Just then.

"...Impressive."

The opponent spoke.

At that moment, the black shadow vanished, revealing a creature with the head of a bull, a bare torso, and iron-plated shorts, standing on two legs. It was a Minotaur.

I distanced myself again.

A Minotaur—a monster that prided itself on its strength. Even on Earth, they were troublesome monsters that often appeared as mid-bosses in games.

However, the monster before me was no mid-boss. Its strength was that of a final boss. And that sword… I used 'Analysis' on it.

Its material was Dark Matter. An unknown substance, one that remains a mystery even now.

I figured it was probably a type of ore, but I couldn't create it myself.

I knew too little to even attempt it.

There was no doubt this was a top-tier final boss.

I was curious as to why such a creature was here, but that didn't matter now.

The only thing on my mind was how to get Tina to safety. She couldn't run yet, but she could walk. As I was thinking about how to buy time…

"...Are you worried about the woman behind you?"

I panicked inwardly.

The Minotaur continued.

"Do not worry. I have no hobby of killing defenseless opponents. However, if you continue to fight while holding back your power, I cannot say what my irritated self might do."

It was a blatant provocation, but he was serious.

My escape route was cut off. Realizing this, I sheathed my sword.

"If I die, will you promise not to lay a hand on her?"

To my words, the Minotaur replied.

"That depends on you."

He said it with a grave expression.

To honor his words, I declared.

"I understand. I will give you everything I have. Activating ‘Turmoil’!"

I activated the skill. And then.

"Thunderclap Incarnation!"

I activated it again. A reinforcement that pushed me beyond my absolute limits.

The strain on my body. The aftereffects that would come later. I had no time to think about such things.

Seeing this, the Minotaur said.

"...Impressive. That spirit, that resolve. I have witnessed it well. Human, state your name."

To his words, I replied.

"Shinsuke Koukawa."

I announced my name with pride.

The Minotaur said.

"I will remember it. O, one who lives in this age. As thanks for answering my wish, I shall bring this to a close with one of my three secret techniques."

As he spoke, the Minotaur readied his greatsword.

I could feel the magic flowing from the blade. I didn’t know what was coming, but that didn’t matter.

Right now, I would bet everything on this one strike. That was all.

With that thought, I assumed a stance for a quick draw. The distance was about five meters. The fight would be over in an instant. A mutual silence fell between us. I steadied my breath and moved. My speed was imperceptible to the human eye—god-like speed. But my opponent could see me. That was within my expectations.

I drew my sword with great force. A fierce shower of sparks erupted, which I manipulated and condensed with my fire magic.

The technique name I used in the arena was something I came up with on the spot.

It was a bit too simple, so I searched for a good technique name on Earth. And I found one.

During the Heian period, there was a warrior, one of Raiko’s Four Heavenly Kings, who slayed demons with the famed sword ‘Higekiri’: Watanabe no Tsuna.

In a certain game, he used a fire technique. But I wouldn’t use the exact same name. I had my pride, after all.

I researched history and shouted the name of the technique I took from it.

"One-Strike Demon Killer!"

I yelled as I unleashed my attack.

The Minotaur declared.

"Absolute Bastard!"

He brought down his greatsword.

Our techniques crossed.
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			The clash of sword and katana was over. We stood frozen, back to back.

A moment of silence hung in the air.

But then…

With a sharp *pakin*, the sound of something breaking echoed.

My katana had snapped in half. The upper part of the blade clattered to the ground.

I had lost.

A complete and utter defeat.

It was my first loss since I started working as a hunter.

It wasn’t that I had grown conceited.

If you lose, you die.

I knew I was in such a world, and that’s precisely why I had fought so desperately until now.

My string of victories had been built on that foundation.

"Don’t lay a hand on her," I said. "In exchange, I offer you my life."

With those words, I let go of my sword. I turned to face the Minotaur, standing completely defenseless. The Minotaur replied.

"You seem to understand the warrior’s common sense—to be prepared to lose your life at any moment. But I am the one who decides whether you live or die. Do not mistake that."

The Minotaur stated it as a matter of course.

In my heart, I apologized to Tina. *I’m sorry for getting you caught up in this.* The Minotaur raised its greatsword high.

I’m going to be killed. I prepared myself, and though I wanted to close my eyes, I forced myself to keep looking at my opponent.

But the greatsword never fell. Instead, he slung it onto his back. As I watched this action, the Minotaur spoke.

"I will let you live. I want you to show me if there is a limit to your strength. When you feel you have surpassed that limit, you may come here. And then, you will shout my name. If you do, I will hasten here, no matter where I am."

After that pause, the Minotaur took a deep breath.

"My name is Sidoor the Sword Demon! Engrave this name upon your soul! Do not forget! If you die without facing me again, I will destroy this country!"

His words were filled with fighting spirit and killing intent. It was enough to make me shrink in fear.

But I had to endure. I had to. If I lost consciousness here, I would truly lose everything. When the Minotaur, Sidoor, reined in his intimidating aura, he was enveloped in a black mist and vanished.

I was filled with the feeling of having been saved. The effects of ‘Turmoil’ must have worn off, as a wave of fatigue washed over my body. Then, intense pain took control of my entire being.

Groaning, I collapsed on the spot.

My magic had run out so quickly, I figured it was because I had poured everything into my lightning and fire magic.

As I lay on the ground, I sensed a presence approaching. It was Tina.

It seemed she had fully recovered. She sat down beside me.

"Are you alright? Please don’t be so reckless."

Tina’s voice was faint. It seemed she had understood my actions. To her words, I replied.

"I’m sorry… but there was no other way."

I said it with a face full of no regrets. After looking at me like that, Tina offered me her lap as a pillow. A woman’s lap pillow. There isn’t a man alive who wouldn't be excited by this.

But I wasn’t in the mood for that right now.

A defeat due to an overwhelming difference in power.

If I got carried away by this, I wouldn’t have enough lives to last me. I was thinking about the future. That monster, Sidoor, had said, "Show me a strength that surpasses your limits." His words were serious.

But could I achieve that in this country?

As an adventurer, I’ve been to towns other than this city.

I’ve subjugated the monsters there.

I’ve looked around a fair bit.

To put it bluntly, it’s impossible to get stronger by staying here. In that case, I…

"Tina. There’s something I want to talk about."

To my words, Tina replied.

"Don’t you dare say you’re dissolving the party, alright?"

She said it with a sweet smile. *How did she know?* I wondered. As if sensing my thoughts, Tina continued.

"I believe I understand you quite well. After what that monster said, you realized you can’t get stronger if you stay in this country. So, you’re thinking of going to another country. And you don’t want to drag me into it. That’s what you were thinking, wasn’t it?"

She was almost spot on. I awkwardly looked away. Then, Tina turned my face back towards her and kissed me.

"I love you. I choose you over any status, over any treasure."

Her words made me happy. But still, I asked.

"Are you really sure? Going to another country means your adventurer rank will drop, you know?"

I said it, my voice filled with worry.

Let me explain here.

The Adventurer's Guild exists in every country on this continent and carries out its activities. However, it’s not a monolithic organization. The A-rank is bestowed upon those recognized by the country’s king, and the B-rank is a title given to those recognized by the country’s guild. But just because one country recognizes you doesn’t mean another will. The reason is that no matter how skilled someone is, if they have a problematic personality, they could cause unnecessary trouble. Moreover, if an A-rank adventurer causes an incident, they can’t be punished so easily. For another country to punish an adventurer recognized by a different nation, regardless of the reason, is tantamount to asking, "Do you want to go to war?"

I thought that was ridiculous, but then I remembered an incident from my world.

A foreigner caused an incident. When he was arrested for damaging a Japanese car and put on trial in Japan, the people of his country fiercely protested. "He did nothing wrong, the Japanese are to blame!" or "A corrupt country like Japan isn't worth trusting!" and so on, saying whatever they pleased. What’s more, when their government tacitly approved of these protests, there was nothing that could be done. Seeing this, the Japanese politicians released the foreigner. He was deported and sent back to his home country. Awaiting the foreigner at the airport upon his return was a hero’s welcome. It was as if a champion had returned. To top it all off, at a press conference, the foreigner showed no remorse. In fact, he said, "The Japanese are the ones at fault. Apologize immediately." It was an absurd statement. There wasn’t a single Japanese person who wasn’t furious. For a while, rumors spread that people from that country were either mocked from the shadows or never showed their faces in public again.

I’ve strayed from the topic, but if such incidents happen on Earth, capturing an adventurer recognized by another country in this world would be extremely problematic. That’s why the guilds of each country established a rule: when an A or B-rank adventurer goes to another country, they must come as a C-rank. This way, those coming to other countries are C-rank, and B and A-rank adventurers will never come. No one would want to nullify the achievements they’ve built up.

However, I didn’t feel that way.

I am a hunter.

Being an adventurer is a side job, a profession I can quit at any time.

But Tina is different. She is an adventurer. I have no right to drag her into my circumstances. However, Tina said.

"There’s no point in being in a country without you. I won’t just wait for you to return. The most painful thing would be to hear that you died somewhere I don’t know. That’s why I’m going with you. Wherever you go."

Tina declared it with a determined face. It was no use trying to persuade her. Realizing this, I said.

"...Alright. Let’s go together."

To my words, Tina nodded with a smile. We camped out there for the night.

The next morning.

Once our bodies could move again, we immediately took action.

First, we returned to Earth and ate all the food in the refrigerator. Tina cooked it all, and I finished every last bite. After that, we went to a department store and bought a large quantity of canned goods with long shelf lives. We bought canned fish, chicken, and hardtack, and also a digital camera just in case something happened in the other world.

Why did I buy it? If there was a commotion or an incident over there, I could take pictures of the surroundings and discover something I might have missed. I could also photograph monsters I’ve never seen before to remember their appearance clearly. While I was at it, I also bought an iPad. It was to download a large amount of music to pass the time. I bought a charger compatible with both devices. I could charge them with my lightning magic—I’ve already tested it, and it works. I also bought several history books, just in case.

Then, when I went to the black market auction, I provided about ten wolf pelts.

At that time, I said.

"It looks like I won’t be able to come here for a while, so I brought this together. I’ll donate the entire proceeds from the auction to you."

To my words, the Manager replied.

"...It’s common sense in this world not to ask for reasons, but please let me ask just one thing. Will you be coming back?"

To his worried voice, I replied.

"Only God knows."

I left with those words. The Manager and the men in black suits were left wondering what to do. But they realized it would be a bad idea to antagonize me and sensed my resolve, so they took no further action.

My preparations on Earth were complete.

Since I wouldn’t be coming back to my house, I made sure to lock up and manage my finances properly before crossing over to the other world.

Why couldn’t I come back?

The magic circle can only be set up in one place, and writing it elsewhere won't work. Therefore, I can't return to Earth. I prepared myself so I would have no regrets. Just like in a game, there’s no teleportation magic to return to my original location. Tina was waiting in front of the house, with her luggage next to her. It seemed she was ready to go too.

However, there was one thing that caught my eye.

It was her green set of armor. Why bring something that’s useless for anything other than our nightly activities? I thought, so I asked her.

"What? Our nightly activities are necessary, so of course I’m bringing it. Is there a problem?"

Tina said it with a face that suggested it was perfectly normal. I didn’t say anything further.

Entering the guild, the two of us said to the receptionist.

"We’re leaving the country. Please give our regards to the Guild Master."

I stated it concisely.

The receptionist was stunned, but we paid her no mind and were about to leave. When going to another country, you just have to report it to the guild; that’s all. However, the receptionist asked us to wait, so we did. A moment later, she told us the Guild Master was summoning us, so we headed to his room. In the Guild Master’s room, he had a serious look on his face.

"You said you’re leaving the country? Why?"

His face said, "No lies." I replied.

"We went to investigate the monster that appeared in the rocky mountains. We encountered it and fought, but the result was a complete defeat. We were utterly powerless."

To my words, the Guild Master said.

"Powerless, you say. How did you manage to come back alive from an opponent that strong?"

His question was natural. I replied.

"That monster could speak human language. It said, ‘Get stronger,’ and then it disappeared."

I said it with a face that showed my frustration at the overwhelming difference in power. The Guild Master looked at Tina. She nodded. Confirming it was true, he prompted me to continue. I said.

"I thought about getting stronger in this country, but I felt that to defeat that monster, I would need not just power, but also to see different techniques, knowledge, and materials. We may have trade, but it’s common sense that important things don’t come in, right?"

At my words, the Guild Master was at a loss for a reply.

It was true. The goods currently coming in through trade were mainly mass-produced tools and preserved foods that were fine to give away. Valuables were the country’s assets and couldn’t be handed over so easily. This country also exported ore, but it was mostly copper and silver. Gold and Mithril were traded in small quantities at high prices. Occasionally, Adamantite was found, but it wasn’t traded; it was donated to the country. Since they were doing such things, it wouldn’t be strange for other countries to do the same. Thinking this, the Guild Master said.

"...Do you understand? Once you go to another country, your A-rank will be demoted to C-rank. And you can never get it back. Do you still want to go, knowing that?"

To his words, I replied.

"I understand. And I’m still going. To know my own limits. Besides, I’m a hunter. Being an adventurer is just a side job. Rank doesn’t matter to me."

I said it with a face full of no regrets. After seeing that, the Guild Master asked.

"Tina. What will you do?"

To his words, Tina replied.

"I have no intention of staying in a country without him."

Her face was full of determination. The Guild Master looked at the two of us and sighed.

"Adventurers are free to go wherever they please. The rank demotion is a measure to prevent unnecessary conflicts, but that’s all. There’s no power to force you to stay. However, it is a fact that you two have accomplished great deeds in this country. So, I have a proposal. First, I will give you two messenger birds. You are to write a report to this bird once a week, without fail. In other words, you two will go to another country as spies. If you cannot accept this, then I will use any means necessary to keep you from leaving this country."

The Guild Master said something completely unexpected.

Both Tina and I couldn’t hide our surprise.

A spy. In other words, he was telling us to report information from other countries.

Of course, there is information that is good for a country and information that is bad. The Harg Kingdom also has one or two inconvenient truths. I asked.

"Why go that far?"

To this question, the Guild Master replied.

"It means you two are worth that much."

He declared it with a serious face.

I thought about it.

If I refused this offer and left without permission, I could guess what he would do. He would probably put out a warrant for our arrest as criminals. If that happened, it would cause trouble for Bardos, Leona, Rumily, and Milfy, who had teamed up with me. I looked at Tina. Her face was dead serious. She was prepared to accept anything. I said.

"...I understand. We accept the role of spies. If that’s what it takes to go to another country, we’ll do any job."

To my words, the Guild Master asked.

"Are you really sure? If you’re found out, it’s a death sentence. The country won’t help you."

To his threatening words, Tina and I quietly nodded. The Guild Master seemed to give up.

"...Alright. However, you only need to report what you two see and hear. There’s no need to probe for secrets."

The Guild Master said, turning his back. In other words, it was just a formality. Thinking that, I asked.

"Should we leave our rank plates?"

To my words, the Guild Master turned back around.

"Yes. Leave them. I’ll give them back to you when you return to this town upon completion of your mission. I’ll hold onto them until then."

I silently thanked the Guild Master for his consideration and placed our two plates on his desk.

After leaving the guild, I headed to Bardos’s house, and Tina went to ‘Yuri.’

To bid farewell to our friends, I arrived at the house and waited for Tina and the others, telling them I had something important to discuss with all the members. After they gathered, I explained the whole situation.
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			I finished explaining everything to them.

A long silence followed.

Breaking it, Bardos stood up and swung his right fist straight into my face.

I crashed into the wall.

As the girls stared in stunned silence, Bardos yelled.

"You bastard! You act without consulting anyone, and now you’re going to another country to get stronger?! How selfish can you be?!"

Bardos grabbed me by the collar as he shouted. Having taken the punch, I calmly replied.

"I’m sorry for acting on my own. But I don’t regret my decision not to take you with me at that time."

I said it with words full of resolve.

Bardos sighed. "...*Haaah*. I thought I knew how stubborn you were, but this is a whole new level. Fine. We’ll leave it at that for now. But if you’re going to another country, then I’m going too. Leona, hold down the fort."

To Bardos’s words, Leona replied.

"Well, I thought you’d say that. I’ll be waiting for you."

Leona said it with an exasperated tone.

Bardos was overjoyed.

However, I said.

"Wait. Bardos, I’m sorry, but could you stay in this country?"

Hearing my words, Bardos asked.

"Huh? Why? If you’re going to another country to get stronger, you’ll be fighting strong monsters, right? There’s no way I’m missing out on that."

Bardos voiced his confusion. It was true that I was going to get stronger, and fighting monsters was a given. But I said.

"After my fight with that Minotaur, Sidoor, I remembered something. About Harynair, whom we met in the royal capital a month ago."

At my words, everyone’s face showed a flash of recognition.

Harynair, the succubus who had defeated Tina and the others in the royal capital.

At that time, a combination of type advantage and coincidence allowed us to escape harm.

However, she had said, "You’ll remember this." I think she meant it for Bardos and me, but there’s no guarantee she won’t cause a stir in this country.

Thinking that, I continued.

"I don’t know if that succubus and Sidoor are on the same level, but I don’t think they’re unrelated. There might be others. Bardos, while I’m gone, I want you to protect this country. Please."

I bowed my head.

A long silence followed.

Then, Bardos said.

"...You’re right, I don’t think that succubus will just do nothing, and if there are others, there’s no reason they wouldn’t make a move. Fine. I’ll do it."

Bardos reluctantly accepted.

My persuasion was a success.

My explanation to everyone was also finished.

I met Tina’s eyes.

"Well then, shall we get going?"

To my words, Tina nodded.

Leona said.

"Are you leaving already? At least let us throw you a departure party."

To her words, Tina replied.

"I appreciate the thought, but Shinsuke and I decided to leave today, so we’re going."

Tina said it apologetically.

Leona said.

"Tina, haven’t you been poisoned by Shinsuke? You used to not be in such a hurry."

To her words, Tina replied.

"Do you think so? But it’s not a bad feeling. The thought that my body and soul now belong to Shinsuke makes my heart race, and it feels good."

As she spoke, Tina swayed her body back and forth.

The former members of "Beautiful Sword" were unsure whether their leader’s sudden change was for the better or worse, but they decided that if she was happy, then it was fine.

At the city gate.

With our departure preparations complete, Tina and I were on our cart.

Bardos and the others had come to see us off.

Rumily and Milfy said.

"Please be careful."

"Please take care of yourselves."

Leona said.

"I think it’s useless to say this, but please try not to be too reckless."

Leona said it with a worried tone.

Tina and I didn’t think we were being that reckless. Bardos said.

"Make sure you come back. I want to have a sparring match with you."

Bardos said it with a smirk.

In short, he wanted to have a match in exchange for protecting the country. I thought so, and I nodded.

And so, Tina and I departed.

In the lord’s mansion, in the office.

Lord Rosen and the Guild Master were there.

Silence dominated the space.

Why had it come to this?

The lord, having heard the whole story from the Guild Master, had said nothing and was simply staring up at the ceiling. Then,

"Adventurers are free to act as they please. No one has the authority to stop them. That’s the ironclad rule, but… for those two to go to another country is just too unexpected."

To these words, the Guild Master replied.

"Yes. The defeat must have been quite a shock to them. It’s good that they want to get stronger, but I never thought they’d go so far as to embark on a journey."

Hearing this, the lord asked.

"About that, is it true that the monster that appeared in the rocky mountains spoke human words?"

To this question, the Guild Master replied.

"According to their report, yes. A monster that can speak human language. It’s undoubtedly a high-ranking monster."

To this answer, the lord said.

"Indeed, and it said, ‘Get stronger,’ didn’t it? That would put it at the top class even among high-ranking monsters. Monsters are fundamentally about killing their enemies. There’s no need to let them live. Moreover, a normal monster would never say something so chivalrous."

The lord declared it with certainty. The Guild Master said.

"It’s possible that it’s one of the Seven Demon Lords."

At the Guild Master’s statement, the lord replied.

"I’d like to say that’s impossible, but given the current situation, that’s the most likely possibility. If the Seven Demon Lords are on the move, there’s no guarantee that something bad won’t happen."

The lord said, sighing. The Guild Master agreed.

If those monsters were on the move, it wouldn't be surprising if any kind of commotion occurred.

But this time, their target seemed to be Shinsuke, so if he handled it well, the damage could be minimized.

After thinking that far, the lord said.

"However, sending them to another country as spies is essentially telling them not to do anything conspicuous, right?"

To this question, the Guild Master replied.

"Yes, those two, if they learn that monsters are rampaging, will likely act on their own and subjugate them. And they won’t accept any reward. Moreover, they’ll do it as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. They’re guaranteed to attract attention. That’s why I sent them as spies. This way, the fear of being executed if they’re found out should keep them from fighting on the front lines, I hope… probably."

The Guild Master muttered the last word under his breath. His face was filled with anxiety.

He didn’t think those two would be intimidated by something like that, and what’s more, there was a high probability they would act out of a sense of duty as hunters.

An extremely high probability!

For that reason, the Guild Master couldn't declare it with confidence.

The lord also had a faint suspicion. There was absolutely no guarantee that those two wouldn’t stand out in another country.

Silence once again dominated the room.

Evening, in the Harg Kingdom, at the royal castle. In the office.

Only the King and the Prince were present.

A moment ago, a messenger bird had arrived, and the King had read its message.

The contents were that ‘Red Lightning’ had gone to investigate the monster that appeared in the rocky mountains, had been defeated, and was now embarking on a journey of training to another country.

It was written in detail.

After finishing reading, the King let out a deep sigh.

"*Haaah*. Honestly, with the Kraken, and Rodel’s rampage, why do so many headaches have to occur?"

The King said, holding his head in his hands. The Prince replied.

"I think it can’t be helped. No one could have predicted such a situation would arise. More importantly, Father, what will you do?"

The Prince said no more.

The King understood. He knew it was about what to do about those two.

"The spy thing is just a formality. There’s no need for me to approve it. For now, send a messenger bird and tell them to fabricate a story that ‘Red Lightning’ is away on a long excursion on a royal request."

The Prince nodded at these words.

The King was thinking.

The monster that appeared in the rocky mountains.

The monster that spoke human language.

That it was possibly one of the Seven Demon Lords.

The King had reached the same conclusion as the Guild Master and the lord.

That alone was proof that the fear of those monsters had been passed down to posterity.

The King was thinking of strengthening security and peripheral investigations. With the Seven Demon Lords on the move, being reactive was the worst possible move. All that was left was to figure out how to get it approved at tomorrow’s military council.

The Prince, after sending the messenger bird, was thinking.

About the future.

First, he thought he should select intelligence agents to investigate whether there were any unusual or unsettling movements in any region.

Information gathering was crucial in influencing the course of events.

As the two of them were deeply contemplating tomorrow…

They didn’t notice.

They were so lost in thought that they failed to notice that the door was slightly ajar.

The presence in front of that door.

The presence of the Princess.

The Princess thought.

"...I heard something good. I should go there myself."

As she thought this, she scurried away without a sound.

Events were set in motion without Shinsuke and Tina’s knowledge.

At that time, the two of them had no idea.

Of the incidents that were about to occur.



		
			Chapter 52

			An Explanation of the Nations

			Let me take a moment to explain the continent.

This continent's name is Noomuden.

There are four nations where people live.

The Harg Kingdom.

Located in the southern part of the continent. The northern side is surrounded by rocky mountains, which act like a great wall separating it from the rest, but to the northeast, there is a vast, dense forest that serves as a den for monsters. The national border is drawn at the entrance of this forest.

This country's main export is ore, with silver and copper being particularly abundant.

To the north, on the other side of the mountains, are three nations, each occupying a third of the land: the Retil Republic, the Deomu Empire, and the Saint's Church.

Why the Kingdom alone is separated by mountains is a mystery to everyone.

As for whether ore can be mined on the other side, the answer is no.

The reason is that the other side is a lava zone, a place so dangerous that even working there, let alone living, is impossible.

Therefore, the Kingdom is the only place where ore can be safely mined.

Of course, the Kingdom is aware of the lava on its side as well. If they dig too deep, they use Earth Magic to replenish the ground and prevent rockslides.

The Retil Republic.

A nation on the eastern side, close to the sea, which handles trade with the Kingdom. Among the imports from the Kingdom, they appraise the ore and send it on to the Empire.

Monster materials are acquired by the Republic, processed into clothing, bags, and other daily necessities, and then sold for export, enriching the nation's treasury.

It is often used as a venue for diplomacy and negotiations, and the annual conferences between the nations are held at an exchange facilities owned by the Republic. They also export marine products to the Empire, the Church, and sometimes the Kingdom. But how do they transport perishable goods like fish?

The answer lies with the Empire.

The Deomu Empire.

A nation located north of the Republic. This region is slightly colder than the others, and during the one month of winter, it becomes a frigid land where everything freezes over. However, the people of the Empire do not fear such cold.

Why is that?

The Empire's technology is more advanced than that of the other nations, and their skill allows them to develop tools made of iron.

As for the aforementioned perishable fish, the Empire has developed a box with processed and enchanted water magic stones, in which they place fish, fruits, and other items to freeze them.

In short, it’s a freezer.

Using this, they transport fresh goods in a preserved state.

However, there is a drawback. The size of the box is as large as a full wagon, so it takes time to transport. Moreover, the same size boxes are loaded onto ships bound for the Kingdom, making them impossible to unload from the vessels.

Because they are too heavy.

They have developed other things as well, but I will explain those later.

One more thing: the Empire does not have a very good impression of the Kingdom.

Therefore, they have adopted a policy of not providing technology or tools but will assist with transportation.

The Saint's Church.

Located south of the Republic and the Empire. It is near the southern lava zone, but the actual inhabitants live in a town built in the middle of a vast, fertile forest. They have the Holy Knights, who manage monsters and crime, and their strength is said to be equivalent to B-rank adventurers. In addition, the forest has abundant fruits and medicinal herbs, which they cultivate and sell to neighboring areas and other countries.

In the past, this land was a dangerous zone teeming with monsters, but thanks to the deeds of a certain hero, the number of monsters decreased to the point where people could live there. The hero worshipped a god named Hermes, so the people who accompanied him began to worship Hermes as well, and their descendants spread the faith throughout the land.

Since then, it has become a country where people with strong faith who revere him gather.

And that concludes the introduction to the three nations north of the Kingdom.

In the rocky mountains, on a path.

Along the way, Tina gave me a brief explanation of the three northern nations.

"So, three countries, side by side. Do they get along well? Those three?"

To my question, Tina replied.

"Even if you say they get along, it’s only on the surface. In reality, it’s a relationship of using and being used. The Kingdom has a similar mindset."

At that moment, a thought occurred to me.

"...? In that case, why doesn’t conflict break out? I’m not talking about war, but are there at least some skirmishes?"

To this question, Tina replied.

"No, if they were to do something like that, they would be attacked by a horde of monsters and annihilated."

To this surprising answer, I asked.

"?! A horde of monsters? Are there really that many?"

To this question, Tina replied.

"There are many. Especially in the region north of the Empire. It used to be Empire territory, but several decades ago, an abnormal outbreak of powerful monsters forced them to retreat to their current location. After that, for some reason, the monsters stopped advancing and have remained there."

To this answer, I asked.

"They’re staying there? Are the monsters building a nation there or something?"

To this question, Tina replied.

"I’ve never heard anything like that. However, the Empire was desperate to reclaim its territory and at one point went to war with the Republic and the Church to acquire resources and manpower to build up its strength. But that was a bad move."

She paused for a moment, then continued.

"Perhaps drawn by the blood and killing intent of the people, the monsters suddenly attacked. Faced with an invasion from their rear, the Empire had no choice but to stop the war and focus on repelling the monsters. They managed to drive them back, but they keenly felt that war between nations only brings disaster. After that, talks were held to end the war and establish cooperation between the nations."

To this story, I said.

"Then they should have just talked from the beginning. Why start a war? I don’t get it."

To my complaint, Tina replied.

"I agree. War produces nothing but tragedy. I suppose the Empire thought that highly of themselves. To continue the story, at those talks, the Empire offered a full apology. The two nations accepted it. And as reparations, the Empire agreed to provide tools and technology. Currently, they get along well, but no one knows what they’re thinking behind the scenes."

Tina’s explanation ended.

I urged the cart forward, proceeding along the path through the rocky mountains.

This path was often used by adventurers, wide enough for two carts to pass comfortably.

However, merchants do not use this path.

The reason is that it is steep and dangerous.

Although the road is wide, there are many slopes and sharp turns, and one misstep could send you plunging off a cliff. Of course, there are no guardrails.

Furthermore, there are many monsters, especially avian types, and one must be wary of surprise attacks from the air. For this reason, merchants do not use this road.

They go to the Kingdom by ship.

It’s safer and more reliable that way.

As I was thinking this, multiple shadows moved across the ground.

I looked up to see three bird monsters circling above, having spotted us.

I was about to draw my sword, but Tina stopped me with her hand.

*She’s going to handle it herself,* I thought, and decided to watch.

Then, orbs of water materialized around Tina.

"Water Shot!"

The water bullets fired.

It was just like a shotgun blast.

One of the monsters dodged, but even after avoiding the first shot, a second one closed in and hit its mark. A hole was punched through its wing, and it plummeted.

The other two fell in the same way.

There was no surviving a fall from this height. I wanted to harvest their materials, but I didn’t feel like climbing all the way down.

"What was that technique?" I asked.

To my question, Tina replied.

"The other day, I read in a book that there’s an invisible amount of moisture in the air, so I tried creating some with my water magic. It seems to have been a success."

Tina said, beaming with a wide smile.

…Getting stronger just by reading books I brought… Do people in this world have a trait that lets them power up just by looking at a book? I seriously wondered.

Night, we camped out in the rocky mountains.

Setting up a tent on the path was too dangerous, so our policy was to proceed until we found a slightly wider area and then rest there.

At that spot, I created an iron hut, and we decided to spend the night there.

For dinner, we each ate one of the canned goods we had brought, and then it was time for bed.

As Tina lay beside me, I asked.

"...Do you have any regrets?"

To my question, Tina replied.

"Don’t make me say the same thing again."

She said it with a slightly pouting face.

And then.

"I want to be with you. Or… do you not want me to be?"

Tina said, turning her back to me.

Seeing that, I moved closer.

"I don’t not want you here. Honestly, I’m happy. But I was a little worried that I might be causing you trouble with my selfishness. But hearing you say that… I’m glad."

I said, hugging Tina from behind.

The feeling of hugging Tina in her armor was cold, but that, combined with her scent and the smell of the journey’s sweat clinging to the armor, filled me with an indescribable excitement.

Tina seemed a little nervous, her body tensed up.

"...That’s not fair," she said. "Hugging me at a time like this… I’m not responsible for what happens."

As she spoke, she turned her body within my loosened embrace, and our faces met.

And then, we shared a silent kiss.

I thought to myself, from now on, no matter what happens, as long as I’m with Tina, I can do anything. A feeling close to conviction washed over me.

After that, though we didn't go all the way, I thoroughly enjoyed myself with my hobby.

The scene changes to the Saint's Church.

A woman in plain clothes was gazing up at the night sky.

A woman in a sister’s habit approached her.

"There you are. The Cardinal is summoning you."

To these words, the woman replied.

"...Understood. Please tell him I will change into my formal attire and be there shortly."

She said, standing up.

The sister, with a grim expression, asked.

"...Has that group made another move?"

To this question, the woman replied.

"Yes. They are quite a troublesome bunch. I would like to capture them immediately, but my superiors won’t give their permission. They must be quite afraid."

She said, letting out a sigh.

The sister said.

"...I will pretend I didn’t hear that. In that case, I will relay your initial message. Altorine-sama."

The woman, Altorine, nodded quietly.



		
			Chapter 53

			The Saint's Church

			Our journey continued for five days.

Beyond the rocky mountains lay a land of roiling lava.

Rather than flowing, the lava was dotted here and there like pools of water.

The heat was so intense I considered taking off my armor, but Tina stopped me.

"Don’t take off your armor. There are monsters around here too. Please, bear with it."

Tina said, her breath ragged.

It seemed she was hot too.

A female knight, sweating and unable to remove her armor despite the heat. To find myself getting excited by such a scene… I was keenly aware of what a bad person I was.

As we made our way along a safe path through the lava, I sensed an unpleasant presence from the seething pool next to us.

It was the same kind of monster presence I often felt in the forest.

I immediately drew my sword.

Just then, an object leaped out of the lava.

It looked like a fish, but in the shape of a piranha. Its color was a dark red, and there were no signs of it having been melted. The piranha opened its mouth wide and shot towards us.

I sliced it with my sword.

From mouth to tail, it was split in two. Its carcass fell back into the lava.

There really is a rich variety of monsters. I’ve never heard of a creature that lives in lava. Wait a minute, if something like that exists, that means… I turned my face towards Tina. She seemed to be thinking the same thing and nodded.

I poured my magic into the cart and moved it at full speed.

There was no time for safety checks.

Just then, numerous piranhas began to leap out from the surrounding lava pools one after another.

As expected, this place was teeming with them. But we wouldn’t fight back. The reason was that the force of their leaping would send splashes of lava flying like water droplets. The previous one was just a single creature, so the splash didn’t reach us, but this time there were many.

The amount of spray was huge.

Even a small drop would cause a severe burn, or worse, melt that part of our body away.

Fleeing was the best option here.

With that in mind, we fled. I tried to dodge the oncoming piranhas, but the lava path was only wide enough for two carts. Dodging was difficult. The only option was to go straight ahead.

And so, we reached the exit of the lava zone.

In games, a boss usually appears around this point, but it seemed there wasn’t one here. It was a little disappointing, but safety comes first. With that thought, I urged the cart on.

After leaving the lava zone and descending the wasteland, a forest spread out before us.

It was vast, but near its center, I could see a building the size of a bean.

It looked like a Catholic church from Rome on Earth. It seemed that must be the Saint's Church.

"Tina, is that building over there the Saint's Church?" I asked.

To my question, Tina replied.

"Yes, it is. There’s a town around that building. From here, we should be able to reach it in two or three days. Naturally, there are monsters in this area as well. Please be very careful."

At her answer, a sudden thought occurred to me.

"But if the monsters around here are strong, why doesn’t Bardos live here?"

Such a question popped into my head.

Why wouldn’t that battle-maniac who loves a good fight and strong opponents move here? I wondered.

Tina thought for a moment.

"Now that you mention it, why is that? I’ve never really thought about it. Well, that’s a personal matter, so we probably don’t need to think too deeply about it."

To her words, I replied.

"You’re right. For now, I should focus on myself. I can just ask him when we get back to our country."

I came to that conclusion.

We resumed our journey.

Our goals were to get stronger and to find rare materials and ores.

To put it simply, traveling through the forest was easy.

A dense, sprawling forest. Normally, moving through such a place without a compass is like asking to get lost. But I have the ‘Detection’ skill. With this, I could get to the town without losing my way.

Along the way, we encountered monsters. The types were wolves, goblins, and even bears. Of course, we subjugated them without any trouble. I collected magic stones from the goblins, and I harvested materials from the wolves and bears, using their meat for dinner that night. But to encounter wolves and goblins in a different country… do these species exist in every region?

After three days of such travel, we finally reached the entrance of the town.

The walls were pure white, ten meters high.

The gate before us was large, about five meters tall.

There were gatekeepers on either side, dressed in full plate armor. They looked like knights, with wing-themed accessories on the sides of their helmets.

They had the appearance of royal guards.

"Is it okay to just enter normally here?" I asked.

To my question, Tina replied.

"It’s fine. But they will inspect your luggage, so please be careful about that."

She advised.

We had hidden the cart and our large amount of luggage in the forest.

There was no way I could let them see me pulling it without a horse.

It would be too strange.

I changed the cart into an iron box, stored the luggage inside, and left it in a place where it was unlikely to be found. Just in case, I drove a stake about three meters long into the ground. Preparations were complete; all that was left was to enter the town.

At the gate, a soldier said.

"Excuse me. I’ll need to inspect your luggage."

I handed over my bag as requested.

Inside were several history books and some field rations. Tina’s bag contained field rations and money.

After finishing his inspection, the soldier said.

"There doesn’t seem to be anything suspicious. You may enter. By the way, sir. May I ask you a question?"

The soldier seemed to have a question for me. I nodded.

The soldier asked.

"What business brings you from the village today?"

To this question, I replied.

"? What village are you talking about?"

The soldier thought for a moment.

"My apologies. I was mistaken. Please forget I said anything."

He apologized and returned to his post.

I wasn't sure what that was about, but it seemed he had mistaken me for someone else.

I didn’t dwell on it and entered the town.

To describe the town in one word, it was a town of white.

The streets were overflowing with cleanliness.

The water fountains were pristine.

There were many people, but the atmosphere wasn't chaotic. It felt orderly.

It had the kind of discipline you’d expect from a nation governed by a church. Seeing a town like this sparked a desire in me to see all sorts of things.

I looked at Tina, and as if she understood my thoughts, she agreed.

As we were walking around town, we found a tool shop.

I wanted to see what kind of things they had. When I entered the shop, the inside was neatly arranged and organized.

The tool shops in the Kingdom were the kind where they just put things wherever there was space, making the walking paths narrow. But here, the walking space was wide and comfortable.

As I was looking at the tools, the shopkeeper said.

"Welcome. What have you brought for us today?"

To his words, I replied.

"? I just came here to shop."

The shopkeeper looked at me.

"...Are you not from Owari?"

I tilted my head at his question.

The shopkeeper said.

"My sincerest apologies. Seeing you in that armor, I mistakenly thought you had come from Owari Village to deliver goods."

The shopkeeper said, bowing his head.

"What is Owari Village?" I asked.

To my question, the shopkeeper replied.

"Owari Village is a village in this country, but its exact location is unknown to anyone. From that village, tools and seasonings are sent to us irregularly. And all of them are top-quality items that are very popular. The people from that village wear armor like yours, customer. That’s why I made the mistake."

The shopkeeper said apologetically.

Like me?

This Japanese-style armor?

Curious, I asked.

"Which tools and seasonings are those?"

To my question, the shopkeeper replied.

"These tea sets, soy sauce, and miso sell well. Would you like some?"

Without hesitation, I bought the soy sauce.

Sitting on a bench in the town square, I tasted the soy sauce I had just purchased.

It had a good flavor, but it was a taste that reminded me of old times.

Tina, sitting next to me, asked.

"How is it? The taste?"

To her question, I replied.

"It’s a good flavor. It’s no wonder it’s so popular."

To my answer, Tina murmured, "I see," and gazed out at the square.

At that moment, the word "Owari" reminded me of something.

Of the historical figure from Japan, Oda Nobunaga.

He was born in Owari and was a daimyo who fought one battle after another to unify the country.

I believe his most famous nicknames were the "Demon King of the Sixth Heaven," and the "Fool of Owari," which basically means idiot. He was called that. It was also recorded in history that he showed an interest in tools from the southern barbarians.

If Oda Nobunaga had come to this other world when he was a boy…

Then the existence of Owari Village, seasonings, tea sets, and even Japanese-style armor in this world would make sense.

And it would be natural for Oda Nobunaga, having learned about this world and its vastness, to develop an interest in foreign goods. Furthermore, if he started calling himself the Demon King of the Sixth Heaven after returning from this world, it would make sense in a way. After all, he had returned from another world. It would be natural for him to think of himself as a chosen demon king.

From this conclusion, it seems the two worlds are closely connected. At this rate, there might be items from other worlds circulating in other countries as well.

As I was thinking this, a bell suddenly rang.

At first, I thought it was time for prayer, but the people around us began to leave the square.

Something was about to happen. Sensing this, Tina and I decided to leave as well.

But I was a little curious, so I watched from a distance.

Then, a suspicious-looking group wearing white hoods entered the square.

Seeing them, some residents who were also watching from afar began to whisper.

"It’s that group again. The ‘Man Beloved by God.’"

"Not again. I wish they’d just go home already. Our luck will run out."

"Seriously, the air has gotten so unpleasant ever since they started showing up."

They whispered among themselves.



		
			Chapter 54

			The Man Who Brings Good Fortune

			"The Man Beloved by God"?

What a simplistic name. Or perhaps "self-aggrandizing" is a better word.

That was the only way to describe the sheer lack of naming sense.

And now, that very group was setting something up in the plaza. They erected a platform, and the hooded figures around it arranged themselves in a fan shape. One of them, adorned with more decorations than the others, stepped onto the platform. He was probably their leader.

As if on cue, people began to gather one after another. Not more of his hooded companions, but residents who had been walking along the main street. Soon, a crowd of about a hundred people had formed.

The leader threw his hands high into the air and shouted.

"My comrades! Thank you for gathering here today. God is most pleased! May you be blessed for your devotion and faith!"

The assembled residents responded by offering up prayers.

After watching them for a moment, the leader continued.

"Now then, today’s topic is the same as always. Let us speak of this country’s future! Right now, this nation is rotting from the inside. It sits complacently on its rich resources, making no effort to develop or take action. The bishops of the Church preach that doing nothing is the best way to maintain peace, but they are wrong!"

"What this country must do now is fight! The Empire demands that we provide them with food at half the normal price under the pretense of fighting the monsters to the north! But in reality, those cowards are doing nothing but staring down the monsters—they aren’t fighting at all! It should be us, the Saint’s Church, who march forth under the banner of monster subjugation and fight on the front lines! The Empire need only devote itself to providing us with tools and weapons, free of charge! That is the one and only way for us to live in peace and tranquility on this continent!"

He delivered his speech with fiery passion.

The people around him erupted in thunderous applause.

My take on it? In a word: ridiculous.

I’d only heard simple explanations about what kind of country the Empire was; I’d never seen it for myself. But the fact that they were paying for food, even at half price, suggested they were willing to engage in commerce. Compared to that, this guy demanding free tools and weapons was nothing but an idiot.

He wasn’t willing to pay.

He had no intention of doing business.

He just wanted to force his own agenda.

How could such a self-centered fool attract so many people?

I asked Tina.

"I don’t know. To say such absurd things… he’s a bona fide criminal in this country. The Holy Knights of the Saint’s Church are primarily a defensive force; they would never willingly place themselves in a life-or-death situation. The hero of legend despised conflict. Based on that philosophy, the Church does not take the initiative to fight."

"That said, I have heard rumors that the upper echelons are just a bunch of people who only care about money. In other words, their focus is solely on acquiring wealth safely. From that perspective, the hooded man’s plan makes no financial sense. It would needlessly deplete their manpower and incur tremendous expenses. There’s nothing but downsides."

Tina looked thoroughly exasperated.

"But if he’s causing this much of a scene, why aren’t the Holy Knights doing anything?" I asked.

Tina pondered my question.

"That is strange as well. Even if he were connected to the nobility, it’s unthinkable that they would stand by and watch someone threaten their way of life."

While Tina was lost in thought, I decided that if we didn’t know, we should just ask. I approached a nearby resident.

"Excuse me, may I ask you something?"

The resident turned to me. "Yes, what is it?" he replied, so I continued.

"Why aren’t the Holy Knights doing anything?"

"You must be new to this town, huh? They *can’t* do anything. Anyone who messes with that group gets hit with a string of bad luck."

The man sighed.

Bad luck? What did he mean by that?

Just as I was about to ask, I heard the clanking of multiple sets of armor approaching.

I looked over and saw a group of men clad in knights’ armor.

"Well," the resident said, seeing them, "it’s faster if you just watch." He then fell silent.

The knights stopped a short distance from the group.

The one in the lead issued a warning.

"Cease this at once. Disperse immediately."

The group’s leader pointed a finger at them and yelled, "Fools! How dare you speak so rudely to me, a messenger of God! You are the ones who should leave this place!"

One of the knights began to tremble. "Captain, I’ve reached my limit." He was starting to draw his sword.

The captain stopped him. "Don’t! If we could, we would have already. But any action we take will only result in our own men getting hurt." The captain’s face was twisted, as if he’d just bitten into something bitter.

Men getting hurt? Was that group really that strong?

Just then, one of the hooded followers shouted, "Do you understand now?! Then be gone! Do not ruin our sacred time!"

One of the knights couldn’t take it anymore. "I can’t… Captain, I’m sorry!" he yelled, drawing his sword and charging forward.

At that moment, an arrow fell from the sky.

It struck the charging knight, embedding itself in his right shoulder.

At first, I thought it was an attack from the hooded group, but they weren’t carrying any weapons. In fact, they hadn’t done anything at all. The injured knight retreated with his comrades.

The leader seized the opportunity. "Citizens! Behold! This is what happens to those who oppose us! It seems there are still some who do not know! We have God’s divine protection! No disaster can touch us!"

He was using the knight’s misfortune as propaganda.

The surrounding residents erupted in applause.

Despite the insults, the knights did nothing more, remaining where they were with looks of pure hatred on their faces.

A short while later, the hooded group dispersed and left. The knights watched them go before leaving themselves.

Afterward, the streets slowly began to fill with people again.

"That arrow…" I mused. "For a shot from that group, it was incredibly precise. Does that mean they have a highly skilled archer among them?"

As I pondered this, a voice came from behind me.

"No, that was just a coincidence."

We turned around at the sound of the voice.

Standing there was a woman with short, golden hair, wearing a long-sleeved yellow one-piece dress. She had a slender build, and her chest was so flat it was practically nonexistent.

"A coincidence? What do you mean? Do you know where it was fired from?" I asked.

The woman nodded. "Yeah, I do. Before I came here, I saw some new recruits from the Holy Knights practicing archery at the training grounds. One of them slipped as he was about to shoot, and as he fell backward, he let the arrow go. It flew high into the air, toward the city. A soldier immediately ran after it, so I got curious and followed."

"Then I saw the arrow sticking out of the knight’s shoulder as he was being carried away, and I thought, ‘Wow, what an unlucky guy.’ But then I heard this group was giving a speech here, so I figured he must have provoked them and paid the price."

She explained everything in detail.

If that was true, it was an incredible coincidence.

An arrow accidentally fired by a recruit just happened to hit a knight who was charging that group. The odds of that were so low it was ridiculous to even try and calculate.

"I see," I said. "So that’s what the townspeople meant about good luck running out, and why the knight captain said his men would get hurt. So ‘The Man Beloved by God’ isn’t just an empty title."

Tina nodded in agreement.

With that kind of luck on his side, it was likely that a series of similar misfortunes had occurred in the past, and the man had used them as fodder, spinning convenient tales to gather his followers.

"In that case," I thought aloud, "we should probably stay away from that group. We don’t want to get mixed up in anything weird. Besides, we have no reason to get involved."

Tina agreed with my conclusion.

"I concur. We’re not so free as to waste our time on people like that."

The woman who had been watching our exchange spoke up. "Hey, can I ask you something?"

I nodded, and she continued.

"Are you two from the Kingdom?"

"We are," I said, surprised. "How did you know?"

"Because that group is famous enough to be rumored about here and even in the Republic. I haven’t heard any rumors about them in the Empire, though. But since you didn’t seem to react to his speech, I figured you weren’t from the Empire. No one stays calm when their home country is being bad-mouthed. Which led me to the conclusion that you came from the Kingdom. How’d I do?"

She puffed out her chest, full of confidence.

Her powers of observation were amazing.

To deduce all that from our short conversation… I realized I couldn’t afford to be careless with my words. After all, we had been allowed to travel to other countries under the role of spies.

If we were found out, we’d be pursued. I felt it was best to put some distance between us and this woman.

Just then, she asked, "Hey, hey. Why did you come to this country? The Kingdom is safe from the threat of monsters. So why?"

I gave her my prepared story. "Because it’s safe. I left the Kingdom to fight stronger monsters. That said, I can’t just waltz into the Empire. I hear they don’t have a very good impression of the Kingdom. I have no idea what they’d do to someone who just came from there, so I have no intention of entering. For now, I’m thinking of gathering information in either the Church or the Republic before deciding. We came from the mountains, so this was the first country we entered."

There was no way I could tell her we’d accepted a mission as spies as a condition for leaving the country.

I decided to use Bardos’s line of thinking as a model. I wasn’t sure what Tina thought inwardly, but she at least went along with it.

The woman considered my answer. "I see. Thanks for telling me. Well, I should be going now, mister. And may you, the beautiful one over there, stay well."

She waved and walked away.

She had a cheerful air about her. But calling me "mister"… I’m only twenty-four. As I was feeling a little down, I noticed Tina seemed lost in thought.

"What’s wrong? Something on your mind?" I asked.

"Oh, no, it’s nothing. I just felt a strange sense of dissonance during that conversation, but I can’t quite put my finger on what it was. It’s like I’m forgetting something fundamental. But please, don’t worry about it."

She said it with a gesture that implied it was nothing important.

Well, if she told me not to worry, I’d do just that. Pestering her would only cause stress. It reminded me of my boss back at my company on Earth, who would nag and make sarcastic comments relentlessly. I should just forget about it.

As I was thinking, Tina asked, "So, Shinsuke, are you sure you don’t want to get involved with that group?"

"Yeah. I’m a hunter. Hunting monsters is my job. I’ll take on villains if they come after me or if it’s a request. No matter how much trouble that shady group is causing this country, it’s a problem for the people of this country to solve. An outsider has no right to interfere."

"I’m glad we’re on the same page. Getting involved with people like that would just be exhausting. What should we do now?"

"For now, let’s find an inn. We can discuss what to do tomorrow in our room."

Tina nodded in agreement.

The sun was setting in the west. It seemed like a good time to call it a day.

We set off.

High above, a small point of light looked down upon the two.
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			Dissatisfaction and the Unexpected

			High in the sky above the Saint’s Church.

A small point of light hovered there, and within it was a fairy with a dissatisfied expression. It was Rumby the Fateweaver. She whined.

"Aww, what? You’re not getting involved? I went to all the trouble of setting the stage and everything! This is sooooo booooring."

As she grumbled, she shook her hands as if they were maracas.

Indeed, she was the cause of this whole commotion.

About a month ago, she had found that man and bestowed good fortune upon him, changing his life completely.

He had a winning streak at a casino holding illegal gambling. When the Holy Knights found him and gave chase, his pursuers would trip or run into people, allowing him to escape. Later, frustrated with the knights, he threw a rock he found on the roadside into the forest, and it hit a bear, killing it instantly with a lucky shot. To top it all off, when he took the bear’s carcass to the Disassembly Shop next to the guild to get it cashed, he turned out to be the 10,000th visitor and was presented with a commemorative sword made of Damascus steel and Mithril.

At this point, even he realized it.

His luck was just too good.

And so, he began his speeches in the plaza.

At first, he was alone. Naturally, no one stopped to listen; they just gave him annoyed looks. Then, two knights showed up. Just as they were about to arrest him for being a public nuisance, a horse’s reins snapped, and it bolted, crashing into the two knights. He used this as an excuse to loudly proclaim, "I am beloved by God!"

The residents dismissed it as a coincidence and paid it no mind.

But when he gave another speech the next day, five knights came for him. As they moved to arrest him, a number of barrels suddenly came rolling down from a nearby staircase. They struck the knights, and while they weren't seriously injured, they were unable to move. A subsequent investigation revealed that the rope holding the barrels in front of a shop at the top of the stairs had rotted and snapped on its own, and a sudden gust of wind had sent them rolling.

Those who learned of this began to think that it was too much to be dismissed as mere coincidence.

A month passed. The knights who came for the man were met with one misfortune after another, and the residents became divided. Some avoided the man, while others drew close, hoping to receive a share of his good fortune. And now, his group had grown to a scale that even the upper echelons of the Church could no longer ignore.

She had been delighted.

She was sure that if she caused this much of a stir, the otherworlder would get involved. She had been looking forward to seeing him fight the group, to seeing what kind of struggle he would put up.

But the result was a failure.

The otherworlder showed no intention of getting involved. At this rate, he would just leave the country.

How dull.

How utterly, dreadfully dull.

*Ni-shi-shi-shi*. "Well then," Rumby thought with a wicked smile, "if that’s how it’s going to be, I’ll just have to force you to get involved."

Let’s turn back the clock three days.

The location changes to the Letil Republic.

It was a vibrant royal capital near the sea, and the people were hard at work. But their faces were filled with smiles. The reason was simple: the bountiful catches of fish enriched them all.

Ships came and went from the port at regular intervals. Among them, one medium-sized vessel arrived at the docks. Its appearance was ordinary, more suited for carrying passengers than cargo. The people disembarking from it were mostly merchants.

It was common for them to come here to stock up on goods. But one particular group had a different air about them.

There were three of them: a burly man in full plate armor, carrying a large shield; a woman in long sleeves and trousers with light leather armor, carrying a spear on her back; and finally, a woman in a long-sleeved shirt with a steel breastplate, a miniskirt, high socks, and greaves, with two daggers at her waist.

At first glance, they looked like adventurers, but while the shield man and spear woman were carrying luggage in one hand, the dagger woman held nothing.

Yet, the other two carried their bags without a word of complaint.

They wanted to avoid letting the dagger woman carry anything at all costs.

The reason for this was...

"So this is the Letil Republic," the dagger woman said as she stepped onto the port. "I always wanted to come, but they would never allow it."

"That can’t be helped," the spear woman replied to her grumbling. "The princess has a duty to protect the country when the king and prince are absent."

"Hey, Sakura. Stop calling me ‘Princess.’ What if someone hears you?" the dagger woman, Princess Olivia, chided her.

"My apologies, Olivia-sama," the spear woman, Sakura, said, bowing her head.

Indeed, this was the Princess’s Party.

They had left a note and slipped out of the castle without permission.

They boarded a passenger ship they had arranged in advance and traveled from the Kingdom to the Republic.

Watching them, the shield man, Glad, asked, "Shall we head to an inn, then?"

"Yes, let’s," Olivia replied. "After one night here, we’ll head to the Saint’s Church. If those two are coming from the mountains, the Saint’s Church is the only place they could enter first. But before that, let’s gather some information. The sailors on the ship mentioned a suspicious group in the Church recently. We can ask around while we look for an inn."

Olivia’s face burned with determination.

She had been waiting for this—her first step as a bard.

Glad sighed at the sight of her, while Sakura watched with warm eyes.

Sakura was Olivia’s personal maid.

From a young age, she had been educated to be the princess’s attendant and companion. However, the princess thought of Sakura as a younger sister, and when they were out of the public eye, they acted as such.

Now, she had stepped back into the role of Olivia’s attendant, assistant, and guard, and was a skilled warrior in her own right.

When Olivia had announced her intention to escape, Sakura had been at a loss, but fulfilling Olivia’s wishes was a maid’s duty. And so, she had escaped with her.

As for why Glad was with them, it was because Sakura had suggested it.

"Princess, it’s far too dangerous for two women to travel alone. I think it would be best to have a man accompany us."

Olivia hadn’t been strongly opposed to the idea.

It was true that two women alone would undoubtedly be targeted not just by monsters, but by ruffians as well. It was then that an idea occurred to Olivia.

At the royal castle’s training grounds, the princess approached Knight Glad, who was instructing soldiers.

"Glad, I have a question for you."

He saluted and stood at attention. "Yes, what is it?"

"You were looking for a new shield, weren’t you? Have you found one yet?" the princess asked.

Glad shook his head.

The shield that had been destroyed in the battle with Bardos a month ago was beyond repair.

It couldn’t be helped, but the shield he had used for so many years was gone. With a heavy heart, he had been searching for a new one, but so far, he had found nothing.

Upon hearing his answer, the princess gave a command to Sakura, who stood behind her. Sakura brought out a large shield.

It was silver-black in color. It was unadorned, save for the face of a lion in the center.

"This," the princess explained, "is a top-quality item I received as a thank-you from a merchant I helped in rooting out corruption in his company. I’ve had it on display in my room until now, but a weapon’s true calling is to be used, isn’t it? So, I’m giving it to you."

She handed the shield to Glad.

Glad was troubled.

Even if she said he could have it, he couldn't just accept the princess’s personal property. But then, the princess added, "By the way, it’s a supreme masterpiece made of Mithril and Adamantite."

Glad’s mind went blank.

Adamantite.

A rare mineral harder than Mithril, capable of storing ten times the magical energy. It was mined in small quantities and traded at exorbitant prices. "Why?" he wondered, and the princess explained.

"That merchant company deals in goods for the royal family. Naturally, they have several exclusive blacksmiths who craft weapons and armor using Adamantite. They’re all master craftsmen. You wouldn’t have any reason to dislike a piece of equipment made by such people, would you?"

At her devilish whisper, Glad nodded.

Such a precious item… It was something he might not see again in his lifetime.

Seeing his reaction, the princess said, "There is a condition, however. I want to go sightseeing. Will you accompany me as my escort?"

Glad nodded.

He assumed that "sightseeing" wouldn’t take them too far from the royal castle. In his current state of awe, he was incapable of rational thought.

Both women wore wicked smiles.

The port town.

The princess and her two attendants were strolling through the streets.

At the docks, the princess said, "Hey, Glad. Could you get on this ship and hold up your shield near the stern? I want to see how a knight guarding the rear of a ship looks."

*Well, it’s just getting on board,* Glad thought, and did as he was told.

He figured he could just get off before it departed. He boarded the ship and stood at the stern, holding his shield. It was a little embarrassing. He looked down at the port and saw that the other two were gone.

Glad panicked, but then he sensed a presence approaching from behind. He turned to find the two of them there.

Confused, Glad asked, "Why are you on board?"

"I wanted to see it up close," the princess replied. "That’s all."

She said it with a dazzling smile.

*I suppose that makes sense,* Glad thought.

After that conversation, they said they were thirsty and headed to the ship’s dining hall.

"Um, I don’t think it’s a good idea to go to the dining hall when we’re not even passengers," Glad said.

"It’s fine. No one will blame us. Who do you think I am?" the princess replied haughtily.

It was true that a princess would likely be forgiven for most things. So he thought.

After a while in the dining hall, Glad noticed a slight swaying. "Is this ship moving?"

"Of course it is. It’s time for departure," the princess said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. The maid acted as if nothing was out of the ordinary.

Glad shot to his feet. "This is bad! Even for royalty, it’s illegal to board without paying!"

As Glad moved about frantically, the princess said, "It’s fine. All arrangements for our passage have been made."

It was then that Glad realized he’d been had.

The princess had given him the shield for this very purpose, asking him to be her escort under the guise of sightseeing.

"Let’s get off immediately," Glad said. "We can still make it."

"Perhaps," the princess replied. "But the ship is on a strict schedule, so it won’t turn back. If you want to get off, you’ll have to take a small boat. But Sakura and I are not getting off. We’ve left a note, and we have no intention of scurrying back. If you’re leaving, you’ll have to go alone."

"But if you leave now, what will happen to us? Two young maidens, bound at the hands of strange men, a time of shame and humiliation to follow… Sakura, our purity will end here."

*Sob, sob,* the two of them feigned crying and hugged each other.

Seeing this, Glad sat down without a word.

The two of them thanked him and started chatting.

And that was how the three of them came to be in the Republic.

That night, at an inn in the Church.

Tina and I discussed our plans for the future in our room.

First, we would leave this country and head for the Republic.

It had a lot of interaction with other nations, making it a good place to gather information. In order to get stronger, we needed to find tough monsters or difficult-to-clear dungeons, and we were trying to get information on that. We had initially planned to gather it here, but with that group from daytime around…

…any strange behavior would attract the attention of the Holy Knights.

We wanted to avoid that at all costs.

Therefore, we decided it was best to leave this country tomorrow.

I wrote down the contents of our discussion on a piece of paper and tied it to the leg of a messenger bird.

To explain, messenger birds have a peculiar habit of flying back and forth between their nest and a birdcage they have taken a liking to. The type of birdcage differs for each bird, so anyone who keeps messenger birds must first make or buy several different kinds. It takes time and effort to find one they like, but once they do, they will always find it, no matter where the cage is moved. This habit allows for the swift delivery of urgent messages.

I released the bird from the window.

Its destination was the Guild Master’s room. I had sent our regular report.

"Honestly, this is such a pain," I sighed.

"I agree," Tina said. "But this is also part of the job. We must continue to do it."

Even as she said it, Tina wore a look of distaste.

It seemed she found it troublesome too.

With our duties done, I decided to go to bed. There was no reason to stay up any longer. I turned off the light and went to sleep.

I didn’t indulge in my nightly hobby. There were other guests in the surrounding rooms.

In a certain inn.

This place was being used as the base for "The Man Beloved by God."

In the most expensive room, a man was sleeping. It was the leader of the group.

A single ray of light descended into the room, which was ruled by darkness.

Seeing the man’s sleepy eyes, the light spoke. "O, mortal. I bring you a divine revelation."

A divine revelation? Hearing this, the man’s eyes flew open, and he sat up.

The light continued. "There is a man and a woman in this town. Find them and offer them unto me."

"Who are this man and woman?" the man asked.

"They are the ones who have stolen my power. They are rebels against me. If you succeed in capturing them, I shall descend upon this very spot. When you have accomplished this, I shall grant you a portion of my power."

At this declaration, the man was overjoyed.

The power of a god will be mine.

"I understand!" the man thought. "I will find them without fail! But may I ask, what are the characteristics of this man and woman?"

Without any leads, it would be impossible to search.

It was a natural question.

"I will not say," the light replied.

Hearing these unbelievable words, the man hurriedly asked, "Why?"

The light grew brighter. "This is also a trial. It is a unique opportunity to test whether you are truly my follower. Or do you have some complaint?"

At its slightly angry tone, the man replied, "N-no! Not at all! I understand. I humbly accept your trial!"

He shouted as he bowed his head.

The light returned to its former brightness. "A fine answer. In respect for your devotion, I shall give you one hint. They are not among your followers. I am counting on you."

With those parting words, it left through the window.

The man went to the window, but the light was already gone.

He stood there in a daze for a moment before offering up a prayer.

High above.

Rumby the Fateweaver, who had deliberately extinguished her light, lit it up again.

"Alrighty then. Now for tomorrow’s fun~♪"

She flew on with a cheerful look on her face.
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			Riot.

			The next day, we finished breakfast and left the inn.

We were strolling through town to see if there were any useful tools to be found in this country.

As we did, we saw that group gathered in the plaza.

I thought it was another speech, but something was off.

There was an air of fighting spirit, or maybe killing intent, about them.

A little curious, I decided to watch from the concealment of a street corner. Tina agreed.

A short while later, the leader appeared on the platform.

"My comrades! The time has come! Last night, God descended before me. And he said this: ‘The man and woman who stole my power are in this town.’ And, ‘When you have captured them, I will grant you my power.’ This is a command from God!"

"Ooooh," the followers murmured in awe. One of them spoke up.

"May I ask a question?"

The leader nodded, and the follower continued.

"What do this man and woman look like?"

It was a natural question. The leader replied.

"I asked that as well. But God said, ‘This is also a trial,’ and would not tell me. However, as a reward for my devotion, he gave me a hint. ‘They are not among the followers.’ In other words, they are a male-female pair other than us. Therefore, we will now capture these two foolish rebels who have defied God with our own hands! When we have captured the targets, God will descend upon this very spot! Is everyone ready?"

At his words, the followers each took up a weapon.

"Very well," the leader declared. "The heretic hunt begins now!"

His cry was met with a roar from the followers.

Then, the followers turned and charged out as one.

They began to capture any man and woman they saw. They used bows and arrows to disable those who tried to run. Adventurers fought back with their weapons. Some targeted pairs, while others targeted lone individuals. In short, they were attacking anyone and everyone without distinction.

It was a riot.

The word was a fitting description for the chaos that had erupted.

Beside me, Tina said, "We’ve stumbled into quite a situation. We should get out of here as soon as possible."

I agreed with her.

There was no way the Holy Knights would stand by during such a major disturbance. They would surely be dispatched to suppress it. In that case, there was nothing for us to do.

With that in mind, we started to move.

"There they are! A man and a woman!"

Multiple voices shouted from behind us.

Five hooded figures were heading our way. They held two-meter-long staves and brought them down in a wide swing. But an amateur’s staff technique is often wild and, on top of that, slow. I simply sidestepped to the right and threw a right punch at one of their faces. It was a clean hit. The hooded man collapsed on the spot.

However, the other four attacked without hesitation. I was about to fight them with my bare hands when Tina came to my side. It seemed she intended to fight bare-handed as well.

Two against four. They had the numbers, but we had the combat experience.

In an instant, the four of them were kissing the ground.

We had defeated them easily, without even getting winded. But I wasn’t optimistic. It didn’t matter how many we defeated here. There was no way out of this other than to take down the one who started it all.

"Tina," I said, "do you think we need to do something about that man to get out of this town safely?"

"That would be the best option," Tina replied. "But it would not be wise for us to make a big move right now. Considering our position, taking the lead would be a bad move. Let’s leave this to the Holy Knights. We can act if they are unable to handle it."

I quietly nodded at her conclusion. What Tina said was entirely reasonable. With that decided, we proceeded with caution.

Meanwhile, at a tool shop in the Saint’s Church.

Princess Olivia’s party, which had arrived in town the previous evening, had spent the night at a decent inn and were now strolling through the streets.

Sightseeing under the pretext of finding Shinsuke and Tina.

While Olivia was admiring some unfamiliar tools in the shop, Glad and Sakura waited at the entrance.

As the princess’s guards, they could not allow any suspicious individuals to approach.

As he stood guard in front of the shop, Glad said, "I’m exhausted by Olivia-sama’s decisions. I can’t tell if they’re good or bad."

Beside him, Sakura admonished him. "Glad-san, please be more careful with your words. Even if you’re speaking quietly enough that Olivia-sama can’t hear, it’s not something you should say."

Glad quickly covered his mouth with his hand. One must never speak ill of one’s lord, no matter the circumstances. That was the rule. Just then, he saw residents running about with panicked expressions.

"What’s going on? It’s awfully noisy," he wondered.

"I wonder," Sakura replied. "Could it be that bandits have invaded?"

It was a rather serious suggestion. It was then that they saw hooded figures attacking the townspeople.

"A riot?" Glad said. "Aren’t those hoods from that group that’s been active recently, ‘The Man Beloved by God’?"

"It seems so," Sakura replied. "But this is no time for idle chatter! We must protect the princess!"

Sakura’s voice was filled with panic.

But a shout came from behind them.

"There they are! A man and a woman!"

Three hooded figures were heading their way.

Glad instinctively raised his shield and mace. Beside him, Sakura readied her spear. When they were within striking distance, Glad asked, "I have a question. We only arrived in this town for the first time yesterday. Why are you targeting us?"

"It is the will of God," one of the hooded men replied concisely. "There is no other reason."

Glad realized that further conversation would be pointless. Their atmosphere was abnormal.

"Sakura, I’m counting on you to protect Olivia-sama," Glad said.

Sakura nodded.

Glad faced the three hooded men alone.

The result was Glad’s overwhelming victory.

Of course it was. He blocked all their attacks and beat them to a pulp with his mace.

Olivia and Sakura came out of the shop, and Glad said to them, "Olivia-sama, it’s dangerous here. I don’t know why, but a riot has broken out. We must escape at once."

"That will be impossible," Olivia replied. "I was listening from inside the shop. They seem to be looking for a man and a woman. The fact that they’re attacking indiscriminately gives the impression that they don’t know who their specific target is. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be committing such senseless violence. In that case, we should assume that not only the entrances, but all the gates leading out of town are sealed. Rather than escape, we should secure our safety. Sakura and I will barricade ourselves in a house somewhere. Glad, you will investigate the town, find the cause of this, and report back. It will be easier for you to move alone, won’t it?"

She gave her instructions with sound judgment.

Glad was convinced that Olivia-sama’s proposal was reasonable. It was true that there were too many of them to investigate while protecting Olivia-sama. No matter how amateurish they were, if they came in numbers, there was a high chance that Olivia-sama would be harmed.

If he were alone, he could fight and investigate without reservation. Glad thought to himself that Olivia-sama was truly an amazing person.

"I understand," Glad said. "I, Glad, will live up to the princess’s expectations."

He knelt and made his declaration. Olivia nodded in response. The three of them set out to find a safe house.

At the Saint’s Church, Holy Knight headquarters.

There stood a female knight.

She had short, golden hair and blue eyes. Though she appeared to be in her early twenties, her face was dignified. She wore a white cape, a silver breastplate adorned with golden embroidery in the pattern of a blue star, a miniskirt, black tights, and blue greaves that reached from her ankles to her knees. At her left hip was a sword with a green hilt and a blue scabbard, also embroidered with a golden blue star. She had more of the impression of a princess knight than a regular knight.

A knight approached this princess knight in a great hurry.

"Captain Altorine! This is terrible!"

The princess knight, Altorine, replied, "What is it? What has you in such a panic?"

The knight caught his breath and said, "A riot has broken out in the town! That group, ‘The Man Beloved by God,’ has suddenly taken up arms and is attacking people!"

"What?!" Altorine exclaimed. "What’s the cause?"

"Sir! According to the guards, they’re looking for a man and a woman, something about a trial from God… it seems to be a very confusing situation."

Altorine thought for a moment before replying. "You, go back to the town and give instructions to the guards. Do not fight the group, but prioritize the safety of the citizens. If they attack, focus on defense. If we attack rashly, the damage will be greater. I will gather the knights and head to the scene immediately."

"Sir! Immediately!" the knight nodded and ran off.

As Altorine headed to the knights’ barracks, she thought to herself that whatever the reason, it had been only a matter of time before they resorted to violence. Until now, it had only been speeches, but if that didn’t work, they would turn to violence. It was a typical pattern for those who only thought of themselves. But she saw this as an opportunity.

Until now, the higher-ups had insisted on a wait-and-see approach, so she hadn’t been able to intervene actively. But with a riot, she had no choice but to act.

With that thought, she was determined to put an end to it.

While people from all walks of life were acting on their own positions and agendas,

High above.

A small point of light hovered in a position where it could see the entire town.

"Just a little nudge and all this commotion… Humans really are so much fuuun~♪"

With a smile that could be an angel’s or a demon’s, Rumby the Fateweaver looked down with joy at the scene below.



		
			Chapter 57

			The Vortex of Confusion

			The riot in the Saint’s Church raged on.

The group known as "The Man Beloved by God" continued their relentless assault on the populace.

The city guards tried to hold the rioters back, but they were being overwhelmed by the sheer number of attackers. The adventurers were too busy protecting themselves to help the guards, let alone the helpless citizens.

Amidst the chaos, the sound of multiple sets of armored footsteps approached from deeper within the city.

It was the Holy Knights.

They were in full armor, their very presence radiating a powerful fighting spirit.

At their head was a single princess knight: Altorine.

"We will now begin the capture of the group known as ‘The Man Beloved by God’!" she declared. "All units, advance!"

At her command, the knights let out a war cry and charged forward.

One of the hooded group members shouted back, "Fools who defy God! We will crush you!"

He led his fellow believers in a suicidal charge against the Holy Knights.

War. Civil unrest. Call it what you will. Such a battle was now unfolding in the middle of the city.

Meanwhile, the princess’s party had taken refuge in a house in the backstreets.

There were no residents, and the accumulated dust suggested it was likely abandoned.

Honestly, it was not a fitting place for royalty to enter, but Olivia had chosen it, thinking it better than intruding on someone else’s home, even in an emergency.

After securing their safety, Olivia said, "Now, Glad, go and investigate at once. As soon as you have information, return here. Do not take any unnecessary risks. Complete your mission and return alive."

At this command, Glad knelt and declared, "Understood. I, Glad, will surely fulfill the princess’s orders."

After he left the abandoned house, Olivia turned to Sakura.

"Speaking of which, isn’t your hometown around here, Sakura?"

"That is correct," Sakura replied, "but I would rather not be reminded of it. Do you not know what I went through in that village, Princess?"

"You’re right," Olivia said. "It was because you were exiled from your village that we were able to meet. I’m sorry for bringing it up."

As she was about to bow her head, Sakura cried out.

"Princess! You need not go that far! It is because I met you that I was able to live!"

"Thank you, Sakura. I feel a little better now," Olivia said. "Also, your voice is a little loud."

Sakura hurriedly covered her mouth. Olivia smiled at the gesture.

As for Shinsuke and Tina,

After the riot broke out, we headed for the gate, intending to leave the city.

We had no intention of getting involved in another country’s troubles. But we were unable to leave.

Twenty hooded figures stood before the gate. Around them, city guards and knights lay on the ground. Judging by their stillness, they were likely dead.

"It would take too long to break through," I observed. "And if they call for reinforcements in the meantime, it’ll never end. Escape is impossible."

Tina agreed.

We were confident we could win a short battle, but if they called for reinforcements and came at us in numbers, we wouldn’t stand a chance. On top of that, they showed no signs of fear even as their comrades fell one after another.

They were troublesome. Fighting a group whose morale never drops would only wear us down.

That left us with two options: either we defeat the boss ourselves, or we wait for someone else to do it. That was it. I mentioned this choice to Tina.

"Indeed, those are the only two options," she said. "However, there is one problem. The boss is the owner of incredible good fortune. No matter how many times he was attacked, he was saved by coincidence, and eventually no one would challenge him. In fact, we witnessed the extent of that luck for ourselves yesterday. In that case, let’s wait and see a little longer. With a riot of this scale, the Holy Knights will surely move to capture the group’s leader. Let’s observe the battle and see if we can find any elements that would allow for a victory."

Her suggestion sent a slight shiver down my spine.

The old Tina would have rushed in to prevent any more casualties. Yet here she was, suggesting we watch others fight to devise a countermeasure. It was a terrifyingly cold thing to say.

"I agree with that," I said, "but what’s gotten into you? The Tina I knew before would have moved to resolve the situation as quickly as possible."

"You’re right," she admitted. "I do want to end this commotion as soon as possible. But in the battle with the Orc King, I fought with that feeling and was defeated. If you hadn’t been there, I would have died. I can’t expect such miracles to happen every time. I realized that sometimes, one must adopt a ruthless way of thinking. Also, in an otherworldly picture book I read before, it was written that to end a situation, one must sometimes discard one’s emotions. It’s frustrating, but as I am now, I cannot win."

Tina’s face was twisted as if she’d bitten into a bitter bug.

I felt a pang of guilt for making her say something so difficult, but at the same time, I maintained a sense of calm to consider our next move. Tina was right; if we fought the leader now, we wouldn’t stand a chance.

In that case, we had to deal with the followers in the city while trying to figure out a plan to defeat the leader.

Amidst the rioting city, the Holy Knights were arresting the group members while searching for their leader.

As for the leader himself, he stood in the plaza, showing no signs of leaving.

God had said that if he found them, he would be given power. In other words, no matter who did the capturing, he would be the only one to receive God’s power. He had lied to his followers to motivate them. Even if they served him, no one would act without some kind of reward. Understanding human greed, the leader had spoken in a way that was convenient for him and guided them. This man had not built his group on good fortune alone. He was a skilled manipulator of words, using his good fortune to gather people and establish his group.

He had talent. But no matter how skilled one is, if that talent is used for the wrong purpose, it produces nothing but trouble. The old saying from history that there is a fine line between a genius and a fool was a perfect fit.

As he was basking in his sense of superiority, a group of knights approached him. There were ten of them.

"Stop this riot at once!" one of the knights demanded. "Or we will arrest you by force!"

"Do it if you can," the leader declared. "I am a man beloved by God!"

The knights acted as one. Ten against one. And a single amateur against ten burly knights.

It shouldn’t have been a contest. But Lady Luck did not smile upon the knights.

From a nearby staircase, a group of horses suddenly came galloping down.

The horses charged towards the knights. The knights scrambled to get out of the way, and the horses continued to chase them relentlessly.

"*Fuhahahaha!*" the leader roared. "No one can defeat me!"

His smile was that of a crazed believer.

Three people witnessed this scene.

One was Glad. He knew the group’s leader had been giving speeches in the plaza, so he had come to see what was happening.

"So that’s the man beloved by God," Glad muttered. "His luck is certainly abnormally high. A direct confrontation is hopeless. I must report back to the princess."

With that thought, he turned to leave and head back to the princess. But just then, he saw two people watching the plaza from a different spot.

It was Shinsuke and Tina.

He considered joining them, but it would be difficult to explain why he was in this country without mentioning the princess. He decided it was best to return and await her instructions for now.

Meanwhile, with the Holy Knights,

Altorine was commanding from the rear, giving precise instructions and positioning her troops to bring a swift end to the situation. But she herself wore a look of frustration.

She believed it would be faster to take the lead herself and take down the group’s leader.

However, there was no one more capable of command than her. The other knights would only order a charge at best. It was to be expected; they had always won through brute force. They were equivalent to B-rank in skill, and their equipment was made of superior materials. They took pride in this and had only ever fought in fair, head-on battles. Therefore, they had no experience with a riot involving civilians like this and were unable to make split-second decisions on how to act. For that reason, Altorine had to remain in the rear as a commander to give instructions to the other knights.

Just then, a knight came to report. "Reporting! We have found the group’s leader. We moved to capture him, but were prevented by a stampede of horses."

Altorine’s face grew grim at the report.

The strength of his luck, which she had heard about before.

As long as he had that, they couldn’t even touch the man. At this rate, the riot would not be suppressed, and the damage would only increase.

"Relay this to the knights," Altorine ordered. "Do not try to break the current situation. Prioritize only the safety of the citizens. I am going out."

She gave the order and placed her hand on the hilt of her sword. The knight who saw this exclaimed, "You’re going yourself, Captain? It’s too dangerous! The enemy is protected by an unknown power! Even for you, Captain, the odds are too great!"

"I know," Altorine replied. "But if this riot continues any longer, there will be not only injured, but dead. There is no other choice."

With a determined look on her face, Altorine set out. A female subordinate who saw this said, "In that case, please take five knights with you as an escort. There is a high chance you will be attacked before you reach your destination. It would be best not to waste unnecessary energy, wouldn’t it?"

"You have a point," Altorine said. "Then, you there. Come with me. We are going to take down the group’s leader."

Altorine walked ahead.

One of the five knights who saw this muttered with tears in his eyes, "Altorine-sama is fighting on the front lines… We’ll get to see the brilliance of the holy sword, Claíomh Solais."

The other four felt the same.

Glad returned to the princess and explained what had happened: the riot started by the group’s leader, the knights who tried to capture him being thwarted by coincidence, and the two people he had seen watching.

After listening, Olivia said, "I understand the situation. The only way to quell this commotion is to neutralize that leader. Glad, Sakura, we are leaving this place and heading near that plaza."

"Wait, Princess!" Glad exclaimed. "The plaza is dangerous right now. It would be best to hide in this abandoned house."

Sakura agreed with him.

The princess’s safety was the top priority. She knew that herself. But Olivia said, "Your opinions are correct. But you know why I went to the trouble of leaving the Kingdom, don’t you?"

At her words, the two of them were speechless.

The princess’s objective.

To observe the journey of the two from the shadows and compose a poem.

To do that, she needed to see their exploits up close. No matter how dangerous the place.

"Then let’s go," Olivia said. "It’s fine. I’ll be careful not to get hurt. I’m asking a difficult thing of you two, but please, protect me."

The princess gave her command with a radiant smile.

The two of them did their best to hide the pain on their faces and nodded with expressionless faces.

And as for Shinsuke and Tina,

They were discussing their course of action while hidden in the shadows, trying to come up with a way to break through the leader’s luck. After going back and forth with their opinions, they had formed a hypothesis. If it was correct, they believed they had a chance of winning. The two of them steeled their resolve and headed for the plaza.

To put an end to the riot.



		
			Chapter 58

			Conquering Good Fortune

			Tina and I confronted the leader of the group.

Originally, we had no intention of fighting.

Given our position as spies, we didn't want to stand out.

But the situation wouldn't allow it.

A riot with no end in sight. A town we couldn't escape. It was pointless to just stand by and watch.

Above all, leaving things to others just didn't sit right with either of us.

The leader scoffed. "Hmph. To think a man and woman would come to me of their own accord. Now I don't have to think of an excuse for my followers. Still, you are a beautiful woman. How about it? If you return the power to my god right now, I will use my devotion and loyalty to ask him to spare your life. Then, you will become my woman."

"I refuse," Tina replied. "First of all, I have no memory of stealing power from any god. And I would rather die than become the woman of a scoundrel like you."

Tina’s tone was one of utter disgust.

The leader was taken aback. "What?! How dare you insult me! You are nothing but a heretic who defies God! It seems words are wasted on a fool!"

The leader shouted, but he didn't move from his spot.

Of course he didn't. No matter how protected by luck he was, he wouldn't attack if he had no skill himself. So far, this was more or less as I had expected.

In that case, I would try attacking from my side.

I poured magic into the ring on my right hand.

"Flame Bullet!"

A ball of fire shot out from my right palm.

It was a straight shot toward the leader. I thought it would hit.

But suddenly, a huge sign fell from the sky.

It fell right into the path of the fireball, which hit it and set it ablaze. The leader was unharmed. Furthermore, hooded group members closed in on me from the left and right.

There were twenty of them in total.

"*Fuhahahahaha!*" the leader roared. "Do you see now?! Do you understand how much I am beloved by God?! You heretics!"

He shouted, his face filled with the smile of one who was certain of victory.

But I spread my hands to the left and right.

"Flame Wall!"

I simultaneously created walls of fire on both sides.

The approaching group members came to a sudden halt before the walls that had appeared out of nowhere. They came no closer.

The leader saw this, but still wore a smile of certain victory. It was proof that he was completely off his guard.

I paid him no mind.

"Sea of Flame!"

I spread the flames in a thin film, creating a barrier that surrounded the leader.

Though it was a thin film, it was still fire. Touching it would result in more than just a burn. Faced with an attack from all sides, the leader did nothing but stand there. Normally, this would have been the end of it. But the bright sky rapidly clouded over, and rain began to fall in torrents. It was a heavier downpour than usual, and its force extinguished the sea of flames that had surrounded him. And as if to confirm that the fire was out, the rain stopped.

Soaking wet, the leader declared, "*Fuhahahaha!* Being too beloved is also a problem, I see. To think I can even control the weather… a truly wonderful thing, even if I do say so myself! Now then, what kind of trick will you try next against me, the one who is absolutely adored? Heretic?"

The leader’s voice was filled with mockery.

That voice really got on my nerves.

I was used to hearing voices like that at my company, but that didn't make it any less irritating. But I couldn't get emotional here. If I didn't stay calm, I wouldn't win.

Fighting an opponent protected by a strange power with nothing but passion was a recipe for disaster. I took a deep breath.

Then, I turned to Tina.

"Can you do it?"

At my single question, Tina nodded.

I was grateful she understood.

Tina touched the tip of her sword to the ground.

"Water Control Sword."

At her words, the rainwater on the ground began to gather around the leader, forming a puddle.

Seeing this, the leader asked in a mocking tone, "What’s this? What are you trying to do?"

I ignored him and placed my palm on the puddle on the ground.

I poured my magic into it.

"Thunder Shock Water!"

I activated lightning magic.

The lightning discharged only within the puddle.

Naturally, the leader, who was standing in it, cried out, "*Ababababababababa!*" as he was electrocuted.

Seeing this, I was certain my theory was correct.

The leader’s luck only activated against attacks directed at him. The knights yesterday and today had charged straight at him and were thwarted by his luck. So, I figured that an indirect attack might get through.

As proof, though not exactly, the heavy rain from before had poured down on the leader.

If his protection prevented anything from touching his body, it should have been adjusted to keep even the rain off him. But that hadn’t happened.

If that was the case, I thought that if I directed my lightning not at the leader, but at the water, it might hit him. My attack wasn’t aimed at him. It wouldn’t be thwarted by his luck.

I had discussed this plan with Tina beforehand. If I created a sea of fire, there was a high chance he would be saved by a water-related coincidence.

Fire is extinguished by water. It’s common sense.

Using that, Tina would use her water magic to create a puddle around the leader. Then, I would use my lightning magic on the water. An indirect hit on the leader. That was the plan.

The plan was a success.

The discharge stopped, and the leader, slightly charred, collapsed. His body was trembling, so he was still alive.

Seeing this, the believers muttered, "No way… the leader… the one beloved by God… lost…"

The surrounding hooded group members heard this, looked at each other, and then ran away.

They had no intention of helping him. This made it clear that he had built his group with luck and a silver tongue.

If he had true charisma, they would have helped him even if he lost.

Because that person would be important to them.

But it seemed the leader was not an important person to them.

"The rest is up to the Holy Knights," I said. "If they announce the leader’s capture, the riot will naturally die down. After all, the one who started it has been defeated."

"You’re right," Tina agreed. "And our being here will only cause more trouble. Let’s leave quickly."

I nodded in agreement.

We didn’t want to get any more involved than we already had.

We decided to hide somewhere until things cooled down.

And so, the cause of the riot was eliminated.

And this battle was witnessed by four different parties from four different places.

On the princess’s side:

After watching Shinsuke’s battle, Olivia said, "Hmm, to think there was such a way of fighting. As expected, those two are never boring to watch."

Olivia was in a good mood. Her two guards, after watching, were considering if they could use such a fighting style themselves.

On the princess knight’s side:

Altorine was supposed to rush to the scene as soon as she saw the two citizens fighting, but she had been ambushed by a group from the rear and was dealing with them.

After taking care of them, she was about to head over, but the man in samurai armor touched the ground and activated lightning magic. The attack hit the hooded leader, and he fell.

Seeing this, she wondered, "To think they could defeat that man of luck… who are those two?"

The knights near her shook their heads in response to her question.

The other knights did the same.

As Altorine was lost in thought, the two of them quickly left the scene. She immediately went to the plaza and touched the fallen leader. He had a pulse. He was alive.

And being this close, nothing happened. His luck was gone. She ordered the knights to arrest the leader.

"Now, we will focus all our forces on suppressing the riot," she said. "Seeing their leader captured will quell them. Get to it at once."

At her command, the knights began to act.

Altorine looked in the direction the two had gone, determined to find out who they were.

On Rumby the Fateweaver’s side:

Watching the battle from above, she hummed with her arms crossed.

"Hmm. To break through luck with a method like that… I’ve never seen that before. Oh well. I had plenty of fun, and I’ve inflicted bad luck on the rioters. Now then♪ What should I do next~♪"

As she was thinking, a voice came from behind her.

"How about we start by holding a meeting and having you report."

At this, Rumby slowly turned her head.

There, floating in the air, was a boy.

Rumby knew who this person was.

Bamhal the Dragon King.

Rumby’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out.

Bamhal approached her.

"Let’s go."

With that single phrase, he grabbed Rumby, and they were enveloped in a black mist and disappeared.

Another side:

Watching the battle from a back alley was the woman with short, golden hair. The one who had explained about the group after Shinsuke and the others had entered the town.

"Not bad," she said. "As expected of A-rank adventurers from the Kingdom. Their skill is a given, but their strategy was simply magnificent. I wouldn’t want to make an enemy of them."

As she was observing, a resentful voice came from behind her.

"Fooouuund yoooou~~~."

When she turned around, there stood a female knight with blonde twin-tails, long sleeves, a blue breastplate, long trousers, and blue greaves. She wore blue gauntlets on both hands and a blue coat that reached her ankles. Her face was young and dignified, in her late twenties. On her back was a trident.

Seeing the knight, she said, "Oh my~~. Boo-chan~~~."

At her feigned smile, the knight replied, "‘Oh my~~. Boo-chan~~~’ is not the right response! You just ran off! Do you have any idea how worried I was?!"

She said it with a very angry face.

After shouting for a bit, she took a deep breath.

"And please stop calling me that. I have a perfectly fine name, Bradamante."

The knight, Bradamante, declared with her chest puffed out.

"What’s the big deal? We’re childhood friends. Don’t sweat the small stuff~♪"

She was completely unrepentant.

Realizing that saying anything more would be pointless, Bradamante sighed. "Haaah. Anyway, we’re going back now. The riot seems to be dying down, but it’s still going on. And it would be a problem if you stayed any longer. The king will be at his wit’s end."

"Alright, alright," she replied. "I’ve seen what I wanted to see, and my ride is here. I’ll go home quietly."

Hearing this, Bradamante said, "Then let’s return to the Republic, Prince Lustolfo."

She, or rather he, nodded and decided to return to the Republic.

And so, the incident at the Church was resolved.



		
			Chapter 59

			Banned and Aided

			The riot ended in the blink of an eye.

The knights spread the word that the group's leader had been captured. The followers didn't believe it at first, but the moment they saw their leader in chains, they threw down their weapons. Some fled, while others surrendered. After the followers were rounded up, the next task was to repair the damage to the town and extinguish the fires set by arsonists, a post-battle reconstruction effort.

We decided to leave the country as soon as possible.

With shopping out of the question, there was no reason to stay.

When we reached the gate, we were stopped by knights.

"Our apologies. We have orders not to let anyone leave the country until the town has settled down, so we cannot let you pass."

I wondered why. It seemed strange to ban entry and exit, even if the town was in a terrible state. I asked for the reason.

"Well, there were thieves who took advantage of the situation. We’ve captured some, but there may be others. Once the town is calm, we plan to inspect the luggage of everyone leaving. At present, we don’t know what has been stolen."

The knight’s explanation made sense.

With the shopkeepers gone, they couldn’t know what had been taken. Even if someone wasn’t carrying luggage, the armor or weapons they were wearing could be stolen goods. So, they couldn’t let anyone out.

I nodded in understanding and stepped away from the gate.

Ordinarily, I would want to leave immediately, but being too insistent would arouse suspicion. The only thing to do was to follow their rules. "When in Rome, do as the Romans do." I thought that old saying was surprisingly useful.

I turned to Tina beside me. "Well, since we won’t be able to leave for a while, shall we go to the guild?"

"Yes, let’s," Tina replied. "We are adventurers, after all. It would seem strange if we didn’t go to the guild. Let’s go."

She agreed.

We walked towards the guild. The town that had been so beautiful when we arrived yesterday was now in a tragic state. I wanted to help, but I couldn’t without a request, especially since a theft had occurred in the confusion. If I offered to help for free, I would be suspected of having some ulterior motive.

Acting out of goodwill can be a nuisance to others.

If I was going to help, it would be when someone asked me to. I made up my mind.

We arrived at the guild. No one spoke to us on the way.

I figured it was their way of saying they would handle their own affairs. When we entered the guild, the hall was filled with injured people. Adventurers and citizens were lying on the floor. It was probably being used as a temporary shelter because the other rest areas were full. As I was thinking this, a staff member who was walking by called out.

"Hey! Are you adventurers?"

He seemed to be in a hurry, speaking quickly. I nodded.

"Perfect," the staff member said. "Help us out. We’re short on medicinal herbs. Can you go outside the town and gather some?"

"I don’t mind," I replied, "but the knights wouldn’t let us leave the town."

The staff member pulled a piece of paper from his pocket.

"Show them this and they’ll let you out. It’s an emergency request from the guild. With this, you can get to work. Well then, I’m counting on you!"

He handed it to me and then quickly went into the back. I looked at the paper and then left the guild.

"They must be really desperate to hand that over without even asking our names," I muttered.

"It can’t be helped," Tina replied. "They’ve probably never had a riot like this before. Otherwise, they would have been able to act with some degree of coordination."

I nodded slightly at her words.

It was true. If they had experienced it once before, it wouldn’t be strange for them to have a manual to be able to act more efficiently next time. On Earth in Japan, many people don’t follow manuals no matter how many there are.

Because their lives aren’t on the line.

Even if they make the same mistake at work, they won’t be killed.

But this is a world with many monsters, a world of life-and-death battles.

Mistake equals death.

It is common sense in this world to act in a way that does not repeat mistakes. As I was lost in thought, we arrived in front of the gate.

"You again?" the knight asked. "What is it this time?"

He remembered me. It was no wonder. I had just been here a moment ago.

I took out the paper. "This is an emergency request from the guild. I need to go gather medicinal herbs."

I handed it to him. The knight who received it looked at the paper.

"This is indeed a request form. Alright. But I’ll have one of the guards accompany you just in case. In this situation, everyone is under suspicion. I’m sorry."

The knight bowed his head.

I gestured with my hand to say, "Don’t worry about it." After that, a guard came and went with us.

The guard told us where in the forest medicinal herbs grew in abundance, and we headed there. When we arrived, we began our work. We gathered whatever we could find, regardless of the type. There were many injured people, and the types of injuries were varied. We stuffed the bags until they were full.

Just then, I sensed a presence.

I activated my ‘Detection’ skill. Six red dots appeared in the vicinity. I silently drew my sword. Tina and the guard also drew their swords. Four Goblins and two Bears emerged. I asked,

"Guard, how skilled are you?"

"I have no problem with the Goblins," the guard replied, "but two Bears will be tough."

He gave me a straight answer.

I was grateful for that. It would be a problem if he had put on a brave face. I pointed to one of the Bears for Tina. She seemed to understand, nodding and facing the Bear. I took on the other Bear.

The six of them attacked at once.

The Bear coming at me swung its right claw down in a wide arc. I dodged it and slashed its arm with my sword. The Bear let out a cry of pain but immediately counterattacked. I jumped back to avoid it. The wound wasn’t shallow, but it was still moving. It seemed its fur and thick flesh were protecting its muscles. With that in mind, I poured lightning magic into my sword. An electric current ran through it, and it began to glow faintly.

The Bear seemed to sense the danger and did not attack immediately.

I used this opening to run towards the Bear. The Bear swiped horizontally with its left claw. I met it with a horizontal swipe of my own, slashing the Bear’s left arm. It was as if I had cut it in half in a fan shape. The Bear let out a tremendous cry of pain, but I ignored it, thrust my sword into its belly, and released a burst of lightning. The Bear died from electrocution. After confirming its death, I looked around.

Tina had already finished off her Bear. Its belly had been slashed horizontally, and its carotid artery had been cut. Tina’s sword was in the shape of a blade of water. A water cutter, I presumed.

Just then, I heard the guard scream.

I looked over and saw him being beaten by two Goblins with clubs. The other two were dead. Realizing that four was too many for one person, I went to his rescue.

The result was an overwhelming victory. One swing of my sword, and it was over.

"Thank you," the guard said. "You’re both very strong."

He thanked me with what seemed like a polite formality. I replied in kind.

"Don’t mention it. I just did my job as an adventurer."

After we finished gathering the herbs, we returned to the town. The guard and I parted ways at the gate. As we headed to the guild, the knight at the gate asked the guard, "How were they?"

"Their strength is around B-rank, but they’re holding back. They might be close to A-rank. As for their character, I think they’re sincere. They came to my rescue as soon as I was attacked. That is all."

"Thank you for your hard work," the knight replied. "I will report to the captain. You’re in charge here."

The guard saluted at his command.

When we arrived at the guild, we handed the herbs to the staff member. He said, "Thank you. Also, I’m sorry to ask, but could you help out here? We’re short-staffed."

He pleaded with us, so we decided to help. The evening passed, and night fell.

We were allowed to use a rental house on the guild’s recommendation. After dinner, I wrote a report and sent it off with a messenger bird.

After that, I discussed our future plans.

"It looks like we’ll be stuck here for a while. Well, it can’t be helped. Shall we help out at the guild and wait for things to cool down?"

"Yes, let’s," Tina replied. "It’s not like we’re in a hurry, and although we were trying to leave considering our position, rushing would have just made us stand out more. Let’s go to the Republic when things have returned to normal."

I nodded in agreement. I went into my room, thinking it was about time to go to sleep, when Tina came in, still wearing her silver armor.

Seeing her, I asked, "Are you sure?"

Tina blushed and nodded.

I extinguished the flame, and in the moonlight, I had Tina lie in a spread-eagle position on the bed and put restraints and chains on her hands and feet. After confirming she couldn’t move, I touched her body and face, verbally teased her, and enjoyed myself to my heart’s content.

The next morning, I removed Tina’s restraints and woke her up.

After a simple breakfast, we got our equipment ready and headed for the guild. It wasn’t as busy as yesterday, and the staff weren’t running around as much. The injured who had received some treatment were resting quietly.

When a staff member saw us, he said, "Oh, you’re the adventurers from yesterday. Thank you for your help. Things are still a mess, but you can accept jobs. Today’s requests are posted on the board over there."

He pointed the way.

As we were looking for a job in front of the request board, a voice came from the guild entrance.

I turned to see a female knight standing there.

She wore a breastplate and long sleeves on her upper body, and a miniskirt on her lower body, giving her the appearance of a princess knight.

When a staff member saw her, he exclaimed, "Altorine-sama! What brings you here today?"

Altorine replied to the staff member’s question, "I’ve come to post a request."



		
			Chapter 60

			The Monster's Appearance

			Knight-Captain Altorine entered the guild and began explaining the request to the staff.

Apparently, a monster in the forest had been repeatedly approaching the town and then retreating. If left alone, there was no telling what it might do.

However, the knights were currently overwhelmed with the town's reconstruction. And so, she had come to hire adventurers.

The staff member responded.

"Understood. Have you identified what kind of monster it is?"

To that question, Altorine replied.

"...It's one of those undead."

At this, the staffer's face twisted in shock.

"...In that case, we'll need highly skilled adventurers. But... the ones who fit that description are all injured and can't move."

As the staffer stammered, Altorine said.

"...What about the two over there?"

She pointed toward us. The staffer approached.

"...Excuse me, but what is your rank?"

I answered his question.

"We're C-rank. We came from the Kingdom."

I showed him my proof. Seeing it, the staffer asked.

"From the Kingdom? ...Why did you come to this country?"

To this, I replied.

"We're on a training journey. There weren't many strong monsters in the Kingdom, so we came here. ...Regarding the request you were just discussing, would it be alright if we accepted it?"

He answered.

"...To be honest, I'm uneasy. This request would give even B-rank adventurers trouble, so for C-rank..."

Just then, Altorine interjected.

"I don't mind. Those two will be fine."

The staffer made a sour face, but Altorine continued.

"There's no need to worry. This is primarily an investigation. I won't do anything that would damage your reputation."

Reputation, huh... It's the same in every world, I thought. People will do anything to protect their own standing, and they'll do just as much to tarnish someone else's. It's a cycle of human nature that will never end as long as people exist.

I leaned in close to the staffer's ear.

"...If you refuse her now, I think you'll have a lot of trouble later on."

I spoke in a whisper. At my words, the staffer reluctantly gave in.

"...Understood. Please, be careful not to do anything reckless."

He warned us.

His words held no concern for our safety. It was clear from his expression that he meant, *If something happens, the guild will be held responsible, so don't do anything stupid.*

Altorine spoke.

"Then let's head out at once. ...And allow me to properly introduce myself. I am Altorine, Knight-Captain of the Saint's Church. It's a pleasure to meet you."

With that, she turned and left the guild.

We followed close behind.

Watching her from the back, I felt a surge of excitement. I'd only ever seen an outfit that screamed "Princess Knight" so perfectly in manga. And what's more, the woman wearing it had a figure that did it justice. As I was lost in my fantasies, I felt a sharp jab in my side.

I looked over to see Tina glaring daggers at me.

"...What are you thinking about?" she asked, her voice low and dangerous.

"N-Nothing. Not a thing."

I answered, breaking into a cold sweat.

Tina pouted.

"...If you like it that much, you can make one for me later. I'm okay with any kind of outfit."

Her words made me think that I had truly met someone wonderful. I was glad I'd come to this other world.

After leaving the town and entering the forest, I asked about our target, the undead.

Altorine explained.

"It first appeared about three weeks ago. At the time, we dispatched B-rank adventurers, but they failed and returned with serious injuries. We considered sending the knights, but we were already at our limit dealing with the mob. ...However, since the undead wasn't moving from its spot or doing anything, we judged it to be harmless and left it alone. But yesterday, it was spotted roaming near the town. It didn't seem hostile, but we can't just ignore it when we don't know its intentions. That's why we've decided to subjugate it. ...Any other questions?"

At her words, Tina spoke up.

"What kind of undead is it?"

Altorine replied.

"It looks like a knight, but it's riding a horse. ...And it has no head."

A headless horseman, then. A common monster in manga and anime. It's famous enough to be an urban legend back on Earth, too—a being that appears before people to prophesize their death and then carries it out. An entity with the strong impression of a grim reaper. As I was thinking this, I felt a thick, palpable presence.

An oppressive aura sent a shiver down my spine.

I hadn't felt anything this strong since Sidoor.

For a moment I thought it might be one of his kind, but for some reason, I knew it wasn't. It was just a gut feeling, a whisper of intuition. I was about to draw my sword, but Altorine stopped me with a hand gesture.

"Stay calm. I understand how you feel, but if we show any hostility, it will attack immediately. First, we observe."

Her experience as a Knight-Captain was on full display. A different caliber entirely.

Just then, in a clearing in the forest, we saw it.

A headless warrior in Japanese-style armor, mounted on a horse. It held a spear in its hand and wore a katana at its waist.

*A Japanese warrior?* I thought. With Altorine here, I couldn't afford to say anything careless. At that moment, the headless warrior turned toward us and readied its spear.

Altorine saw this and muttered.

"It seems our intentions don't matter, hostile or not."

She drew her sword.

Tina and I did the same.

The headless warrior lowered its spear and charged. It was so fast that all we could do was dodge. The three of us evaded its attack by a hair's breadth. The warrior made a U-turn and came at us again.

Seeing this, Altorine cried out.

"Sacred Flame Slash!!"

Flames erupted from her sword, unleashing a fiery slash. The crescent of fire shot straight toward the headless warrior.

The warrior batted it away with its spear. The horse, however, came to a stop. Seizing the opportunity, Tina and I attacked from either side, leaving gashes on the horse's flank. But the horse didn't cry out.

It was already dead, so it felt no pain.

The warrior, ignoring its mount, swung its spear in a wide arc.

A horizontal sweep. The reach was long, and I instinctively dropped and rolled away to create distance. If I had stayed put, I would have been skewered. Tina blocked with her sword and retreated.

Altorine readied her sword.

"Flame Rush!"

She shouted, releasing a barrage of fire. The warrior blocked every single one with its spear.

This warrior was incredible. It was clearly accustomed to mounted combat, and its skill with the spear was masterful. I was certain it had to be a famous general from Japanese history.

I sheathed my western-style sword and placed my hand on my katana. The blade, which Sidoor had broken, was now repaired. I channeled electricity through it, making sparks fly until it was wreathed in hellfire. The warrior seemed to sense the danger and urged its horse toward me. The horse and spear bore down on me. I calmly took an upper stance.

"Hellfire Demon Blade!!"

I swung the sword down with all my might.

The flames roared to life, surging forward in a straight line. It was like a pillar of fire racing toward the enemy while maintaining its height.

It scored a direct hit on the headless warrior. The flames shot high into the sky.

I thought I'd finished it, but on closer inspection, only the horse was burning. The warrior was gone.

I quickly scanned the area and found it lying on its left side. It must have dismounted in an instant. To react that quickly in that situation... this warrior was truly strong.

The warrior stood up and took a stance with its spear. I readied my katana.

The other two stood back, watching from the sidelines.

One on one.

A duel to the death.

The wind was light. The moment it stopped would be our signal.

Though no words were exchanged, we both understood.

The wind died. The warrior sprinted forward.

A spear thrust. It was incredibly fast. I dodged to the left and, on the backswing, sliced through the base of the spearhead. The blade was gone, turning the weapon into a mere staff. The warrior immediately tossed the staff aside and reached for its sword, drawing it in a flash. I quickly blocked with my own blade. The force of its draw was immense, sending me stumbling back, but I quickly regained my footing. The warrior didn't press its attack.

It wasn't out of leisure. It was being cautious.

The warrior readied its sword. I did the same, my eyes fixed on its blade. It was a Japanese sword, but something was different. Not an *uchigatana*, but a *tachi*? That would make this a warrior from a much older period. Just then, the warrior charged.

It held its *tachi* in a high stance. I instinctively held my own sword horizontally to meet the attack.

The battle that followed was a fierce sword clash.

Parries, thrusts, sweeps—every single blow was lethal.

But here, a fundamental difference between me and the warrior became apparent.

Stamina.

My breathing was growing ragged, but the warrior wasn't breathing at all.

Of course it wasn't. It was a corpse.

If this dragged on any longer, I would be at a disadvantage.

I swung my sword wide, creating distance between us. I sheathed my katana and assumed a quick-draw stance. The warrior mirrored my posture. In the quiet space between us, a single leaf fluttered down.

The instant the leaf touched the ground, we both dashed forward.

The distance was about five meters.

As we met in the middle, our blades flew from their sheaths. Sparks flew from mine, but I didn't use fire magic. Any clumsy attempt would slow me down, making me later than the warrior, and that would be the end.

A single flash of steel.

After the draw, we stood back to back.

Neither of us moved. But then, something changed.

A crack, *pakkin*, ran through my right gauntlet, and a shallow cut appeared beneath it. As I grit my teeth against the pain, a diagonal slash appeared on the warrior's body, leaving a deep gash across its torso. The warrior fell to one knee, clutching its chest as if in pain.

The match was decided.

Just as I thought that, the warrior, still on one knee, turned to face me.

"...Splendidly done... warrior of Hinomoto... I have... a request. Grant me... the final blow..."

A voice emerged from the warrior.

It then placed its *tachi* on the ground.

I approached and raised my katana. Without a word, I brought it down. The warrior's body was split in two. Just then, it spoke again.

"Thank... you... Lost in a foreign land... for ages... Now... I can meet... my wife... I'm coming... Tomoe..."

With those final words, its body crumbled into dust.

I remembered the wife the warrior had mentioned, Tomoe. In the *Tale of the Heike*, she was called the 'Asahi Shogun,' a warrior who fought in countless battles and was said to have met her end at Awazu in Omi Province.

The warrior general, Minamoto no Yoshinaka.

History has no record of him going to a foreign country, nor are there any anecdotes of him going elsewhere.

...Could it be that he was forcibly transported here at the moment of his death? If it was then reported that Yoshinaka had been killed in battle... then history is not always the whole truth. It seems there are interpretations and fabrications made to suit people's own convenience. This world is truly full of surprises.

As I was lost in thought, Altorine approached.

"Thank you for subjugating the undead. You've been a great help. ...But there's something I want to ask you."

She leveled her sword at me.

"...Who are you?"

Her voice was laced with fighting spirit.



		
			Chapter 61

			A Woman's Battle

			Altorine's voice was filled with fighting spirit as she questioned me.

*Why is she asking me that?* I wondered aloud.

"You understood what the undead meant by 'the final blow' and acted accordingly. I had no idea what it was talking about. Of course, the people from Owari Village wouldn't know either. I've interacted with them enough to know many of their words—expressions for 'fool' or 'it cannot be helped,' and so on... Now, to return to my question, how did you know?"

She pressed me again, her aura intensifying.

What should I do? She probably wouldn't believe me if I told her about the other world.

In that case, I'd have to rephrase it.

"...It's because I'm from the same country as that warrior. ...It wouldn't be strange for me to know, would it?"

I explained, hoping she would find it plausible.

However, her suspicious gaze never wavered.

"...Then was what you said at the guild, about coming from the Kingdom, a lie?"

To that, I replied.

"...It wasn't a lie. When I came to this continent from my homeland, the first place I set foot in was the Kingdom. That was two years ago. I lived and hunted there, and I set out on a journey because I wanted to know the limits of my own strength. ...That's the simple version, anyway."

Altorine considered my explanation.

"...Your story is consistent, for the most part. But you're still hiding something. ...I'm sorry, but you'll have to come with me to the station."

Altorine readied her sword.

Resigned, I was about to draw my own blade when Tina stepped forward.

"...Shinsuke. Let me handle this."

She stood in front of me, sword at the ready.

From what I could see, Altorine was slightly superior in terms of skill. Tina knew that too. In that case, I thought, she must have a plan.

The two women glared at each other, but the standoff didn't last long.

Altorine made the first move, charging straight ahead. Tina calmly met her, sword raised.

What followed was a fierce clash of steel.

Both were parrying and swinging with all their might.

It was the same with Bardos and Rodel, but swordsmanship in this world seemed to rely heavily on brute force. ...Perhaps it's because they don't fight other people that often, or maybe it's because an overly elaborate technique would be a fatal liability against a monster. Still, to see two women swinging their swords with such raw power...

...It was a strange sight.

Normally, you'd expect them to float like a butterfly and sting like a bee. I wanted to ask why they couldn't fight with more grace, but I couldn't say something so tactless during a real duel. Just then, Altorine swung her sword in a wide horizontal arc. ...The impact sent Tina flying, but she quickly regained her footing.

Altorine was now channeling magic into her entire body.

Altorine's perspective.

*Who are these two, especially Shinsuke?* ...The only way to find out was to cross blades with him directly. That was my plan, but now this woman, Tina, was my first opponent. It wasn't what I had intended, but I decided it was a good opportunity to show them the extent of my own abilities.

...In short, I would use her as a litmus test.

After their exchange, Altorine had a new appreciation for Tina's skill.

She was quite skilled. She definitely had the power of an A-rank adventurer.

...In that case, I won't hold back. Altorine decided to use her skill.

Tina's perspective.

When she said she wanted to fight Shinsuke, I was filled with a sense of displeasure. It wasn't a life-or-death battle, but I could feel a testing atmosphere coming from Altorine, and it annoyed me to no end. ...That's why I decided to fight her myself.

To make her understand that I was the one worthy of Shinsuke.

After their exchange, Tina understood Altorine's strength.

As expected of a Knight-Captain. Her skill was first-rate. She was definitely an A-rank powerhouse.

I can't underestimate her. I won't be able to win unless I use my full power without holding back. With that in mind, Tina decided to use a new technique.

The two of them created distance and glared at each other. They had likely gauged each other's strength after a few exchanges. The intensity in the air was palpable; I could tell that the next time they moved, their special techniques would be unleashed. It was a scene straight out of an anime.

Just as I thought that, Altorine made her move. ...Raising her sword, she shouted.

"Skill: 'Charge'!!"

An invisible wall seemed to form in front of her as she ran.

I figured that wall served to block all incoming attacks. I couldn't think of a way to counter it at the moment. The only option was to dodge. Tina, however, stood her ground, neither panicking nor moving to evade Altorine's charge.

I couldn't figure out what she was thinking. ...But then I saw wind swirling around her sword.

A small tornado was coiling around the blade.

"Gale Strike!!"

She shouted as she thrust her sword forward.

A horizontal tornado shot out from the blade. It looked just like a drill.

The drill of wind slammed into Altorine.

It was blocked by her invisible wall. ...Its momentum was blunted, and it failed to stop her advance.

The match was over.

If she couldn't stop Altorine, Tina had no chance of winning. ...Or so I thought, but then something strange happened.

The ground between the two of them had been gouged out.

What had been flat ground just moments before was now a treacherous path with terrible footing.

As a result, Altorine seemed to be having trouble running. ...And then, she tripped on a rock that had been hidden in the dirt. Altorine fell face-first with a spectacular tumble.

It seemed the invisible wall didn't react to obstacles on the ground. Just as I thought that, the wind died down, and a complete silence fell over the area. ...Tina had a look on her face that said she had no idea what to do.

Altorine remained motionless, her face buried in the dirt.

...Tina cautiously approached to check on her, turning her from her stomach onto her back. Still no movement. Her breathing seemed normal, but there was a bruise forming on her forehead. There had been a stone right where her face had landed.

...It seemed she had hit her head hard and knocked herself out.

In this case, it was best not to wake her forcefully. ...We had no choice but to wait for her to come to.

After a while, Altorine began to regain consciousness. Just when I thought she was waking up, a sleepy-faced Altorine mumbled.

"...Mmm, fooood... I'm hungryyy..."

Her voice was sickeningly sweet.

Tina and I looked at each other, wondering what to do, when Altorine's eyes slowly opened. She shot up with a jolt.

She looked around, straightened her clothes and armor, and cleared her throat with a dignified *ahem*.

"...Did something happen?"

Her usual expression had returned. But her eyes were clearly pleading, *Don't say anything*. We both silently shook our heads. Seeing this, Altorine's face relaxed with relief.

Now that she was awake, I spoke.

"...So, Captain. Why did you initiate a fight?"

To this, Altorine replied.

"...It's as I said before. Is there a problem?"

She asked with a composed look.

To which I said.

"...I certainly felt your fighting spirit, but I didn't sense any killing intent. If you were really trying to capture me, it wouldn't have been strange for you to exude killing intent. And yet, you didn't. ...It was as if you were testing me. Am I wrong?"

Altorine responded to my question.

"...You're half right and half wrong. It's true that I was testing you. I wanted to feel the extent of your strength for myself. However, it's also true that I intended to capture you. I was planning to take you with me after it was over. ...With me as the victor."

I replied to her answer.

"...As the victor? ...So, what about now?"

Altorine looked chagrined.

"This match is my loss. The loser obeys the victor. ...Do with me as you please."

Altorine spread her arms wide.

In that case, I had a question.

"Alright then, a question. ...Why did you target us?"

Altorine explained.

"It started with the riot yesterday. I saw you defeat the leaders of the mob. And you did it with a fighting style I'd never seen before. I decided I had to find out who you were. If you were enemies of the state, I couldn't just let you go."

She answered with surprising honesty.

...Did she realize what kind of danger she was in, saying something like that to the very person who could be an enemy of the state? I wanted to ask, but I held my tongue and continued to listen. I didn't want to interrupt her story.

Altorine continued.

"...That's why I prohibited anyone from leaving the country. What the gatekeeper told you was just an excuse to make it sound plausible. ...We couldn't very well single out specific individuals."

"Doing so would just cause unnecessary trouble, and we're already overwhelmed with handling the aftermath of the riot. ...That's all I have to say."

Altorine once again spread her arms.

Seeing this, I said.

"...If those were the circumstances, then it can't be helped. Anyone would be wary of an unknown entity. ...But since we have the chance, there's a lot I'd like to know. ...Would you mind if I took a look at your sword?"

At my words, Altorine silently handed me her sword.

The craftsmanship of the hilt was exquisite, and the blade itself was not only beautiful but also incredibly sharp.

I used 'Analysis.'

The materials were iron, Mithril, and Orichalcum.

...Orichalcum. I recalled it was a mineral of higher quality than Mithril, but it could only be mined in limited locations, making it famously rare, second only to Adamantite. ...However, with my skill, that wasn't an issue.

I made a mental note to create some later. As I handed the sword back, I asked.

"What is the name of this sword?"

Altorine took it back and replied.

"...It is the sacred sword, Claíomh Solais. It has been passed down through my family for generations."

Claíomh Solais. The Irish sword of magic, known as the 'Sword of Light' or 'Shining Sword.' As I was thinking that another sword from folklore existed in reality, Altorine continued speaking.

"...I've heard that it was brought here by a hero from another world."

She had just said something truly astounding.



		
			Chapter 62

			Secrets and an Apology

			A hero from another world.

He was the one who brought an end to the war with monsters in the Kingdom one hundred and thirty years ago, a being whose deeds have been passed down as legend.

He is known especially as the great savior who fought the monster king for three days and three nights without rest.

If what she said about it being passed down for generations was true, I had to ask.

"...Could it be that you're his descendant, Captain?"

To this question, Altorine replied.

"Yes, that's correct."

She answered so readily. I thought her honesty was a bit reckless, but I held my tongue and listened to her story.

"...I don't know all the details myself. After saving the Kingdom from crisis, the otherworldly hero vanished, only to reappear here... At the time, there was no country in this forest. It was overrun with monsters, a place where people couldn't live."

"But the hero led a group of children to this land and subjugated only the monsters that were harmful to people. Afterward, he built houses and constructed an orphanage where the children could live in peace. Word of this spread, and orphans and adults who revered the hero gathered from all nations. A town formed, and it grew to a scale that could be called a country. Then, the people began to worship the god Hermes, whom the hero was said to have revered, and the nation of the Saint's Church was born. That's the story."

Altorine finished her explanation and took a breath.

Her story so far matched what I had heard on the road. The only thing left was what became of the hero, something no one in history knew. I decided to ask about that.

"...As for that, not even the Saint's Church knows for certain. There are theories that he lived out his natural lifespan, that he became a god and ascended to the heavens, or that he's still alive and living in seclusion. There are many stories. However, there is a legend passed down only within my family. ...The hero fell ill, and saying that he wished to spend his final moments in his homeland, he returned to the other world."

Hearing that, I asked.

"...? Then why didn't you tell anyone about that? ...Is there a family rule that forbids you from spreading it?"

To this question, Altorine replied.

"At the end, the hero said he didn't want to cause any unnecessary trouble, so he asked us to keep it quiet. That's why no one outside of my family knows."

Unnecessary trouble? I didn't understand his intent, but I could tell he was at least someone who disliked conflict. If he had been a warmonger, he would have continued fighting on other battlefields after the Kingdom, and legends would have remained. But the only legends of the hero are in the Kingdom and the Saint's Church.

...There are no stories of the hero's deeds in other countries, like the Republic or the Empire, nor are there any records of him having stayed there. I got the strong impression that he really didn't want to stand out.

As I was thinking that, Tina spoke.

"...Shinsuke, there's a lot about the hero that's a mystery. We don't even know where he came from in the first place."

To this, I replied.

"Oh, I know that. He came from Earth."

I answered absentmindedly. Before Tina could react, Altorine did.

"!! What do you mean?! What is Earth?! Is that the name of the other world?!"

She asked, her voice filled with excitement.

Her reaction made me think, *Oops*. I had been so lost in thought that I answered normally. ...What should I do? It was too late to play dumb now.

If that was the case, I decided.

"...Captain. You lost the duel, so you will listen to what I have to say. That is absolute, and it has not changed, correct?"

Altorine nodded at my words.

I continued.

"...Then, what I am about to tell you is my secret."

From there, I told her everything: about Earth, about how I got a book and came to this world, about the incident in the Kingdom, and about what I had experienced these past two years. However, I didn't mention the monster I encountered in the rocky mountains, Sidoor.

...The existence of a monster that powerful would only cause chaos.

After I had finished speaking, Altorine asked.

"...So, the reason you gave for leaving the Kingdom, your journey, was that...?"

To this, I replied.

"Oh, that's true. I came to another world. I want to see all sorts of places. But I didn't want people to think I was just fooling around, so I gave a plausible reason for my journey. I figured people would be more likely to accept that."

At my words, Altorine was at a loss for words.

She had been forced to accept a 'plausible' reason herself. It was only fair that I return the favor.

Just then, Tina, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

"Shinsuke, I hate to say this, but are you sure it was okay to tell her all that? We still don't know anything about her."

She asked with a suspicious gaze.

It was true, had I said too much, even if she was a descendant? As I was thinking that, Altorine spoke.

"...I understand why you would think that. ...But, as I said before, I lost. As long as you don't tell me to become a slave, I will do as you say."

Altorine bowed her head as she said this.

I asked Tina if slavery existed in this world. 'It does. Unofficially,' she said with a look of distaste. So, the country doesn't officially recognize it, but some underground organization is involved.

This world is like the medieval period. And with so many monsters, it's incredibly easy to make someone go 'missing.'

With that in mind, I said.

"I won't do that. It makes me feel sick. If you promise not to tell anyone, that's good enough for me."

Altorine nodded at my words.

I continued.

"...So, what will you do now?"

To this question, Altorine replied.

"Now that the monster subjugation is complete, I will return to the city. After reporting to the guild, I will return to my duties as a knight. ...Also, to apologize for suspecting you, I would like to invite you to a dinner party at my home. Would that be acceptable?"

Tina and I looked at each other and nodded.

If the other party wanted to make amends, it would be against my principles to refuse. That's what I thought.

Altorine's face lit up with joy.

"Understood. I will give you my sincerest hospitality."

She said with a smile.

I thought she had a rather charming face, but I didn't let it show, let alone say it out loud. Why? Because the person next to me would punch me. The three of us walked back to the city.

Before returning to the city, I went to the place where I had hidden my luggage and retrieved something.

Why? Because on the way, Altorine had asked me about things from the other world.

Seeing is believing, so I told her I would bring the real thing and went to get it. I promised to show it to her when we went to her mansion. Afterward, we entered the city, went to the guild, and reported the completion of the subjugation. We received a reward of twenty silver coins from the guild.

Then, we decided to help with the city's reconstruction by taking on simple jobs at the guild.

Princess's Side.

After the riot ended, the princess's party was in a city tavern.

Normally, they would want to keep an eye on Shinsuke and the others, but the city was crawling with knights.

The princess said.

"...This is boring. Glad, can't you do something?"

To this, Glad replied.

"...Please be patient. There is a captain in the knights who knows your face, Princess. If we run into him, our treatment will improve, but it will be difficult to move around afterward. ...I, for one, would be fine with that."

To this, the princess said.

"That's not an option. To observe their journey, we must act without standing out. ...Besides, if we're found out, I'll be sent back to the Kingdom. I have to prevent that at all costs."

The princess pumped her fist as she said this. For some reason, it looked like the air behind her was on fire.

Amidst this, Sakura spoke.

"...However, Lady Olivia. If we continue this journey, His Majesty the King may send out a search party. I believe it will cause trouble for Glad-san as well, so perhaps you should at least send a letter?"

Olivia thought about this proposal for a moment.

"...You're right. Sakura is one thing, but I did trick Glad into coming with us. I'll write a letter so Father doesn't get the wrong idea. ...Well then, Glad. Please buy some paper and a pen at the general store. We'll wait here."

Glad nodded at the instruction and left the store.

After the two were alone, Olivia said.

"...Sakura. Are you worried about Glad?"

She asked with a smirk. Sakura replied.

"If you ask if I'm worried, then yes. It's not often you meet someone with that much skill, and I do find his strict and reliable personality to be dependable."

Sakura gave a model answer.

Olivia's face fell slightly upon hearing this. It seemed Sakura didn't see him as a potential partner. Olivia decided there was no point in continuing this conversation.

However, she realized that deep down, she was relieved. Sakura was her childhood friend and like a precious little sister to her. Olivia didn't want to give her up to anyone.

Night, Shinsuke's Side.

We were invited to Altorine's mansion, thanks to her kindness.

The mansion had an appearance befitting a noble's residence. The front door opened, and a blonde maid came out.

"Welcome. You must be Shinsuke-sama and Tina-sama. My lady is waiting for you in the dining room."

She said and led us inside. The interior had a rather simple image rather than being gorgeously decorated.

There were flowers decorating the end of the hallway, and pots and other things were placed around, but there was not much flashiness. It was as if she wanted to show off, but disliked being too conspicuous.

We arrived at the dining room and went inside. It was spacious, with a long rectangular table that could easily seat ten people. Altorine was sitting at the far end of the table. Two maids stood behind her. They were also blonde.

Altorine said.

"Welcome to my home. Please, don't hesitate to take a seat. The food will be brought out shortly."

As she said that, we sat in the seats near Altorine. ...However, 'Welcome to my home,' huh? ...I was a little moved to hear that line in person for the first time.



		
			Chapter 63

			The Dinner Party

			In a word, the dinner party was satisfying.

It began with hors d'oeuvres, followed by soup, a fish course, a meat course, the main dish, salad, dessert, and wine. It had the flavor of a full-course French meal. However, it was the same in the Kingdom, but those in high positions eat luxurious meals, while those below eat simple ones.

In my experience living on modern Earth, as long as you had money and were dressed properly, even commoners could eat high-class cuisine. But in this world, such a concept did not exist. The medieval atmosphere was thick. The strong were great. It was a simple and clear logic. But since I could eat delicious food, I didn't mind the small details.

After the dinner party, we were drinking coffee in the reception room. After a little chat, Altorine stood up.

"...Well then, I will bring the treasure that is stored in my home. ...Please wait here."

She said and left the room. A little while later, she returned holding a box in both hands. It was an iron box with a lock. Altorine took a key from her pocket and opened the box. Another box came out from inside. Or rather, there was a lens on the front. I thought this might be it, when Altorine said.

"This is the treasure from the other world. It is said that whatever is captured by this lens can be imprinted on a piece of paper called a photograph. In fact, the last time this was used was ten years ago, and it still remains. This is that photograph."

She took a single photograph out of the iron box. It showed a family of three. A young Altorine was with her father and mother. The color was a bit brownish.

I was convinced. This was a camera. And a very old one at that. Altorine said.

"What do you think, Shinsuke? Does this still exist in your world?"

To this question, I replied.

"...It exists, but there is no place that still uses it. The only place this is kept is in a museum."

To this answer, Altorine asked.

"What is a museum?"

To this question, I replied.

"A museum is a place that preserves history. It's a place to learn what people in the past made, and why they made it. In short, the items displayed in a museum are all things that are no longer used. ...The cameras we have now are like this."

I said and took out a digital camera from my pocket. Altorine asked, "What's that?" so I said.

"This is the camera we use now. The camera you have, Altorine-san, cannot be used without magnesium, but this one doesn't need it, nor does it imprint on paper. All the pictures taken are stored inside this camera."

When I finished my explanation, Altorine had a look of disbelief in her eyes. It was natural. Anyone would be skeptical if they were suddenly given an unbelievable explanation. Thinking that, I said.

"I think you'll understand better if you actually use it rather than just hearing about it. Well then, Altorine-san, please strike a pose."

I said and turned on the camera. Altorine, for now, made a guts pose. Why that pose? I didn't dare to ask. The photo was taken in an instant, and I showed the image to Altorine.

"...How is this possible? Is this the technology of the other world? It evolved this much in 130 years?"

She murmured with a very surprised face. To that, I said.

"...The other world is a world of humans, without monsters. The only ones who threaten life are other humans. But without that, I think it's possible to develop one's own technology."

I stated such an opinion. It was a bit forceful, or rather, a wild guess. I'm not good at complicated stories, so I tried to answer in a way that fit the atmosphere. Hearing that, Altorine said.

"There are no monsters. ...It's a wonderful world. To not have one's life threatened."

Altorine said with a smile. But to her, I said.

"...No, it's not wonderful. It's a world more hideous than this one."

I said with a serious face. Seeing my face, Altorine's expression became a little tense. I continued speaking.

"...My world is certainly safe to live in without monsters. But it is not a world without killing. People get injured or killed in squabbles between humans, or people who have been deceived by others and lost their property or family, or those who are mentally cornered commit suicide. ...It is a world filled with the ugliness of humanity."

I answered in a slightly angry tone. It's not that I was angry.

It's just that talking about it brought back various memories. Being treated unfairly at my company, becoming disillusioned with society and quitting. And a junior high school classmate who was forced to resign just for complaining a little, then getting tangled up with thugs and having his money stolen. I came to this world because I hated that kind of world.

However, just because I hate it doesn't mean I don't care what happens to Earth.

There are definitely people in the world who live honestly, have families, and protect what they have now. As long as it's not about deceiving people, I would be satisfied with any means. I don't want to bring unnecessary trouble to such a world. That's why I didn't tell the black market auction or that president about the other world.

At first, they wouldn't believe me, but with my skills and magic, and even bringing a live goblin, it would be easy for them to believe. I used to think about there being heretic hunters from Earth, but one day, it occurred to me. If the other side has a large number of people, then I should just increase my side's numbers. And if I teach all the related parties how to cross over to the other world, I can mass-produce humans with powerful abilities. After that, they could start a war with the priests, and after winning, they could do whatever they want, like world domination. I had such a thought once. But I didn't do it.

Because it's ridiculous.

To cause trouble for others with one's own selfish thoughts and actions is the way of a black company. This was something I had decided from the beginning. And I won't do anything about the priests. In other words, I won't do anything to advertise myself. I became somewhat famous at the secret auction, but it's in Japan, and it's a secret place, so I forcibly convinced myself that it wouldn't be discovered. It was a belated confirmation.

After I finished my story, Altorine said.

"...I see, so because there is no threat, there are many conflicts between humans. And the way they do it is by deceiving and trapping others. ...Just hearing about it makes me angry."

Altorine said with an angry face. I felt it was quite scary. At that time, Altorine said.

"...However, I have a question. If you were born in such a world, didn't you think of changing it when you came to this world and gained power?"

To this question, I replied.

"...This is a thought I came up with on my own, but would you mind listening to it?"

Altorine nodded at my words. I began to talk about the idea I had been remembering from the beginning. After I had finished talking, Altorine said.

"...I take back my previous words. It's true that changing the whole with an individual's idea can only be called a dictatorship. I said something very rude."

As Altorine bowed her head, I said.

"You don't have to go that far. I'm satisfied if you understand."

I said with a smile. At my company on Earth, no matter how much I voiced my opinion, no one would listen, and in the end, they presented the content I proposed as if they had come up with it themselves, and the people around them turned a blind eye to the fraud. I will never forget this despair. Compared to that, I felt grateful to Altorine for listening to all my thoughts. As I was thinking that, Tina said.

"That's a nice smile. Did something good happen?"

She asked with a scary smile. I immediately shook my head from side to side.

Altorine watched this exchange between the two.

At first, she had been wary of Shinsuke as a suspicious and dangerous person. In the monster subjugation, he was not only strong, but he also understood incomprehensible words. Her suspicions about him grew considerably. For that reason, she decided to take him to the station.

However, before that, she challenged him to a fight to learn more about his abilities, but for some reason, she ended up fighting his partner. As they fought, she realized his partner was also highly skilled. As expected of someone who partners with him.

Thinking that, she used her skill, but the result was defeat.

She was surprised when she was bombarded with questions and told the truth. About the other world, about her ancestors, about him. There was so much that her brain couldn't process it all. After a while, when her thoughts had settled, she held a dinner party to apologize for her rudeness. And the treasure of her family was a thing of the past in the other world. There were far superior items available. The truth was shocking to Altorine. A desire to see the other world welled up in her, but then he spoke of the darkness of the other world.

The ugly, filthy deeds of humans. Hearing that, she lost the will to go. But when she asked if he didn't want to change such a world, he said that it would cause chaos and lead to an irreversible situation. When she heard that, she understood the magnitude of his thinking. To care about others whom he has never seen or known. How many people in this world think that way? They are so preoccupied with themselves that even the guards and knights who work to help people only think about raising their achievements, and in the end, they only think about themselves.

Watching him and her getting along so well, Altorine's chest ached for some reason.

When the dinner party ended and their time at the mansion came to a close, the night had grown late. Altorine had apparently prepared rooms for us in advance, so we gratefully accepted her offer and decided to stay the night.



		
			Chapter 64

			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords, Part Two

			A certain place, somewhere.

...There was a round table, and around it were candles with blue flames, placed in a circle. This was the meeting place of the Seven Demon Lords.

There, Rumby the Fateweaver was explaining the recent commotion.

"...And so, that was the incident involving the use of humans. That is all, the end!"

Rumby concluded with a hint of desperation.

Redorza the Sage, who had been listening, commented.

"...A rather interesting way of fighting. It should be difficult to defeat a human blessed with good fortune, but... I suppose this is also knowledge from another world."

Redorza said, nodding repeatedly.

Rumby said.

"...I thought it would be quite a struggle too, but to be defeated so easily, honestly, I think I chose the wrong person."

Rumby said with an innocent smile.

Bamhal asked.

"...Rumby. Do you have anything else to say about your selfish actions this time?"

He asked with a hint of anger in his voice.

Rumby said.

"...I am very sorry."

She repented.

Bamhal, after a breath, said.

"As long as you understand, it is fine. ...You will be on probation for a while."

He handed down the punishment.

Harynair, as if she had been waiting, asked.

"Hey, Dragon King. It's okay to lift my probation now, right?"

She asked with a serious face.

Bamhal replied.

"...Very well. I have confirmed that you did nothing during your probation. Therefore, Harynair, I shall lift your probation."

Harynair expressed her gratitude and bowed her head.

Inside, she was overjoyed.

Now she could lay a hand on the human who had humiliated her. ...However, she wouldn't act immediately. She didn't know what kind of punishment she would receive if she acted selfishly again.

...It would likely be worse than probation.

So, she would volunteer when the next person failed.

...During the past month of sulking, she had been thinking about how to move. ...She had used her enchanting gas to strip the humans she had captured of their will to resist, and had them tell her about the state of affairs in each country, something she had never cared to know before.

Among them, she learned of a country that could be used and was in an interesting situation.

...Bamhal continued the meeting.

"...Well then, is there anyone who will go next?"

At those words, Redorza raised his hand.

"...Please leave it to me. My new experiment has just been completed. I would like to test it."

At those words, Lates the Thousand Poisons said.

"Wait a moment, Sage-dono. ...I would like to be allowed to go this time."

Lates said, raising his hand.

Redorza replied.

"Lord Thousand Poisons, I hate to say this, but the Otherworlder is a human with no knowledge of medicine. If you make a move, that will be the end of it. ...Our observation will be over."

At those words, everyone except Lates fell silent.

But the atmosphere was one of agreement with Redorza.

Lates said.

"...I am aware of that. For that reason, the new poison I have developed is one that can be easily detoxified even without knowledge. ...Of course, whether it can be detoxified depends on the strength of the human. ...*Shisshisshisshi*."

Lates said with a laugh.

They were curious about what kind of poison he had developed, but at least they didn't think he was lying.

Bamhal said.

"...Very well. Lates, you may go next."

At this decision, Redorza said.

"...Lord Dragon King. In that case, please give me an opportunity to test my subject. ...Its mind is on the verge of breaking, so I would like to let it rampage somewhere to relieve some stress. ...Would that be alright?"

At those words, Bamhal said.

"...Very well. However, do not do it near the Otherworlder. As long as it is far away, there is no problem."

Redorza expressed his gratitude at those words.

Rumby complained.

"Eeeh. Isn't that unfair? ...It's the same thing I did at the Church. ...Don't show favoritism."

To the complaining Rumby, Bamhal said.

"...In your case, it's because you acted on your own. If you had made a suggestion, I would have given it some consideration. ...Learn to behave a little more sociably."

Bamhal stated a social norm.

Rumby sulked with a dissatisfied look on her face.

Sidoor the Sword Demon, who had been listening, asked.

"...May I have a word, Lord Dragon King?"

At that question, Bamhal said.

"? How unusual. For you to voice an opinion? ...Speak."

At those words, Sidoor said.

"...Actually, one of my clan has been demanding to 'let me fight the Otherworlder.' ...I am holding him back for now, but I cannot predict when he might act on his own. ...So, like Sage-dono, may I let him rampage somewhere?"

At that suggestion, Bamhal said.

"...More and more unusual. The Minotaur tribe should not be one to seek out fights on their own. Why is that?"

To this question, Sidoor replied.

"...It seems he doesn't like that Otherworlder."

It was a simple answer.

Bamhal said.

"...In that case, how about letting him rampage around the border between the monster horde and the Empire? He can go wild there without any problems. ...Whether the Otherworlder will go there is uncertain, though."

At this proposal, Sidoor said.

"I am grateful. I will tell him at once."

Sidoor expressed his gratitude.

Bamhal turned his face to Redorza.

"So that's how it is, Redorza. Let your subject rampage somewhere other than there. ...Though I suspect you were planning to let it rampage in that town, weren't you?"

At that, Redorza said.

"...You noticed. I am no match for you."

Redorza said with a laugh.

Bamhal said.

"Are there any other opinions? ...If not, this meeting is adjourned."

With those words, everyone's figures vanished at once.

Just before disappearing, Harynair watched this exchange and smiled for a moment.

A certain village.

There lived the Minotaur tribe.

...A Minotaur approached the returned Sidoor.

"Welcome back, Sidoor-sama. ...How was the meeting this time?"

At those words, Sidoor said.

"Just in time. I have something to tell you. ...The fight with the Otherworlder was not approved, but a fight in a different location was. The border between the Empire and the monster horde. ...Whether the Otherworlder will go there depends on luck."

The Minotaur who heard the details of the meeting said.

"Really?! Thank you!! I, Danmes, will not fight in a way that would tarnish Sidoor-sama's name!!"

Danmes shouted with excitement.

Sidoor said.

"Calm down. You're being a little too hasty. ...We don't know if the Otherworlder will really go there, you know?"

At those words, Danmes said.

"It's fine!! He will definitely come!! I have a feeling!! Well then, I'm off!!"

He ran towards the location with an iron club in one hand.

...Sidoor watched his back and thought.

(I don't think Danmes can defeat Shinsuke, but it will be a very tough fight. ...If Shinsuke were to lose, then he is only a man of that caliber.)

Thinking that, he looked up at the sky.

Redorza's mansion.

It had the appearance and size befitting a nobleman's residence. However, its atmosphere was dark and gloomy, not a place people would willingly live.

In one room of the mansion.

In the laboratory.

"...And so, I would like you to rampage in a different location. ...If you're lucky, that human might hear rumors and rush over."

The one speaking was a being with the upper body of a human and the lower body of a horse. He was speaking to a Centaur.

The Centaur asked.

"...Where should I rampage?"

He asked with words filled with resentment. ...For him, it was a rage with no outlet.

Redorza replied.

"...The port town of the Kingdom."

The Centaur's expression changed completely upon hearing those words.

Seeing that, Redorza gave a faint smile and said.

"...That's right. The town where your life changed so drastically. Don't you think it's a fitting place to test your new body? ...Rodel?"

The Centaur was swayed by the sweet words.

...The former A-rank adventurer, Rodel, said.

"...Very well. I will rampage. I will use this new body and power I have acquired, and the demonic blade Dainsleif, to destroy that town!!"

He let out a cry of resentment.



		
			Chapter 65

			The Republic

			In the morning, we finished a breakfast of freshly baked bread and coffee and left the mansion.

The three of us were heading out together, but not for leisure.

Altorine was continuing with the town's reconstruction, while Tina and I had decided to set off for the Republic.

As for the entry ban, Altorine said she would have it lifted today. When we arrived at the gate, Altorine explained the situation to the soldiers, and they let us through.

Once outside the gate, Altorine spoke.

"Shinsuke, Tina. Thank you very much. I want to thank you again for stopping the mob's rampage."

She said, bowing her head.

I replied.

"Don't worry about it. We just did what we thought was right. It's embarrassing to be thanked so much."

I said, scratching my cheek.

Tina added.

"It's as Shinsuke says. It wasn't a request, and it makes us feel awkward."

Tina scratched her cheek in the same way.

Seeing the two of us, Altorine said.

"No, this is a matter of principle. ...Will you be coming back to this country again?"

Her face held a hopeful expression, and I replied.

"...I don't know. After we've seen the Republic, we're thinking of going to the Empire. ...If I recall, it's a straight road from the Republic to the Empire, isn't it?"

To this question, Altorine replied.

"...That's correct. If you're going to the Empire, you won't pass through this country. ...That's a little disappointing."

Her last words were too quiet for me to hear. I was about to ask her to repeat them when Tina interrupted.

"Let's go, Shinsuke."

She said, forcefully pulling my arm. I was dragged along, finding it a bit difficult to walk. Watching this scene, Altorine thought.

(...Tina. Does she already have a faint inkling? ...It truly is a shame.)

With that thought, she returned to the town.

Sometime later, the princess's party arrived at the gate.

Glad asked.

"...Excuse me. Is it alright for us to leave the city now?"

To this question, a soldier replied.

"Yes, it is. The city's security has improved, and the Holy Knight has instructed us not to halt the flow of traffic any longer. ...However, we will need to check your luggage as a precaution."

The soldier said and inspected their belongings. After the inspection, the princess's party passed through without incident.

Princess Olivia said.

"...Alright! Let's resume our mission! We're tailing those two!!"

Olivia said, raising a hand and pumping herself up. Glad replied.

"U-Understood."

At his somewhat unenthusiastic reply, Sakura said.

"Glad-san, please pull yourself together. This is what Lady Olivia has decided."

She admonished him. Glad steeled himself and renewed his resolve to continue protecting the two.

We retrieved our luggage and set off for the Republic in our iron cart.

Of course, I was the one driving.

It would take about three days to reach the Republic from the Church.

The journey was smooth. We were attacked by boars, goblins, and anacondas, but we defeated them all. Tina fought them alone, dispatching them with a combination of water and wind attacks. Watching her fight, I asked.

"...Come to think of it, Tina, you can use wind magic too?"

To this question, Tina replied.

"...I learned wind magic before we set out on our training journey. ...I thought I needed to improve, so I looked through all the grimoires, but I was only able to learn wind. ...After that, I studied from the manga Shinsuke had and trained."

She said, puffing out her chest.

A world where you can get stronger just by reading books. ...If the people I've met so far have gotten stronger by reading... I can't let my guard down. I have to work hard too, I thought, as we arrived at a large river.

There was a bridge spanning it, but for some reason, a crowd had gathered. Wondering what was going on, I got off the cart and approached. I asked a merchant who was there.

"Hm? ...Oh, there's a man with a spear standing on the bridge, and he won't let anyone pass. ...Apparently, he's saying, 'If you want to cross, you have to either beat me or pay me.'"

The merchant said with a sigh.

...I see, a tollbooth bully. What a nuisance. I wanted to retort, 'Did you build this bridge?' but this wasn't a world where such words would get through.

Thinking that, I approached the bridge.

On the bridge, a lightly armored man with a spear said.

"Hey, hey. How long are you all going to stand there? I already told you, if you want to cross, you have to either beat me or pay me. ...Hurry up and decide."

What a rude way of speaking.

Truly a nuisance.

Did you build this bridge? I wanted to retort, but this wasn't a world where such words would get through.

Thinking that, I said.

"...Hey, if I beat you, you'll let us cross, right?"

I said, stepping onto the bridge. The man replied.

"That's right. If you can beat me, that is."

The man said, readying his spear.

His stance wasn't bad. It looked like he had been trained somewhere.

I drew my mithril sword and took my stance.

It's been a while since I've done that, I thought, as I took the dragonfly stance.

"*Suuuu*... CHESUTOOOOOOO!!!!"

I shouted as I ran.

My face was like a raging torrent.

The man was surprised and bewildered by my shout and my expression. I didn't miss the opening.

The moment I got close, I swung at the spear he was holding. The spear was cut in two, and to the astonished man, I switched my sword to my left hand and punched him in the stomach with my right. The man clutched his stomach and writhed in agony.

I said.

"...My win. No complaints, right?"

I said with killing intent. At first, the man looked like he was about to say something, but faced with my killing intent, he fell silent. I said.

"Well then, we'll be crossing. ...Oh, and everyone else can cross too."

I called out to the people who were stranded.

The people's faces lit up with relief, and they began to cross the bridge one after another. As they passed, they kept thanking me. I returned to the iron cart and resumed driving.

On the bridge, the man muttered.

"...Damn it, I was supposed to save up money here and join the 'Men Loved by God' group."

I heard him mutter. I said.

"Oh, that group was all arrested, and it's been disbanded."

I said as I left. The man was dumbfounded.

After Shinsuke's party had crossed the bridge, the princess's party arrived.

"...Alright, let's go too."

Olivia led the way.

Glad muttered.

"But he wasn't here when we passed through. Did he just show up recently?"

To this, Sakura replied.

"That's highly likely. ...I don't know what he was thinking, but..."

Sakura sighed with a look of exasperation.

As the three of them were crossing, the man who was sitting down asked.

"Excuse me, may I ask something? ...Is it true that the 'Men Loved by God' group was arrested?"

To this question, Glad replied.

"Yes, that's right. ...I heard the leader was captured, and the other members were too."

He stated flatly. The man said.

"N-No way."

He hung his head in disappointment. The three of them left the man and crossed the bridge.

After crossing, Olivia said.

"...It seems that man was trying to earn money here to join that group. ...How foolish."

She said with a look of disgust. The other two agreed.

Tina and I were about to arrive at the capital of the Republic.

I said.

"We should be at the capital soon. We couldn't carry the monster pelts or magic stones from the Church, so should we just enter the city as we are?"

To this, Tina replied.

"That's right. ...However, it's unnatural for it to be moving without a horse. Even if you're moving it with a skill, it will definitely stand out. ...I'm sorry, but Shinsuke, could you pull it?"

She asked me a favor.

It's true, if we entered the city like this, we'd be the center of attention. Since I have the role of a scout, it can't be helped.

But for me, a hunter, to be a scout... life is truly full of surprises.

I got off the cart and pulled it. Since it was heavy, I changed the material of the iron cart to Weightless Stone. This made it almost weightless. The luggage and Tina on top were as light as feathers, and we moved smoothly.

At the city entrance, there was a gatekeeper, as expected.

"Halt. ...What is your business here?"

He asked in a formal tone.

I replied.

"To exchange goods. We've brought monster pelts and magic stones."

I said, showing him the contents of the cart.

The gatekeeper glanced at the cart and said.

"...You there, the beautiful lady. What is in that box?"

He questioned Tina.

Tina replied.

"Tools and food. These are not for sale, they are our personal belongings."

She said, showing him the contents.

Inside were ropes, potions, green armor, seasonings, and monster meat. Incidentally, the canned goods and machinery were hidden at the bottom of the box. It would be difficult to explain them.

The gatekeeper said.

"...Hmm, ...alright, you may pass."

He let us through easily.

'Aren't they a little too complacent?' I wanted to retort, but I kept it to myself. As I pulled the cart, I said.

"...Well then, first, let's go to the guild and sell the pelts and magic stones."

To this, Tina said.

"Oh, I forgot to mention, Shinsuke, appraisal at the guild is only in the Kingdom. In other countries, we use the disassembly shop next to the guild."

She told me.

...I almost made an unnecessary fool of myself.

I really thought that having a partner was necessary. We went to the disassembly shop and sold the pelts and magic stones.

Twenty silver coins and thirty copper coins. Not bad.

We went to a deserted alley, changed the iron cart into an iron box, covered the box containing the canned goods, changed the properties of the ground, and stuck it together. Now we don't have to worry about it being stolen.

We would take the bag with potions and ropes to the inn. Tina packed the green armor in a box. ...So she's going to do it. Thinking that, I carried the box on my back. It was noon, so we got a room at an inn first and put the box and bag in the room. Then, Tina and I decided to look around the Republic.

At the port of the Republic.

A ship arrived.

Several adventurers disembarked, all of them with strong bodies and sharp eyes. And descending, as if protected by those adventurers, was a man. Prince Alphonse appeared, dressed in inconspicuous plain clothes.



		
			Chapter 66

			A Quiet Time

			Prince Alphonse had landed in the Republic.

He had come to bring his sister back.

The time goes back four days.

In the Kingdom, in the office, Prince Alphonse said.

"...That is all for my sister's current situation."

He reported to the King with a bitter feeling.

This matter had already been briefly reported, and what the prince had just spoken of were the detailed contents.

The King, sitting in his chair, said.

"...*Haaa*... The tea is delicious today too."

He said while looking at the view from the window.

Seeing that figure, the prince said.

"?! Father! Please get a hold of yourself!! If you become strange now, the country will be in great trouble!"

To the shouting prince, the King said.

"Do not panic, Alphonse. I am aware of that. ...It's just that when so many unexpected things happen one after another, it actually becomes refreshing. ...If I solve all of these, I might be engraved in history as a rare king. ...Thinking that makes me motivated."

The King said with a faint smile.

Alphonse realized. His head was aching from the problems that were piling up all at once, and far from collapsing, he was actually becoming somewhat reckless.

It was a situation similar to a runner's high. The prince said.

"...Then Father. I will take a few knights to bring my sister back. Since we cannot make it public, I will have them disguise themselves as adventurers. ...I will also accompany them as the client who hired them. ...Father, I would like to ask you to handle this work."

What he handed over were documents about exports.

The prince said business-like.

"Recently, the export of ore from the Empire has increased, and we have received a letter requesting us to provide Adamantite. ...Apparently, it is necessary for a new material being created by the Empire's development center."

He explained the business contents.

The King, who received the documents, said.

"...The Empire, huh. They fight against a group of monsters, while the Kingdom is relaxing in a safe place. ...They badmouth us and have been repeatedly saying to sell them ore cheaply. ...The Kingdom is not safe either, but well, there is no meaning in such an argument. ...Let's have a meeting with the prime minister and the nobles right away."

He said while looking at the documents.

With this content, it was obvious that the nobles would object. Because Adamantite was valuable to them too. They would surely suggest that it should all be stored for an emergency. ...What kind of emergency it was for, I could generally guess, but I couldn't think about that now.

Seeing the situation, the prince said.

"...Well then, Father. I will be going."

To those words, the King said.

"Yes, be careful."

He took a curt attitude, but his words conveyed his concern.

The prince changed into noble-style clothes in his private room and approached the soldiers dressed as adventurers in front of the gate.

The soldier saluted and said.

"We have been waiting for you. The carriage is already prepared. Also, the arrangements for the ship have been completed."

He reported flatly.

The prince nodded and got into the carriage. Their destination was the Republic.

To bring back his sister.

Returning to the present, in the Republic.

When the prince arrived at the port, he said.

"...We will get a room here right away. It will likely be a long-term stay since we won't find her immediately. As soon as we have a room, we will first gather information. She probably hasn't done anything to stand out, so please investigate her knight escort. ...From Glad's atmosphere, he probably can't help but stand out."

He gave instructions to his subordinates.

They saluted with correct posture.

At that gesture, the prince said.

"...I should mention, you are not knights right now. You are adventurers hired by me. Please act accordingly. ...That was the behavior of a knight. ...I want to settle this peacefully."

He gave instructions again.

They were bewildered, but they bowed their heads and began to act. The prince looked satisfied and went with them.

We gathered information about the Empire while going around the shops.

We looked around the tool shop, weapon shop, and herb shop as if we were tourists. There was nothing noteworthy in the tool shop or weapon shop, but we found and purchased vegetables, or rather herbs, at the herb shop. I wanted to add a little something extra to tonight's meal.

After we had gone through all of them, around noon, we entered a cafe-like shop and were taking a break. While eating the coffee and sandwich that came out, I said.

"...I've asked around a lot, but the Empire's impression of the Kingdom is that they are in a safe place. ...That's a rather resentful thing to say."

I said with a sigh.

Putting together the information I had gathered so far, the Empire was constantly engaged in a life-or-death struggle with monsters, with not only injured but also dead. To compensate for the labor shortage, they were recruiting personnel from the Republic and the Church, and since the treatment was quite good, those in need of money were going to the Empire. At the same time, the Empire's technology development center was developing weapons using ore and magic stones. They had almost no holidays, which was the current situation in the Empire.

On the other hand, the Kingdom was relaxing because there was no threat, it had many mountain ranges, and there was an abundance of ore. In addition to that, there were monster pelts, magic stones, meat, fangs, and claws. There was a variety, and it was a rich country where it was not very difficult to catch them. From the Empire's point of view, it was an unbearably safe country.

Honestly, there was nothing that could be done.

What happened in that region could only be called misfortune. If it had been an incident caused by humans, various things could be said, but natural disasters do not change no matter what people say. There was nothing that could be done.

Only helplessness remained.

Monsters were the same. A sudden mass outbreak and strength, and many species that could not speak human language, so human negotiation skills were meaningless in front of monsters.

Violence against violence.

That was the only way.

As I was thinking that, Tina said.

"...Shinsuke, I generally know what you are thinking, but... please do not speak of it. Although this is the Republic, there are those who volunteer for the Empire, merchants from the Empire, and soldiers. ...If it reaches their ears, a commotion will occur."

She warned me.

I nodded and said.

"...I understand. I'll just think about it. ...Thank you."

I answered with a smile. Tina seemed relieved to hear those words and looked as if a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

Princess's Party.

In another cafe across the street, two people were drinking while watching the two of them.

Olivia, while drinking her coffee, said.

"This is nice. I don't know the details, but it's a good atmosphere♪ ...I feel like I could write a good poem."

She said with a happy face.

Seeing that, Sakura said.

"That's wonderful, Lady Olivia. ...However, His Majesty the King and the others may be making their move soon. ...I think you should be careful."

Sakura said worriedly.

Olivia put her cup on the table and said.

"It's fine. ...I'd like to say, but it's about time for my brother to make his move. ...I have to be more careful with my actions than ever before."

She was contemplating.

At that moment, from behind.

"As expected, Olivia. You have a fearsome intellect for my sister. ...However, you were too late."

At those words, the two turned around.

Standing there was Prince Alphonse. Behind him were three attendants. And Glad.

After looking at all the members, Olivia said.

"...Glad, what is the meaning of this?"

She asked with a serious expression.

Glad, looking apologetic, said.

"...I am sorry. I was seen entering this shop by the prince's knight. ...After that, when I stepped out, I was caught by the prince and confessed."

Glad said apologetically.

Alphonse said with a gentle face.

"Glad, don't worry about it. You were in a position like a victim too. ...There is no need to feel bad. ...Now then, Olivia. We are going to the inn where I am staying."

He said with a smile.

However, his eyes were not smiling.

Olivia thought that causing a scene here would be troublesome and gave up.

Night, Shinsuke's side.

Tina and I had dinner in our room at the inn. It was grilled fish, bread, and pumpkin soup. I took a bite of the grilled fish and felt the taste was bland. As expected. Thinking that, I decided to use the daikon I bought at the herb shop.

First, I made a grater, cut the daikon into a suitable size, grated it, and made grated daikon. I put it on top of the grilled fish and drizzled the soy sauce I bought at the Church on it. The taste became pleasantly bitter. Simple, but that was what was good about it.

Tina, who was watching, said.

"...May I have some too?"

As she said that, I nodded and shared some with her.

Tina ate it in the same way. Her face contorted a little, but she continued to eat it. It seemed she liked it. After finishing the meal, I was about to write a report when Tina, who had changed into green armor, said.

"...Shinsuke, may I have a moment? ...How long do you plan to stay in the Republic?"

To this question, I replied.

"...Let's see. I'll take on an adventurer's request here, and once I feel I've seen enough, I plan to go to the Empire. ...I'd say in a few days."

To this answer, Tina said.

"...I see. In that case, there are several old ruins in the Republic. If you go there, I think you'll find some fairly tough monsters."

She told me information about the Republic.

I was about to ask about the ruins when I heard a scream from outside.

A little while ago, at night, on the princess's side.

The prince and his party were staying at one of the top inns in the Republic. The princess's party was with them. After finishing a detailed debriefing, they had dinner.

While drinking coffee after the meal, the prince said.

"...Olivia, you've always said you wanted to be a bard, but... this time you've gone too far. ...Father is so stressed that he's actually become defiant and is working. ...To a worrying extent."

He said with a sigh.

Olivia said in a cheerful voice.

"That's wonderful. I'm glad I could be of help to Father."

She said with a beaming smile.

Seeing that, Alphonse said.

"...I meant that sarcastically."

He said with a hint of anger in his voice.

Olivia, as if the wind were blowing past her, said.

"...I'm just kidding, brother. ...If you get so angry, your wrinkles will increase, and you'll look old."

She said in a way that lightened the mood.

Alphonse put his finger to his brow and pondered.

He was about to say something when a scream was heard from outside.

A scream heard from both of their inns.

What on earth had happened?

Going back in time, to the gate of the Republic.

The soldiers were on night duty. They were more alert on night watch than during the day. Because night was the perfect time for bandits and monsters to attack. Amidst that, a human figure was seen approaching from the darkness.

The soldiers immediately readied their spears. However, the speed was slow, too slow for someone walking. They were suspicious but remained vigilant. When the figure came close to the bonfire, its identity was revealed. A woman in thin Japanese clothes was walking with an unsteady gait. The soldiers thought she had been attacked by bandits, put away their spears, and approached.

The soldier said with a worried face.

"Stop. ...What happened? You're in a terrible state. Were you attacked by bandits?"

In response to the barrage of questions, the woman kept her head down and did not answer.

The soldier was wondering what to do when the woman raised her face. The soldier was about to ask about her situation again, when the next moment, the woman suddenly lunged and bit the soldier's neck.



		
			Chapter 67

			The Beginning of the Incident

			A woman assaulted a soldier.

The attacked soldier couldn't immediately grasp what was happening. But when the pain shot through him, he struggled desperately to tear the woman away. Yet, her teeth were clamped down and wouldn't let go, and her hands gripped his shoulders with a strength that refused to release its prey. He let out a scream of agony.

A few soldiers emerged from the guardhouse near the gate.

They swarmed the woman, pinning her down. Freed from his attacker, the injured soldier retreated to the rear to get treatment at the guardhouse. The soldiers holding the woman down noticed something was off about her. Though she thrashed on the ground, she only let out strange cries and didn't stop resisting, just like a monster incapable of communication.

One of the soldiers holding her down ordered, "Be still! Stop this useless resistance!"

But the woman didn't stop struggling in the slightest. The soldiers decided to tie her hands and escort her to the guardhouse. All the while, she continued to thrash.

Just then, a scream echoed from the guardhouse. Leaving two soldiers to handle the woman, the rest rushed back. Inside, the injured soldier was attacking a medic. He was biting him, just like the woman had done. The soldiers stared in a daze before quickly snapping back to reality and restraining the attacking soldier.

One of them cried out, "What's going on!? Why are you doing this!?"

The restrained soldier didn't answer the question at all, only letting out bizarre shrieks.

He was just like the woman from before. What's more, when they looked at the bite mark the woman had left, they noticed something strange. It wasn't bleeding. There was no bandage on it, only the smell of antiseptic. They surmised he must have attacked during treatment. But more importantly, the wound wasn't bleeding at all. It was a serious injury that should have been gushing blood, yet there was none. It was as if the blood in his body had frozen. Baffled by the situation, a thought occurred to the soldier. Human in form, attacking even when injured. It was just like an Undead.

At that thought, the soldier immediately drew his sword and plunged it into the Undead's heart.

Another soldier who saw this shouted, "What are you doing?! What good will killing him do?!"

But the soldier who had stabbed him replied, "...Look. Even with a sword through its heart, it's still moving."

The other soldier looked at the fallen man. Even impaled, he was still moving, his struggles ceaseless. Fortunately, the sword was embedded in the ground, so he was flailing in place, unable to move.

Seeing this, the soldier gasped, "...Don't tell me it's an Undead! ...Which means that woman is too!"

With that realization, he immediately ran back toward the woman.

But it was too late. The soldiers escorting her had already fallen prey to the woman and been bitten. Seeing this, the other soldiers drew their blades in unison, thrusting them into the woman and the bitten men before severing their heads. Beheading an Undead would stop it for good. The two headless bodies collapsed.

The soldiers let out a sigh of relief. They were just glad the city had been spared.

But one of them said, "...Wait a minute. Weren't there two soldiers escorting the woman?"

He asked the question hesitantly.

The soldiers recalled the earlier exchange. It was true—two soldiers had been escorting the woman, for a total of three people. But there were only two bodies here. ...So where was the third?

As that thought crossed their minds, a scream echoed from the city.

Night fell upon the city streets.

A married couple was walking, heading home after a meal at a tavern. Along the way, they saw a soldier stumbling with an unsteady gait. 'Is something wrong?' the husband wondered, and approached the soldier.

"Are you all right? ...Pull yourself together," he said, grabbing the soldier's shoulders.

Suddenly, the soldier lunged forward and bit the husband.

His wife screamed at the sight.

Tina and I left the inn to find out what that scream was about.

We didn't have time to change, so I was in my normal work clothes, gripping my sheathed sword. Tina wore green armor, her own sheathed sword in hand. At a glance, Tina looked fully armed.

However, this armor was something I'd made for our nightly hobbies. Its strength and weight were comparable to aluminum—a single punch would dent it. To be blunt, it was purely decorative. Our gear was flimsy. If a horde of monsters attacked, we'd be able to do the bare minimum. But I had no intention of fighting for that reason. I'm a hunter. If the opponent is a monster, I can't run away. That's my rule.

Tina stood beside me, her resolve the same. I headed in the direction of the scream. People from the city were fleeing toward the port. I tried to ask what was going on, but they ran past with an 'it's not my problem' attitude. Bracing myself for some dangerous foe, I readied my weapon. A large group of people was walking from the direction of the gate. Their gait was slow and unsteady. It was a sight I'd seen somewhere before.

As I tried to recall, Tina spoke up. "Shinsuke, those people look injured. Let's help them right away."

She said this as she sheathed her sword.

But I stopped her. "...Hold on. Doesn't something seem off? ...If they were injured, they shouldn't be moving from that spot. ...Besides, that walk... I feel like I've seen it somewhere before."

I desperately tried to remember.

Tina looked unconvinced by my words. Just then, from another street, two adventurers approached the group of people.

One of them asked a woman, "Are you all right?! ...What happened?"

As he tried to assess the situation, the woman suddenly lunged at the adventurer.

The chain reaction sent the others swarming the adventurer as well. His partner tried to help, slashing at them with his sword. But the targets were unfazed by the cuts and attacked him too. The two adventurers were soon buried under the pile of people and disappeared from view.

Seeing that, it clicked. "...I remember now. This is a classic scene from a zombie movie. It's exactly how zombies attack the living. ...And that walk is the classic zombie shuffle."

After my explanation, Tina asked, "What's a zombie?"

To which I replied, "A zombie is a dead person who comes back to life. If they bite or scratch a living person, that person also becomes a zombie."

Hearing this, Tina's expression hardened. "...So they're Undead. They have similar traits to zombies."

Tina drew her sword again and took a ready stance.

I also readied my sword, facing the Undead.

After a moment's thought, I said, "...For now, let's make some noise on purpose to draw their attention, then lead them somewhere with no people. ...Sound good?"

Tina nodded at my proposal.

With that confirmed, I slammed my sword hard against the ground. A loud *clang* rang out. The Undead all turned toward us in unison and began to walk. The plan to get their attention was a success. Next, we would lead them into an empty alley.

Tina and I ran, making our footsteps loud. The Undead followed behind us. Their slow pace was a blessing; it gave us time to look ahead and confirm there was no one around. Once we found a place that was empty and not a dead end, we stopped and ran toward the horde of Undead.

I raised my sword. "Tina! I'm sure you know this, but they won't stop moving unless you take their heads off!"

To which Tina replied, "I know! You be careful too, Shinsuke!"

We charged in, lopping off the heads of the Undead with our swords. Their reactions were slow, making it easy to decapitate them. But there were so many of them—at least twenty by my count. And being Undead, they felt no fear.

At this rate, we'd be overwhelmed by their numbers. Just as I thought that, I heard voices from behind the horde. A part of the Undead group turned around. It seemed some capable people had joined the fray. To be honest, it was a huge help.

We pressed our attack with renewed vigor.

The Undead were annihilated.

There might be stragglers left in the city, but for now, I wanted to thank the people who had helped us. I stepped out of the alley. Just then, a man who looked like a knight appeared before us.

"Hey, you two! I don't know who you are, but that was beyond reckless!" he bellowed.

He seemed furious. And I couldn't blame him—we had taken on that many Undead with just the two of us.

With that in mind, I said, "My apologies. ...We were trying to act without causing any collateral damage, but it ended up being dangerous for us instead."

I approached the man as I apologized.

He was clad in full plate, carrying a large shield and a mace. ...His face looked familiar.

Just then, Tina spoke. "...Glad-san? ...What are you doing in this country?"

Glad? ...I remembered. He was one of Rodel's companions, the shield knight who fought Bardos in single combat and lost. So it was him.

Glad was panicking internally.

He had rushed to this commotion under orders from the princess and prince to check on the situation outside. If it were monsters, he was just to eliminate them. He had been searching with three knights the prince brought along. When he caught a fleeing person and asked what was wrong, they told him a horde of Undead had appeared. Hearing that, Glad immediately rushed to the scene. If it was Undead, they had to be dealt with quickly before it was too late. Just then, he saw two adventurers about to fight the horde. And they were even moving to a different location—their quick judgment was good. But to take on that group with just two people... what were they thinking?

Expressing his anger at their recklessness, he and his three knights headed toward them.

After the battle, he was about to yell at them when he approached and saw that the two were Shinsuke and Tina. ...How had he not noticed until now? It was because their clothes were different from usual. Shinsuke wasn't wearing armor, just a single sword. Tina had green armor and a sword. It made sense for Shinsuke to be in comfortable clothes at night, but to not wear armor when something happened was beyond reckless. And Tina was wearing green armor instead of her usual silver. She was properly dressed, but why? Why armor of a different color at a time like this? ...But more important than that, he was now struggling with how to explain this situation.

Called out by name by Tina, Glad suddenly fell silent.

One moment he's angry, the next he's silent. What's gotten into him?

With that question on my mind, I asked, "If I recall, you were hired as a soldier for the Kingdom. Are you here on some kind of business?"

At my question, Glad suddenly snapped out of it. "Th-that's right. I was ordered by the royal family to escort a merchant who is a purveyor to the crown. ...And with this commotion, I came to eliminate the threat so as not to worry the person I'm guarding."

He spoke with surprising eloquence.

As I listened to Glad-san's story, I looked at the shield he was holding. Bardos had destroyed his shield back then, so I figured he must have bought a new one. I decided to check its composition just in case. It wasn't something I did all the time, but I felt something intriguing from that shield.

The analysis result was: Iron 30%, Mithril 60%, Adamantite 10%.

...Adamantite?! That rare ore?! I was curious as to how and where he got it, but I decided to let it be.

I don't pry into people's private lives. It's important to have manners.

With that thought, I finished my conversation.

Along with Glad, the three adventurers, and Tina, I emerged from the alley.



		
			Chapter 68

			Their Respective Nights

			The commotion of the night was over.

Afterward, soldiers and knights arrived, and we gave them a brief explanation of the situation. They immediately headed into the alley, and we returned to our respective inns. ...I thought we might have to stay, but the soldiers were to handle the rest. That was the general flow of things.

Back at the inn, Tina and I discussed what to do next.

"...Undead," I said. "...Do they appear around here often?"

Tina replied, "...I don't know. But Undead usually appear in places with a lot of corpses, like battlefields or cemeteries. ...There shouldn't be any places like that nearby."

I mulled over her answer.

"...Hmm. It feels like every time we enter a new country, some incident occurs. ...It's almost as if someone's will is at work."

To that, Tina responded, "...Don't you think you're overthinking it? ...The incident at the Church seemed to have been in motion before we even arrived. ...And the reason for the riot was that they heard the voice of God—a completely insane reason."

Tina was trying to comfort me. I appreciated her words, because the thought that I was causing trouble for those around me was painful. ...However, we had encountered far too many incidents to dismiss them as mere coincidence.

It felt like I was being forced through a mandatory event in a video game. ...That's what it seemed like.

I wrote a report on the day's events and sent it off with a messenger bird.

Then, I made a certain proposal to Tina.

***

On the princess's side.

Glad and the others returned and explained the situation.

After the report, Olivia said, "...I see, you made contact with them... That couldn't be helped. Secrets are bound to come out eventually. ...You are not at fault. ...In fact, I'd like to commend your quick thinking in coming up with a lie on the spot."

She said it with a smile.

Glad couldn't tell if he was being praised or criticized, but he decided to keep quiet.

Prince Alphonse spoke. "...Still, Undead... It's too dangerous to stay here any longer. We will depart from this country at dawn. ...Is that clear, Olivia?"

To which Olivia replied, "Honestly, I want to object. ...But out of respect for you, dear brother, I will quietly return home."

She said it in a resigned tone.

Alphonse felt a mix of relief and suspicion. Relief that his sister had listened to him, and suspicion that their return to the Kingdom might not be so simple. He had a bad feeling. He just couldn't shake it.

***

In the Republic. The royal castle.

In his office, a man in his sixties dressed in royal attire was at work. His name was King Rukarl, the ruler of the Republic. He was a workaholic who worked twice as hard as anyone else, often staying up late. ...Into his room came another man in his sixties, the chancellor.

"King Rukarl, there's been a disturbance in the city. ...It seems Undead have infiltrated the streets," the chancellor reported.

As the chancellor panicked, the king calmly responded, "...What's the damage report?"

"Dozens of soldiers and civilians have been sacrificed. The victims also turned into Undead, spreading the damage. ...Currently, all have been subjugated, and we have strengthened patrols in the city and surveillance outside the castle gates," the chancellor explained plainly.

The king fell into thought for a moment. Just then, another person entered the room—a young man with pink hair, also dressed in royal attire.

"Father, I've heard the news," he said.

"...What is it, Lustolfo? ...This is an important time," the king replied.

To this, the young man, Prince Lustolfo, said, "I am aware. ...It's about the Undead. ...I doubt this commotion will end tonight. ...So, I have a proposal: why don't we hire adventurers?"

"...Why adventurers? Shouldn't we leave this to the soldiers?" the king asked, a natural thought for a ruler.

"...Of course, I have my reasons. Knowing you, Father, you're probably planning to order the soldiers to investigate the surrounding area tomorrow morning, aren't you?"

"...That's right. There may be more Undead. But moving at night is too dangerous. That's why we'll act in the morning," the king replied.

"A reasonable plan," the prince said. "...However, if this was intentionally orchestrated, using our soldiers would be dangerous. It would leave the country's defenses thin. ...Why not hire adventurers and have them investigate the area instead?"

The king considered this for a moment. "...Hmm. ...It is indeed strange that only a single wave of Undead would come to this country. ...If they intended a full-scale assault from the start, they would have prepared a large army. ...Yet they chose to do something that would only put us on alert. ...This suggests they have no intention of attacking, but they may be after something else. ...Is that what you're saying?"

The king voiced his conclusion and fell silent again. Then he spoke. "...Lustolfo. I will accept your proposal. ...Chancellor, please contact the Adventurer's Guild at once."

At this command, the chancellor bowed and left the room.

Now alone, the king asked, "...So, Lustolfo? ...What is your real objective?"

He spoke with a sharp gaze. The prince replied with a cool expression, "...What ever could you mean? ...I simply voiced what I believe to be the best course of action."

Silence flowed between the two. The air was cold enough to make one shiver.

The king sighed. "...We'll leave it at that. You may return to your room and sleep."

Resigned, the king continued with his work. The prince bowed once and exited the room.

Alone again, the king heard a knock on his door a short while later. "...Enter."

The person who entered was the chancellor, back again, holding a single letter.

***

As the prince walked down the castle corridor, someone approached him—a female knight with blonde twin-tails, carrying a trident on her back.

"Your Highness. Is your conversation with His Majesty over?" she asked.

"...Of course it is! Even a work demon like him will listen if you say something sensible, Bura-chan♪" the prince said cheerfully.

This was a complete change from the person he was just moments ago. Bura-chan, or Bradamante, said, "...You really only speak like that around me. Why is that?"

Bradamante asked with a sigh. "Because~! You're the only one who accepts the real me, Bura-chan. ...Everyone else gets all flustered and can't deal with me. You're the only one who can respond and talk to me right away♪"

The prince spoke happily.

With a look of resignation, Bradamante said, "Never mind. ...Ah, that's right, Your Highness. The ones who defeated the Undead were those two and the Kingdom's shield knight."

Hearing this report, the prince said, "...I see~. So it was them. ...Bura-chan, there's something I want to ask of you for tomorrow."

As the prince put his hands together, Bradamante asked apprehensively, "...It's not an unreasonable request, is it?"

"It's not difficult. Really," the prince said, his face turning serious as he began to explain.

An incident in the Republic.

What in the world happened? Who caused it?

***

In a forest at the midpoint between the Republic and the Church.

The woods were dense and completely untouched by human hands. It was a forest teeming with monsters.

...In a small clearing stood a large iron cage, big enough to hold at least twenty people. Inside, a group of bewildered people stood. ...They were dressed in traditional Japanese clothing and had no armor or weapons.

One of the men spoke. "...Damn it, what the hell is going on?! Why are we in a place like this?!"

He grumbled, cursing under his breath. Everyone else felt the same. These people were residents of Owari Village. They had been relaxing in their homes when they were suddenly overcome with drowsiness and fell asleep. When they awoke, they were inside this cage. It wasn't all the residents, but a mix of men and women, young and old.

They had no idea why they had been kidnapped. ...All they could do was wait. Just then, they sensed a presence from within the forest. Several skilled individuals took up unarmed stances.

What emerged was a grotesque monster with the face of an insect.

"...A pleasure to meet you. I am Lates the Thousand Poisons," the monster said. "...I have invited you all here today so that you may serve as my human thralls, administered with a new poison I have developed."

At these words, one of the men shouted, "Don't be ridiculous! You kidnapped us for a reason like that?! Who would ever work for you?!"

The other people voiced their agreement with his furious cry.

Lates replied, "Your will is irrelevant. When that one *bites* you, you will become my thralls by force. ...Let's have a demonstration."

He snapped his fingers.

From the back of the woods, a giant with a body three hundred meters tall appeared. It was bare-chested, wearing only shorts. Its face was expressionless. From the giant's back, four snakes emerged. The snakes glared at the people and lunged all at once.

Four people at the front of the cage were bitten by the snakes. ...The bitten people screamed and then stopped moving. Those nearby called out to them in worry, but there was no response. But in the next moment... the bitten people began to contort and cry out, and they started attacking the people near them.

The inside of the cage was a scene of carnage.

With no weapons and no escape, all the people could do was scream.

Lates watched this scene and said, "*Shisshisshisshisshi*. Cower in fear. Fall into despair. ...That is what we find to be such enjoyable entertainment."

He watched with a smile.

With his insect face, it was impossible to tell what kind of smile it was. ...After some time, the cage fell silent. The bitten people stood there, dazed.

Lates opened the cage. "Well then, just two of you, come out."

At his command, only two came out. The rest remained standing still.

Lates stood before the two. "Excellent. I will give you your orders. You will attack the Republic, and you will attack the Church. ...We have prepared a means of transport for you. Grab on and let them carry you."

Lates pointed.

There stood two giant flies. The flies each grabbed one of the Undead and carried them high into the sky. After watching this, a black mist appeared.

What emerged was Redorza the Sage.

Lates said, "Well, well, Sage-dono. What can I do for you?"

To which Redorza replied, "Nothing, I just came because I was curious. ...By the way, it seems you sent one to the Church as well. Why that country? ...Aren't those two in the Republic?"

At this question, Lates said, "It is nothing of consequence. ...In the Church, there is one who carries the blood of an Otherworlder, just like that human. I thought I would take the opportunity to see their strength. ...That is all."

Redorza replied, "...Hmm. Do you think the two countries will make a move so easily?"

At this question, Lates said, "That, I do not know. ...It would be nice if they did. ...That is the extent of my expectations."

With that thought, he looked up at the night sky.



		
			Chapter 69

			Investigating the Incident

			The next morning.

After eating bread and pumpkin soup at the inn, we left. Our goal here was to obtain information on the Empire. With that in mind, we headed to the Guild.

It was about the size of a gymnasium. Inside was a lobby, a reception desk, tables and chairs, and a request board. The layout and interior were the same in every country. We would talk to the adventurers here and casually ask for information about the Empire.

First, to act like adventurers looking for work, we headed to the request board. It was important to act in a way that wouldn't arouse suspicion. I went to the board and looked at its contents. There were various requests: gathering medicinal herbs, monster subjugation, ruin investigation, and so on. Just then, a powerfully built man emerged from the back of the Guild.

An adventurer who saw him muttered, "The Guild Master's out here. Did something happen?"

The Guild Master looked to be in his late forties, but his well-honed physique was that of a bodybuilder, making him seem younger than his age.

The Guild Master announced, "Alright, everyone, listen up! ...I'm sure you all know about the Undead that appeared in the city yesterday. ...Well, we've received a direct request from His Majesty the King regarding that matter. The job is to investigate the surrounding area. I want you to check if there are any more Undead. If you find any, subjugate them immediately. ...The duration is seven days. ...Also, whether you find Undead or not, the reward will not change. ...Those who wish to participate should gather at the gate at one in the afternoon. We'll be investigating some distant areas, so feel free to use horses if you want. ...Oh, and the reward is three gold coins. Your rank doesn't matter. That is all."

With that, he returned to the back.

The adventurers who heard this let out motivated cheers. ...Three gold coins just for an investigation was an exceptional price. Those who were participating left the Guild to prepare.

After a moment's thought, I said, "...Should we participate too? ...It would be suspicious not to, given the circumstances."

Tina nodded in agreement.

There were no adventurers left in the Guild. With no way to gather information, there was no point in staying. We went outside.

Just then, Tina asked, "...Well, what should we do now? ...Given the extraordinary reward, there's no doubt something unpleasant is afoot. ...For now, shall we look around somewhere?"

I agreed with her proposal.

We decided to walk around the city to procure some tools. ...After a while, we found a tool shop. It sold all sorts of things: potions, antidotes, tents, and other items necessary for travel.

However, there was nothing I wanted to buy, so we headed to the next shop.

The place we went to was an herb shop that sold a variety of ingredients: pumpkins, mushrooms, carrots, lettuce, flour, salt. Among the wide assortment of goods, I found something. Dried kelp.

I asked the shopkeeper about it. "Hm? ...Oh, that. It's an item that's been sold in the Kingdom's port town recently. You don't eat it by itself, but the broth you get from soaking it in hot water is exquisite. It's been selling quite well."

That's what he explained.

This was unexpected for me. ...To think that something I made just because I liked it was selling so well. I looked at the dried kelp, then around the inside of the shop. ...And a certain dish came to mind.

I bought up all the necessary ingredients.

***

On the princess's side.

They headed to the port with tickets to the Kingdom.

They thought they could board the anchored ship, but a crewman told them, "I'm sorry, but we can't set sail for a while."

One of the adventurer-style knights guarding them asked, "What do you mean? Did something happen?"

The crewman replied, "...Actually, a messenger bird arrived last night. The port town in the Kingdom was attacked. A monster appeared yesterday evening, and the town is said to be half-destroyed. ...We can't set sail until safety is confirmed."

That's what he explained.

Hearing this, Alphonse exclaimed, "What?! The port town was attacked? Then we must head there at once! ...Can't you give us permission to set sail?!"

To this, the crewman replied, "I can't. This is an Imperial Command from the royal family. No one is allowed to set sail, no matter who they are."

Alphonse was about to say something but stopped himself. The reason was that he had come to the Republic incognito. If he revealed he was royalty now, they would understand the situation, but in exchange, he would have to explain why he was in this country. If it were official business, fine, but coming to bring his sister back was a shameful reason for a royal. He had no choice but to remain silent. Alphonse and his group moved away from the area.

One of the guards asked, "...What shall we do? ...Perhaps you should just tell them you are royalty."

Alphonse replied, "No. ...The reason we're here is too embarrassing. ...Is there any other way..."

The prince and his retinue were deep in thought.

Olivia, too, was pondering. The Undead in the Republic. ...The destruction of the port town in the Kingdom. The timing was too perfect. ...Something organized was happening, she thought.

A female knight approached their party.

"...Excuse me. I am Bradamante, captain of the Republic's knights. ...You seem to be in some trouble?"

One of the guards replied to her question, "Ah, no. ...We want to go to the Kingdom, but it seems the port town has been attacked. ...My family is there, and I'm worried. ...I want to return immediately, but I'm troubled because the ship won't depart."

To this, Bradamante said, "...I see. ...In that case, the Republic is currently hiring adventurers to search for the Undead from last night. ...If you would cooperate, I could speak with Prince Lustolfo and arrange for a ship to depart... what do you say?"

At this proposal, Alphonse exclaimed, "Really?! Then we'll cooperate at once!"

He agreed with a very flustered expression.

At that moment, Olivia felt a sense of suspicion. Why would she ask for cooperation from complete strangers like us? ...If they've put in a request at the Guild, they could just leave it to those people. ...But she didn't say it out loud. Because they would arrange a ship for her. Olivia couldn't abandon her homeland's town now that it had been damaged.

As they left the port to prepare for the search, Olivia said, "Brother. I have a proposal. ...For this search, I would like to go with just Sakura, Glad, and myself. These three."

Alphonse responded, "No! ...It's a search for Undead, it's too dangerous. ...We'll leave this to the knights and wait at the inn."

To this, Olivia said, "Brother, don't you find this request... strange?"

Her words made Alphonse's face turn serious. "...What do you mean?"

Olivia continued, "First, the captain of this country's knights went out of her way to approach us. Since they've already put in a request at the Guild, there was no need to talk to us. And yet, she asked for our cooperation. ...Don't you think there's something else going on?"

Alphonse thought for a moment. "...That's true. ...But that's no reason for you to go, is it? You should stay with me in a safe place."

He said the most reasonable thing.

However, Olivia countered, "...Even if that 'something else' is a plot to harm us, the royal family?"

At this bombshell, Alphonse whispered, "Olivia, don't say such reckless things."

But Olivia continued fearlessly, "No, Brother. Let me say it. For you and I, both royalty, to be together here is convenient for the enemy. It makes us easy to dispose of. ...In that case, if the targets are in separate locations, even if one dies, the other can survive."

She said it with determination in her eyes. Alphonse saw no hesitation in his sister's gaze. A silence fell between them.

Alphonse was the first to speak. "...Fine. But there's no need for you to go. I can go. ...I have some knowledge of martial arts. I'm better suited for the search."

Olivia replied, "...I know you are strong, Brother. If anyone is going on the search, it should be you. ...But the enemy must think so too. The assassins they send on the search will likely be skilled. And the assassins sent for me, remaining in the city, will likely not be as strong. ...In that case, we should do the opposite. If you remain in the city, you won't lose to the weaker assassins sent after you. The probability of survival will be higher."

"What?! Wait a minute. That would put you in more danger, wouldn't it?! I can't possibly do that!" Alphonse shouted.

His anger was justified. There was no way he would do something that amounted to abandoning the sister he had come to retrieve.

Facing the angry Alphonse, a calm Olivia said, "Brother. ...The important thing is to protect the royal bloodline. Have you forgotten?"

At these words, Alphonse was at a loss for words. That was because, for the royal family, the most important thing was not to let the bloodline die out. It was what he, more than anyone, had to do. And yet, his sister had a stronger sense of royal duty than he did.

Feeling a sense of shame, Alphonse said, "...Fine. I will prepare for any eventuality here. ...Glad, Sakura. I'm counting on you to look after my sister."

At his command, the two silently saluted.

The three of them headed for the gate. Alphonse and his knight guards decided to walk around the city and think about what to do next. Meanwhile, the princess's party walked in silence toward the meeting place.

As they walked, Sakura said, "...Lady Olivia. Please don't stray too far. ...We don't know when an assassin might appear."

Glad was also on high alert at these words.

Olivia replied, "...There's no need to worry. Most of what I told my brother was a lie."

She said it nonchalantly. The two of them were stunned.

Glad was the first to recover. "...What do you mean?! A lie?! I don't understand what's what!"

He was so flustered his question was incoherent. Sakura felt the same way.

Olivia calmly explained, "It's true that this request for cooperation is strange. ...The timing of her approaching us when we were in trouble was too good, so I think there's something to it. ...Also, if they really intended to send assassins, there would be no need for the knight captain to make contact. They could have just acted silently. ...The fact that she spoke to us means we can assume they have no intention of harming us."

At this explanation, Sakura asked, "...But, Your Highness. Then why did you lie to Prince Alphonse?"

Olivia replied, "...It's obvious. Because there's a chance Shinsuke and Tina will also participate in this matter. ...This is a perfect opportunity to see their exploits with my own eyes. ...There's no reason to miss it."

She answered with a radiant smile.

At these words, a gloomy air settled over Glad and Sakura. So she told that lie, which might as well have been true, just for that? ...They wanted to say it out loud, but their opponent was royalty—a being to whom they must never say anything rash. Especially if she was the master they served. The two renewed their resolve to go along with the princess's selfish whim. However, Sakura felt a sense of relief inside. ...At least Lady Olivia would not be in any danger. But Sakura had forgotten one thing.

The place they were heading to was a dangerous one.

Bradamante, who had watched the three of them, was convinced that she had accomplished the request from Prince Lustolfo from the previous night.

Last night, the prince had said, "...Tomorrow, there will be some royalty from the Kingdom stranded at the port. Could you guide them to participate in this Undead search? ...Of course, I'll make sure to fulfill the conditions you mentioned at that time, no matter what."

To this request, Bradamante had replied, "...I don't mind, but why would you do such a thing?"

The prince had answered, "...The more fighting power, the better."

He said nothing more.



		
			Chapter 70

			Exploration and Cooking

			In front of the gate.

Countless adventurers had gathered there. Some were on foot, while others had prepared horse-drawn carriages.

We carried our tool bags, armed and armored. We were going on foot, without a cart.

When the meeting time arrived, the Guild Master appeared.

"...Alright, I'll explain the details again. This request is an Undead search. The duration is seven days. As of this morning, there were no Undead in the vicinity. Therefore, I want you all to search the forest several kilometers from here. Any questions?"

The Guild Master looked around.

An adventurer raised his hand. "Um... if we find and defeat an Undead, should we collect some kind of proof?"

The Guild Master replied, "...Hmm. In that case, their personal effects will do as proof—just the tools they are carrying. There's no need to strip their clothes. ...Well, this time the main goal is exploration, so you don't have to force yourself to fight. If you encounter them and can't win, run away immediately. ...Then, return to the city and report the situation. ...Whatever you do, complete your job alive. A dead person can't say they've completed the job. ...Remember that."

He imbued his final words with a powerful aura. The adventurers felt a slight chill.

It wasn't just the Guild Master's appearance; the fighting spirit he exuded was that of an active warrior. ...I braced myself.

To be a Guild Master with that much fighting spirit—wasn't it too early for a generational change? I wondered.

...Well, the Guild Master in the Kingdom's port town was a young woman, so I wasn't going to dwell on it.

Tina, beside me, said, "...Shinsuke. About this search, please don't be reckless, just as the Guild Master said. ...If you get even a small scratch from an Undead, you'll be infected. ...If you're going to fight, use only ranged attacks."

At her warning, I replied, "...True, I can't be overconfident even in full armor. I'll have to deal with them using magic or a crossbow."

I touched the crossbow at my waist. It had been a while since I'd used it, but I had no choice.

Confirming there were no more questions from the crowd, the Guild Master said, "...Looks like that's it. ...Then, move out!"

He gave the signal.

The adventurers set off all at once. Those on horseback headed for the forest ahead of the others.

We decided to go on foot.

After walking for several hours, we arrived at the forest entrance.

The adventurers who had been with us for most of the way went off in different directions. We also entered from a separate path. Even on a bright day, it was dim inside, with dense trees creating many blind spots.

As I moved cautiously, I asked, "...By the way, do Undead ever walk in the sunlight?"

Tina answered, "No. Undead are weak to sunlight; a single touch of it will stop their movements. They seem to know this instinctively, so they don't move when the sun is out. ...The exception is in places like this forest, where the sunlight is blocked. They can be active here."

Her explanation was helpful. ...So that's why the Guild Master ordered us to search the forest. It's just as they say: experience talks. ...With that thought, I drew my kodachi and began to investigate. In a place with this many trees, a longsword is not suitable for swinging. A weapon that allows for quick movements is more useful.

I had also given Tina a dagger, about the same length as a kodachi, in advance.

Furthermore, last night I had transformed the Mithril sword Tina was holding into an Orichalcum sword.

The reason was to increase our fighting power. Orichalcum is stronger than Mithril and can hold more magical power. By the way, when I offered to change it with `Matter Conversion`, Tina had an indescribable expression on her face. When I asked why, she said she was happy to have an Orichalcum sword, but she had complicated feelings because she hadn't obtained it herself. ...I understood what she meant, but I convinced her that it's better to use what's available.

After converting Tina's sword, I also made my sword Orichalcum. The result was a Japanese sword made of 50% Tamahagane, 40% Ferrocerium alloy, and 10% Adamantite. Since Glad-san's shield contained Adamantite, I took the opportunity to strengthen my sword. I had no intention of removing the Tamahagane, of course. ...Because a Japanese sword is a Japanese sword because of its Tamahagane. That was one thing I wouldn't compromise on.

During our search of the forest, we only encountered goblins and bears. We defeated them without difficulty and harvested their materials. ...The fur would be too bulky to carry, so I decided to leave it here.

As we did this, the sun began to set.

...Just as I was about to prepare for camping, I saw a bird perched on a branch. I took my crossbow, aimed carefully, and fired.

The bolt hit the bird. It would be tonight's dinner.

I started a bonfire, set up a pot, and filled it with water. All that was left was to cook with the ingredients I found in the Republic. ...First, when the water boiled, I added the dried kelp. When I thought the broth was sufficiently infused, I removed the kelp. Next, I cut the chicken, carrots, mushrooms, potatoes, and pumpkin into suitable shapes. I had found the potatoes in the forest. Then, I put the cut ingredients into the pot and let them simmer. When the vegetables were nicely cooked, I cut the dough I had prepared from flour into long strips, creating kishimen noodles, and added them to the pot. Finally, I added two Miso Balls, seasoned it with a little soy sauce, let it simmer a bit more, and it was done.

It was a completed Houtou, a specialty of Yamanashi Prefecture.

I created an iron bowl and served it. Since there were no chopsticks, we ate with forks. The taste was simple and light, consisting only of the broth from the kelp, miso, soy sauce, and vegetables.

The kishimen noodles were soft like mochi and had a satisfying texture. The vegetables were well-infused with flavor, and the pumpkin, which I had put in with the skin on, had become soft. In a word, it was 'delicious'.

I looked at Tina beside me. ...She was eating silently. Her expression was one of pure joy.

I asked her for her opinion on the taste. "...The flavor is light and easy to drink, and the texture of these kishimen noodles is not bad at all. ...Unlike pasta, they aren't very firm, but they're easy to eat this way."

Her evaluation was positive. I relaxed and continued my meal.

After we finished eating, I created an iron tent, and Tina and I spent the night there.

***

On the princess's side.

Olivia and her group were searching for Shinsuke and the others. They had seen them enter the forest, but after that, they had been following at a distance. ...However, they had lost sight of them.

But they didn't despair and decided to continue their search. While also hunting for Undead, of course.

Glad said, "Lady Olivia. ...Please don't stray from us. With so many blind spots, it would be easy to get lost."

Olivia replied, "I appreciate the warning. ...However, Glad, if we're attacked while bunched up, we won't be able to move and will just be wiped out. There will be times when we have to separate. ...In that case, let's leave a mark. If we get separated, we can regroup here."

She carved a large X on a suitable tree. It was conspicuous enough to be easily found.

Glad said, "...I see. There was such a way. ...As expected of you, Lady Olivia. This Glad is still lacking in training. I am ashamed."

He bowed his head.

Olivia replied, "There's no need to take it so seriously. ...More importantly, let's continue the search. This forest seems to be larger than I thought."

She forcibly changed the subject and gave her orders.

Glad saluted and once again took the lead.

Meanwhile, Sakura was deep in thought. Yesterday, when she heard the description of the Undead from Glad-san, they were apparently wearing the traditional clothes of Owari Village. Something must have happened in the village. ...Not that Sakura cared what happened to the village.

What was more problematic was the shrine in the village. There was a weapon there that was said to have been favored by a daimyo named Nobunaga, who founded the village in the old days. However, she had heard as a child that it was sealed away for a long time because it was too dangerous. If that had been taken, Lady Olivia's life would be in danger.

Sakura decided to tell the two of them about Owari Village tonight.

***

Night. Camping.

A C-rank adventurer party from the Republic—two swordsmen, one magician, and one scout—were gathered around a bonfire, discussing their plans. To this party, the Undead search was, frankly, a matter of indifference.

No matter how dangerous the Undead were, finding them in this vast forest was nearly impossible. Even if they did find one, close combat carried a high risk of infection. They could attack from a distance, but this party's main attack method was close-range, with ranged attacks only at a support level.

They were an unsuitable party for Undead subjugation.

The leader, a swordsman, said with a laugh, "...Well then, let's just do a half-hearted search of the forest and gather some monster materials. ...For this request, we get paid even if we don't try to fight them."

The other members laughed as well. To them, the city's crisis didn't matter; as long as they could make money, that was all that mattered. Even if the city was half-destroyed, they could just go to the Church or the Kingdom. A C-rank party had no problem going anywhere. ...Just as they thought that, they heard a sound from the bushes.

The four of them grabbed their weapons and took fighting stances.

What emerged from the bushes was a large, bare-chested man. They looked at him strangely. It wasn't just his appearance, but more than anything, his expression was too blank. ...Even if he were a bandit, he would have said something. With that thought, they kept their distance and didn't approach. The leader, holding his sword, said, "...For now, try hitting him with some magic. ...We'll attack while he's stunned."

He gave the order. The magician acknowledged and unleashed fire magic. A fireball flew straight toward the large man. The man didn't dodge and was hit directly.

They felt it was anticlimactic. They had been on guard, but it seemed he was just a scarecrow. Just as they felt a sense of relief... they saw the large man walking toward them, engulfed in flames.

'Impossible,' they thought. Normally, if your body was on fire, you would roll around to extinguish it. But the large man didn't try to put out the fire and walked calmly.

Seeing this, the frightened scout said, "Leader, isn't that guy bad news? ...Shouldn't we run?"

The leader replied, "...Alright, throw something to distract him. We'll escape in the confusion."

He gave the order to retreat. They didn't do anything dangerous. Their lives came first.

All of them agreed and threw their luggage with all their might. Just before it hit, the large man swatted the luggage away with his right arm. The force of the blow extinguished the fire on his body. His figure had almost no burn marks; it had had no effect.

They decided to run with all their might. ...'We can't win,' they felt.

Just then, four snakes appeared from behind the large man and headed for the adventurer party all at once. Seeing this, they felt a sense of eeriness and at the same time, they knew that if they were bitten by those snakes, they would die. ...As they fled with that thought, the magician tripped.

The magician cried out, "Ah, aaaah! H-help me!"

He reached out his hand. But no one went to help him. They had no sense of camaraderie.

The magician was bitten by one of the snakes and let out a scream.

The remaining three used the trees to escape. But the three snakes moved with unpredictable motions and pursued them.

...As the leader was running, he heard the screams of the other two. But he ignored them and continued to run.

He was confident he could escape. Just as he thought that, someone suddenly emerged from the shade of a tree and collided with him.

The leader, who had taken a spectacular fall, shouted, "You idiot! Where are you looking?!"

The person he had collided with stood there without saying a word. The leader, irritated by this, grabbed the person's shoulder with his left hand and was about to complain.

...But that was a fatal mistake.

The person whose shoulder had been grabbed slowly turned around. Their face was vacant and expressionless. ...The leader immediately sensed danger, but it was already too late. The person bit the leader's left hand.

The leader screamed and pulled away. As he backed away, he bumped into something.

When he turned around, there were five people with the same expression.

...The leader realized. It was over. He had thrown away his weapon because it was a hindrance while running. In other words, he was unarmed.

From there, he was attacked by the six Undead and bitten to death.

***

On Shinsuke's side.

After cleaning up in the morning, we continued our search. However, without any clues, I couldn't think of any other method than to search blindly.

After half a day of searching, we discovered a cave.

However, its entrance was marked by something like a stone torii gate. It had clearly been touched by human hands.

Seeing this, Tina said, "...This is a ruin. They say there are many valuable items inside, but I hear there are also many powerful monsters, so it's mostly unexplored. ...I think it's best not to meddle with it now. ...We have our hands full with the Undead."

She warned me.

I agreed. If we provoked the monsters inside and they chased us as we fled, we would have to deal with both the Undead and powerful monsters. I wanted to avoid that at all costs. However, I was curious about what was inside the ruin.

I'm a hunter, but I'm also curious.

Just as I was thinking that, I heard the sound of a branch snapping. We turned in that direction. The other party was also on guard and didn't emerge. ...I activated `Detection`.

In that direction were five blue lights. Since they weren't red, they didn't seem to be enemies.

I called out, "I'm the adventurer Shinsuke, working on a request from the Republic. If you're not an enemy, please come out."

As I shouted, four people in knight's armor emerged from the forest.

I recognized their attire.

...Just as I thought that, the last person came out. It was a familiar face.

It was Altorine, the knight captain I met at the Church.

She said, "Shinsuke? ...What are you doing working in a place like this?"

She asked, looking puzzled.



		
			Chapter 71

			Reunion and a Mid-Boss

			Our reunion was unexpectedly short.

The Church should be busy with reconstruction efforts right now. ...So why was she here? I wondered, and asked.

Altorine explained, "...An Undead appeared at the Church. ...Luckily, it was just one, so we were able to subjugate it quickly. ...However, thinking there might be more, we immediately formed an investigation team. I took command and came this far."

That was her explanation.

To that, I replied, "An Undead appeared there too? ...An Undead showed up in the Republic as well. Here, the damage was significant, with twenty casualties, and the royal family issued a request to the Guild for an Undead search."

At my explanation, Altorine's face grew grim. "...So that's what happened. The situation seems more serious than I thought. ...Shinsuke, I have a proposal. From here on, why don't we work together to resolve this?"

At her proposal, I exchanged a look with Tina. The offer itself was welcome; having a skilled fighter on our side would be reassuring. ...But was it something she could decide on her own? Without consulting the knights behind her? I asked her about that.

Altorine replied, "...It's true, we have our pride as knights, but now is not the time for such things. If we don't hurry, the damage will only grow. ...I don't want to be one step behind ever again."

She said it with a bitter expression. ...She was probably recalling the riot at the Church. She must be regretting that if she had acted sooner, such a tragedy wouldn't have occurred. ...No one could have predicted something like that would happen, I wanted to say, but I generally understood her personality.

She was serious. ...So serious that if something happened, she was the type to blame herself. She would almost certainly never consult with a close friend. ...Not because she was afraid of showing weakness, but simply because she didn't want to be a bother. Just as I was thinking that, a sound came from the forest.

Everyone turned their attention in that direction. ...Naturally, with weapons drawn.

I activated `Detection`. All I could tell was that there were two blue lights and nine red lights. But then, one of the blue lights was swallowed by the countless red lights and vanished. ...And the number of red lights increased to ten.

...There was only one conclusion to be drawn from this.

As I readied my sword, I shouted, "A horde of Undead is coming. Be very careful!"

The knights switched from swords to bows and took aim. It seemed they knew the terror of the Undead. ...I followed their lead and readied my crossbow. And then, a single man emerged from the undergrowth. From his appearance, he was an adventurer.

He saw us and cried, "H-help me! ...They're right behind me!"

He stopped and pointed behind him with his index finger.

Seeing that, I yelled, "You idiot! Don't stop! Get over here now!"

But it was already too late.

An Undead lunged at the man from the bushes. ...The man was helpless as he became prey for the Undead. No one went to help him. It couldn't be helped. The moment he was bitten, he was as good as dead.

The knights lit the arrows they were holding. ...I could tell immediately that they had used magic. ...I see, so fire is effective against Undead. Just like in a game. I did the same, setting my bolt alight. ...And then, the Undead appeared from the undergrowth.

There were nine of them. The man from before and the one he was with got up, now Undead themselves.

...A total of eleven.

...Just as Altorine said, the damage would only grow. The weather was clear, and we were in an open area. The Undead were in the shade of the trees. ...They shouldn't be able to advance from there; we could just pick them off from a distance. ...But the Undead emerged from the shade without any hesitation.

...Impossible, I thought. They should stop moving if they're hit by sunlight. But they didn't stop and continued to walk toward us.

At this sight, one of the knights said, "That's impossible... Undead are supposed to be weak to sunlight." ...He was shocked. The others felt the same.

As unease spread, Altorine said, "Calm down. No matter what unexpected things happen, what we have to do remains the same. ...Everyone, draw your bows!"

She gave the command.

The knights regained their composure and drew their bows in unison. ...I also readied my crossbow. Tina stood beside me with her sword drawn, ready to support me.

With everyone in position, Altorine commanded, "...Fire!"

The arrows were loosed all at once. They flew straight toward the horde of Undead and struck their bodies. ...Normally, an arrow sticking into an Undead wouldn't stop it, but these arrows were on fire. So, the moment they hit, the Undead burst into flames.

The Undead offered no resistance as the flames spread, and they eventually collapsed. We followed up with another volley of fire arrows. ...Some missed, but they stuck in the ground and burned.

The Undead unhesitatingly stepped on the flames, and their bodies immediately caught fire. ...We continued this attack, and after confirming the last one had fallen, we immediately started to extinguish the fire. If we left it, the forest would burn, leading to a major disaster. ...Tina was the first to act.

She activated water magic on her sword. "Water Shoot!"

As she shouted, the water shot straight toward the flames. It was like a firefighter's hose, spraying water evenly. The fire was quickly extinguished, and the job was done.

Seeing this, Altorine said, "...Good work. Now, let's resume the investigation immediately. The person from before seemed to be an adventurer, and among the attacking Undead, there were some dressed like adventurers. ...It's highly likely that adventurers who went out to investigate were turned. ...We will proceed under the assumption that the number of Undead has increased."

She gave her orders.

I agreed with her. ...Even an adventurer can slip up. And the opponent isn't a monster, but an Undead—a troublesome existence that multiplies when it bites. ...I felt that we wouldn't be safe until every last one was dealt with. Just then, a large number of birds flew up from a section of the forest.

Since ancient times, a large number of birds taking flight has been a sign that something has happened.

I said, "...Altorine. It looks like something happened over there. Is it alright if Tina and I go ahead and check it out?"

Altorine replied, "...Yes. I understand. If there are Undead, please lead them here. It's difficult to fight in the forest. ...Be careful."

She said.

I nodded and went with Tina.

...After running through the forest for a few minutes, we reached the location.

There, a large, bare-chested man was holding an adventurer by the head with his right arm, gripping him in a vice-like hold. ...Around them lay fallen adventurers. They weren't moving; they seemed to be dead. And the struggling adventurer was swinging his sword at the large man. But it didn't leave a single scratch on his body.

...The large man crushed the adventurer's head with his grip.

I immediately sensed that this large man was the root cause.

Just then, the large man turned toward us. ...His face was expressionless. He spotted us and began to walk in our direction.

I said, "Tina, let's get out of here now."

Tina nodded. She seemed to have sensed it too. ...The danger of the large man.

We ran with all our might. Our destination was where Altorine was.

We weaved through the trees, occasionally looking back. The large man was following us, walking. I felt we could make it, but... if this development was similar to that game, wasn't this pattern a death flag? As I thought that, I took a certain action. I picked up a small stone and threw it toward the large man.

...I wasn't trying to hit him. The stone either fell to the ground or hit a tree. The large man reacted to the sound and looked toward the tree.

Tina shouted, "What are you doing?! Hurry up and run!"

I couldn't blame her. I quickly explained, "I got a bad feeling from that big guy. ...If I throw a stone and draw his attention, he won't be able to pull anything."

Indeed, the large man was looking at the tree, standing still. ...But he soon turned back to us and started walking again.

Seeing that, I thought, (Alright! ...It seems that if he senses something just as he's about to make a move, he'll stop and check the situation. ...And if there's nothing, he'll resume the chase. ...He's just like a robot.)

I quickly summarized the large man's behavior in my head.

...He really does act like a mid-boss from a game. Well, thanks to that, I have a rough idea of his pattern, which is helpful, but I won't let my guard down.

...There's no 'continue' in this world, after all.

We broke through the forest. Ahead of us was the ruin where Altorine and the others were—the place we started. Relieved, I immediately headed toward them.

After somehow managing to regroup, I said, "There was a large man right there. An Undead. Several adventurers were killed."

I explained briefly.

The knights readied their bows. ...Then, the large man emerged from the forest. Expressionless and silent. He exuded an eerie, unsettling aura. Altorine and the others must have felt it too, as they lit their arrows.

And then, "...Fire!"

At Altorine's command, they loosed their arrows in unison.

The fire arrows flew straight toward the large man. He didn't dodge and continued to walk straight ahead. The fire arrows hit him, and he burst into flames.

The battle was decided. Everyone thought it would be over once the large man fell.

That's why they couldn't react immediately to the next sight.

Despite his body being engulfed in flames, the large man didn't fall. Just then, four snakes appeared from his back. ...Their appearance resembled the robotic arms developed by an enemy scientist from a certain movie. ...As we stood there stunned, the four snakes turned their eyes toward us all at once.

Seeing that, Tina shouted, "Everyone, intercept them! Bows are useless!"

Her loud cry snapped us back to our senses. We threw down our bows and crossbows and drew our swords. ...We slashed at the attacking snakes. ...Their movements were simple and easy to deal with.

Just as I let my guard down around the headless bodies, Altorine shouted, "It's not over! Their heads will regenerate immediately!"

Her loud cry was a warning. I looked again and saw new heads growing from the bodies.

Regeneration. ...A power that could be called common sense in this other world.

I was being too careless, I scolded myself. I was about to focus on the snakes again, but something was bothering me, so I distanced myself from the snakes and asked Altorine, "Can I ask you one thing? How did you know they would regenerate? ...Do you know something about that Undead?"

Altorine replied, "No, I don't. ...I knew they would regenerate because of my skill, 'Foresight.' It allows me to see events that will happen ten seconds from now."

She explained it simply.

What a convenient power, I thought. ...Even if it's only ten seconds, I can't think of any other ability that would give such an advantage in battle.

As I was thinking that, the snakes didn't attack but returned to the large man and suddenly wrapped themselves around him. I wondered what they were doing, but I soon understood. They were putting out the fire.

But if that was the case, they should have done it from the start, I thought, but that thought quickly vanished from my mind. The opponent was an expressionless being who only acted in a monotonous way. It probably had no capacity for thought and could only eliminate the enemy in front of it. ...More and more, he seemed like a game's mid-boss. In that case, it's natural to assume that this wasn't a naturally occurring phenomenon, but that someone had created it. I don't know who made it, but it was an extremely troublesome existence.

As I was thinking that, a sound came from another direction. Just as I thought it was a new enemy, three adventurers emerged. I didn't recognize two of them, but I knew one. ...It was the shield knight I met in the city, Glad.

Tina exclaimed, "Glad-san?! ...What are you doing here?!"

It was an unexpected reunion.



		
			Chapter 72

			An Abnormal Existence

			A reunion with the shield knight, Glad.

Why at this timing? Let's turn back the clock a little.

They had been searching for Shinsuke and the others in the forest while subjugating Undead. Glad defended with his shield while bludgeoning them with his mace, and Sakura overwhelmed them with her spearmanship. ...So far, they had defeated about ten.

Amidst this, Olivia said, "...I want to help too, but with only my self-defense skills, I don't think I can beat an Undead. ...May I leave it to you?"

Glad replied with a slight smile, "Of course. If you were to be injured, Lady Olivia, my head alone would not be enough to atone for it."

Sakura wore a similar smile.

Olivia was aware that she was a burden to the two of them. ...But seeing their attitude, that they didn't mind, she felt a small sense of relief.

Just then, they heard human voices from a distance.

...Thinking someone was fighting an Undead, they headed in that direction. ...The reason was their objective to prevent any further damage. She hoped that Shinsuke and the others would be there, but if they were, it would be a little awkward. Because explaining why she, a royal, was here would be a hassle.

...Aware of her own contradictory thoughts, she headed in that direction.

***

Back to the present, on Shinsuke's side.

Glad and two women emerged from the forest.

The two women were lightly armored, but from their movements, I could tell they were quite skilled. ...The three of them looked at the large man and us. The woman with the short sword seemed to be talking to Glad.

Glad said, "...I have a general grasp of the situation. ...We will assist you."

He readied his shield and mace.

The woman with the spear also readied her weapon. The woman with the short sword fell back. ...It seemed she might be a scout. Scouts mainly deal with intelligence gathering and aren't skilled in combat. ...The only reason Rumily was able to fight so well was because she was exceptional.

...Damn it. I'm thinking too much. Focus on the big guy.

...The large man had stopped for a moment, looking at Glad and the others. Perhaps he was registering them as enemies. ...We didn't miss that opening. Altorine's group and I unleashed fire magic all at once.

Fireballs were launched in succession, hitting the large man. ...He was engulfed in flames. ...But he didn't fall. On the contrary, he started running toward us while on fire. Everyone except me was surprised by this action.

An Undead running. ...That alone was impossible.

But I had some idea of what was happening. ...If that thing was a mid-boss, running would be a simple matter. As it ran, the flames went out, and there wasn't a single burn mark. The large man was about to attack us with his right fist. The others were slow to react, but I was able to act immediately.

I took a stance. "Thunderclap Incarnation!"

I enhanced my body with lightning magic. I blocked the large man's attack with my sword. ...It was incredibly strong. I tried to parry it, but it was too powerful. It was all I could do to just block it. The large man was about to follow up with his left fist when Tina blocked it with her ice sword.

But she couldn't hold it back and was slowly being pushed back.

...This is bad, I thought. Just then.

"Shield Attack!"

Glad attacked the large man from behind.

A powerful impact, but the large man didn't even look back, though the force of his attack lessened slightly. ...In that opening, Tina and I disengaged. The large man changed his target and turned his gaze to Glad. Glad quickly moved away, but the large man sprouted four snakes from his back and was about to attack him. ...But the spear-wielding woman jumped in to help.

With brilliant and fluid spear work, she instantly lopped off the four snake heads. While they were regenerating, Glad and the spear wielder retreated. In that opening, the knights imbued their swords with fire magic and attacked from all four sides.

However, his body didn't catch fire, and what's more, there wasn't a single cut. He took no damage at all. ...Seeing this, I thought something was strange. The first attack, the arrows, had pierced his body. But sword attacks weren't working.

...Perhaps thrusting attacks were more effective than slashing? I thought, and shouted, "Serpent Sword!"

I extended my sword using my `Matter Conversion`. It struck the large man, but it didn't pierce him at all.

This is bad, I thought. "Thunderbolt!"

I unleashed lightning magic.

The large man was slightly stunned and stopped moving.

Altorine seized the opportunity. "'Charge' Skill!"

She activated her skill and charged. The large man hit an invisible wall and lost his balance.

Altorine imbued her sword with light magic. "Flash Sword!"

She unleashed a slash of light.

She lopped off the large man's head. This time, the battle was decided. No matter how strong he was, he was still an Undead; if you cut off his head, it's over. That's what everyone thought. But it wasn't over. ...The large man didn't fall.

...On the contrary, his head regenerated in an instant. ...The large man shook his head from side to side, as if doing a light warm-up.

One of the knights said with a frightened expression, "...Impossible. ...What is that monster...?"

Unease spread among the other knights. And it was no wonder—an Undead that didn't fall even when its head was cut off. ...I didn't know what to do.

No weaknesses, and if you get bitten, it's over. How were we supposed to deal with an opponent like this? ...Anything, any power would do.

...I want it. I wished for it strongly.

Just then, the world turned black and white.

I had felt this sensation before, during the fight in the arena.

...As I was thinking that, a voice came from somewhere.

[...Skill `Discernment` acquired.]

At these words, I thought, (What does this skill do?)

The voice replied to my question, [...`Discernment` allows you to see a target's individual characteristics, nature, abilities, magic, weaknesses, and so on. However, if the opponent is of a higher rank, it may be difficult to see their weaknesses.]

That's what it answered.

I thanked it from the bottom of my heart. It was the perfect ability for this situation. I acknowledged the end of the explanation.

...The moment I did, the colors of my surroundings returned to normal.

Everyone around me was on guard against the large man, keeping their distance.

I said, "Activate `Discernment`."

I activated the skill. The moment I did, words appeared around the large man's body. ...It was like a library function from a game.

Individual: Deceased Person. Nature: Regeneration, Infection, Domination, Super Strength. Abilities: None. Magic: None. Weakness: Controller Exists.

...So this is what it's like, I thought, and when I looked at the weakness, it said there was a controller. In other words, this thing was a puppet, and if I defeated the controller, it would be over. While `Discernment` was active, I saw a glowing line on the large man's body. ...The line led into the forest.

After seeing that, I shouted, "...Tina! Buy me some time! ...I've found a way to beat this thing!"

Tina acknowledged. ...I followed the line and headed into the forest. The large man saw me and tried to chase, but Tina shouted, "I won't let you! Aqua Machine Gun!"

A spray of water bullets was unleashed like a machine gun.

The large man flinched and fell to one knee. A single shot didn't have much power, but the continuous barrage stopped him. In that opening, I followed the line.

I entered the forest and reached the shade of a tree a short distance away.

...There, I found a single fly.

The fly seemed to have spotted me and took off. ...But since I could see the line, it was easy to follow. I swatted it down with my sword like a flyswatter. ...The fly that fell to the ground was still alive, so I squashed it with my foot.

Meanwhile, Tina and the others were holding off the large man.

...Just then, the large man suddenly collapsed. He didn't move, and his body decayed and turned to dust.

Altorine and the others cheered, victorious. ...Olivia and her group were also celebrating.

Carrying the dead fly, I returned to where everyone was.

I could hear the cheers, so I was confident we had won. ...When I appeared, Tina ran up to me.

"Shinsuke! I'm so glad you're safe! ...What on earth happened?!" she asked.

The others were also looking at me. I gathered everyone. ...After they had gathered, I showed them the fly in my hand.

Altorine asked, "...What is this fly?"

I replied, "...During the battle, I acquired the skill `Discernment`. When I activated it, I could see information about the large man. ...It said his weakness was a controller. ...Then, I saw a glowing line from the large man, and when I followed it, it was connected to this fly."

That was my explanation.

Everyone was surprised. And it was no wonder. ...To think that a fly like this was controlling him, their reaction was natural.

After seeing that, the woman with the short sword muttered, "...It's hard to believe this insect occurred naturally. ...It's more convincing to think someone created it."

...True, if this fly had such a special ability, there's no explanation for why no one knew about it until now. ...It's natural to assume that some madman recently created it in their research. ...But to think that far just by looking at it... I asked, "...Excuse me, Glad-san. Who is that woman?"

Glad replied, "This person is... w-my companion. Sh-she mainly gathers information and is not suited for combat."

At first, he was about to explain while looking at the woman, but for a moment, it looked like she gave him an intense glare.

...It seems she's someone who can't be explained.

I decided not to press the issue. ...It's probably best not to ask about the spear-wielding woman either. Tina, beside me, was smiling slightly. ...It seems she knows who they are. I'll have to ask her in private.

Afterward, the knights sat down in the grass.

...With the successful subjugation of the large man, an air of relief spread. ...And it was no wonder. They had fought such an abnormal monster.

It was only natural that they would be drained.

The color of the sky was crimson. It was approaching evening.

I said, "...Let's camp here for tonight."

The atmosphere from everyone was one of agreement. ...With that decided, we immediately started to build a bonfire and an iron hut.



		
			Chapter 73

			The Ruins

			By evening, I had finished preparing the campfire.

The knights went off to hunt for dinner, while Glad and his party went to scout the surrounding area.

There was still a chance some Undead were lurking about.

I filled the pot with water, lit the fire, and started cooking.

After a while, the knights returned, having caught a wild boar. With practiced hands, they began to butcher it, roasting the meat over a larger-than-usual fire. I decided to stick with my pot-cooked meal.

…Which is to say, I was making the same thing as yesterday: Houtou. I still had some udon dough left, so I decided to make a large batch this time.

As I was cooking, Altorine approached me.

"…What is this dish called?"

To her question, I replied, "…This is a dish from my hometown called Houtou. It has a light flavor, but it’s easy to eat."

I gave her a simple explanation. Altorine seemed satisfied and continued to watch. Just as it was about to be ready, Glad and the others returned.

Judging by their expressions, they hadn’t encountered any battles, but they did look puzzled.

Seeing this, Tina asked, "…Did something happen?"

Glad responded, "…Actually, while we were exploring the forest, we ran into some other adventurers. They told us that the Undead they were fighting suddenly turned to dust and vanished."

The others overheard the conversation.

Turned to dust? …It was just like what happened to the large man. As I thought about it, I remembered something.

When I’d looked at the large man’s information, I’d seen the word ‘Domination’ written there.

…So, does that mean the Undead were being controlled by the large man? With their master gone, the subordinates disappeared along with him. …It really is like a video game. …Well, I’m grateful for it either way.

Finding all the Undead scattered throughout this vast forest would have been an incredibly difficult task.

With our biggest concern gone, we could finally relax. Just then, the pot came to a boil. The Houtou was ready. …I dished it out into small bowls for everyone and passed them around. They all ate with forks, their faces wearing expressions I couldn't quite place. I couldn't blame them. They were used to heavily seasoned food, so this was probably their first time eating something with such a delicate flavor.

The woman with the shortsword spoke to the female spear wielder, who had paused her eating.

"…Sakura? What’s wrong?"

To this, Sakura replied, "…Oh, no, it’s just… the flavor is similar to what we have in my village. I was just a little surprised."

I overheard her answer.

When she said "village," the only one that came to mind was Owari Village. …A spear wielder named Sakura from a village… following that logic, she must be from there.

…Well, it’s probably best not to pry. Forcing the issue wouldn’t be right.

That’s just common decency.

I paid it no mind and went for a second helping, only to find the pot was empty.

Even the soup was gone.

I was inwardly surprised.

I had thought it was unpopular, but the knights had drunk every last drop of the soup.

It seemed they’d taken a liking to it after all. Afterward, the boar meat was cooked to perfection. The savory aroma was enough to whet anyone’s appetite.

Just then, my eyes fell upon the ruins.

I remembered the stories about monsters lurking there. Worried that the smell of our food might draw them out, I decided to ask Altorine.

"You needn’t worry about that. …For some reason, the monsters in these ruins don’t prey on anything. Several years ago, a plan was made to subjugate the monsters in the ruins, and multiple parties participated."

"…The plan was for a fast scout to lure the monster to the entrance of the ruins. We would then use the scent of the monster’s favorite food to draw it into a wide-open space where we could defeat it. …However, even after luring it to the entrance, the moment the scout stepped outside, the monster turned back. It wasn’t tempted by the scent, either. Because of that, the plan was changed to subjugating it inside. But I heard most of them were killed by an invisible attack."

"…The plan failed, and that brings us to the present. …Therefore, camping here poses no problem."

She explained the situation.

…Not lured by scent, kills those who enter, doesn’t pursue those who leave.

…It’s like a doll following orders, or some kind of machine. …But mechanical technology in this world… the Empire might have something similar, but information is scarce.

…And something else bothers me. The invisible attack.

As I pondered this, I asked, "Altorine. Do you know how the people who died from the invisible attack were killed?"

To my question, Altorine replied, "…I believe they were impaled by something. Their bodies were riddled with holes, but no thrown weapons were ever found, which is why it came to be called an invisible attack."

…A long-range attack. Invisible. No weapon found. …With that information, I was almost certain.

But could it really be possible?

…That *that* thing could exist in this world…

After we had our fill of boar meat, we decided on a watch rotation and retired to our respective tents.

Incidentally, we split them by gender.

The next morning, we awoke without incident.

For a light breakfast, I made a simple miso soup with miso balls and chopped potatoes. Everyone ate it all, leaving the pot completely empty. …After that, Altorine and her group decided to return to the Church.

They needed to report the success of the Undead subjugation and continue with the town’s restoration. We exchanged brief farewells and saw them off. That left me, Tina… Glad, Sakura, and the woman with the shortsword.

Standing before the ruins, I said, "…Hey, Tina? …How about we go inside?"

To this, Tina replied, "…We’re on a job. …Or I’d like to say that, but now that the Undead are gone, all that’s left is to go home. We still have four days left. …A little detour should be fine."

She agreed.

I turned my gaze to Glad and his party. "…Well then, I suppose this is where we part ways, Glad-san."

I offered my farewell.

Just then, the woman with the shortsword whispered something in Glad’s ear.

Glad, looking perplexed, said, "…Shinsuke-kun. …If it’s all right, would you mind if we came with you?"

It was a proposal.

Tina and I looked at each other. …The offer was appreciated. You never know what you’ll find in an unknown place; the more combat power, the better.

However, I didn’t understand why he’d proposed it, so I asked.

Glad said, "…W-well, you know. We’re also interested in unexplored places. …I just thought it would be better if we went together."

He said it with a strained smile.

…He was acting far too suspiciously. …Seriously, who is that woman with the shortsword? I asked Tina about her last night, but all she would say was, `It’s better if you don’t know.`

…She’s probably a nobleman’s daughter. He’s likely being forced to indulge her whims. I sympathize.

And so, we decided to enter the ruins.

The inside was dim, but not so dark that we needed torches.

We proceeded with caution. I placed a hand on the wall and used `Analysis`, but all I could learn was the wall’s material. I tried to expand the range, but I could only get information up to three meters away.

It seems my `Analysis` skill isn’t suited for wide areas. We had no choice but to advance without any information about how many traps there might be. …Well, this is normal.

There are no strategy guides like in a video game.

After walking cautiously for about an hour, we heard a sound from ahead. *Gakon* *gakon*… the heavy footsteps of iron. We readied our weapons as a shadow emerged from the back of the passage. Two hundred centimeters tall, a square head, a square body—it looked exactly like an old-fashioned robot.

…It was beyond my expectations.

The moment the robot saw us, it raised its right arm. The arm was a machine gun.

I shouted, "Glad-san! Shield in front, concentrate your magic! Everyone else, get behind Glad-san!"

I gave the order instantly.

Glad-san was momentarily stunned but acted at once. He put his shield forward, and everyone hid behind him.

…The robot fired its machine gun in a long burst. *Dadadadadada!*

It made a sound you’d often hear in video games. Glad-san’s shield blocked the attack. …Even for a machine gun, it seemed it couldn’t break through the super-hard Adamantite.

While he was blocking, I said, "Keep retreating like this. Once we’re out of its line of sight, the attack should stop."

Everyone followed my instructions and began to move back. Glad-san retreated while fending off the attack. …Once we were a good distance away, the gunfire ceased.

There was no pursuit.

Just as I thought. It does nothing outside of its orders.

Still, a robot… The technology of this world, or rather, this ancient technology, is incredible. In that case, I might be able to deal with that weapon. I said, "…I have an idea. All of you, stay here. …Whatever happens, don’t come until I give the signal."

To my proposal, Tina said, "…It’s dangerous. …But I can’t do anything about that attack. …Please don’t die."

She was worried about me.

Glad-san and the others had expressions that said, ‘Good luck.’

…I activated my lightning magic. I pictured a thin film forming in front of me.

Not electricity, but electromagnetic waves. An invisible current ran before my body.

I focused it into my sword.

I wouldn’t test it rashly, so I just imbued the sword with it for now. Then I returned to where we’d encountered the robot, but no one was there. …However, since it’s a robot, it should move according to its programming. If I wait here… Just as I thought that, I heard footsteps.

I used `Matter Conversion`, touching the ground to create an iron wall about waist-high.

I crouched down behind it and threw the sword imbued with electromagnetic waves. The robot reacted to the sound and fired its machine gun wildly.

I stayed put until the fierce noise died down.

…The sound stopped. When I looked at my sword, it was unscathed.

The area around it was riddled with holes, but the sword itself was fine, as if nothing had happened.

The experiment was a success.

I activated the electromagnetic waves in front of my body.

I cautiously approached the robot. It opened fire. The sound was intense, but the bullets never reached me.

To be precise, the bullets were simply veering away, missing me.

I walked slowly forward. The robot brought its other machine gun forward and fired with both hands. But not a single shot hit.

I sheathed my sword and placed my hand on my katana. While activating my lightning, I also activated my fire magic. …I drew the blade with all my might, creating a shower of sparks.

With my katana now wreathed in flames, I took an overhead stance.

"CHEEESTOOO!!!"

With a yell, I cut it in two.

The robot was split down the middle. …It made a *bachi bachi* sound as it sparked and stopped moving.

After confirming it was safe, I shouted, "…It’s okay! It’s stopped moving!"

Tina and the others emerged from the back.

Looking at the robot, Tina asked, "…How did you defeat it?"

She demanded an explanation.

I said, "It’s nothing. I just knew a way to block its attack. …The fact that this thing exists at all is the real surprise, though."

I gave a simple explanation.

Tina and the others looked dissatisfied, but they didn’t ask any more questions. …They probably figured they wouldn’t understand even if I told them. …I was grateful for that.

…It would be difficult to explain.

We continued deeper into the ruins.

It wasn’t quite a labyrinth, but it was fairly large with several branching paths. To avoid getting lost, we marked the path we had taken as we went. We descended to a lower level and came out into a wide, open space.

It was about the size of an arena.

There was nothing in the center.

We cautiously headed toward the open area. …It had an atmosphere that screamed, ‘Something is definitely going to appear.’

I said, "I guess I’ll go in alone again… not that you’ll let me."

I had intended to go by myself, but this time, they all gave me looks that said they wouldn’t allow it. …Deciding that persuasion was pointless, I said, "…Stay close to me, no matter what."

I gave them a warning. Tina and the others nodded. We stepped into the arena, and after taking a few steps, the entrance slammed shut. Then, the door on the opposite side opened. I thought, ‘I knew it.’

With a stage like this, it was only natural for the ruin’s boss to appear. We readied our weapons. A sound came from the back. The sound of wheels. It grew closer and closer. What emerged had four wheels for its lower body, a humanoid upper body, and Gatling guns for both arms.

Seeing it, I muttered, "…A tank robot?"



		
			Chapter 74

			Boss Battle and Treasure

			What appeared in the arena was a tank robot.

…To think something like this exists. Just how advanced is their technology? As I was thinking, the robot raised one arm and pointed its barrel at us.

I shouted, "Everyone, behind me!"

I generated an electromagnetic field in front of me. After Tina and the others took refuge behind me, the robot opened fire with its Gatling gun. The gunfire was deafening, its power incomparable to the previous robot. The bullets all veered away, but the wall behind us was now riddled with large holes. I could get closer this way, but what to do about Tina and the others?

This defense was for me alone; I couldn’t extend it to others.

Just then, Glad-san spoke up. "Shinsuke, leave this to me. …I will risk my life to protect them."

His words were full of valor.

I looked at Glad-san. His body radiated confidence and spirit.

I said, "…Understood. …I’m counting on you."

I declared it with determined eyes.

Hearing that, Glad-san moved behind me and held his shield at the ready. The women moved behind him.

"‘Immovability’ Skill!"

He activated his skill and stood his ground, unmoving.

I drew my katana, manipulating the intense sparks to create a blade of fire. I sprinted to the right with all my might. The robot turned its Gatling gun on me, in hot pursuit. Thanks to the electromagnetic field, the bullets didn’t hit. Once I confirmed I was a good distance away from the others, I charged straight for the robot. It was still firing with just one arm.

…That square robot back there used both its arms, but this one still doesn’t see me as a threat. I felt a flicker of irritation at its attitude, as if it didn’t even need to get serious.

However, this was a fight to the death. A battle of life and death. The slightest carelessness could lead to my demise.

…The same goes for a machine. I got within range of my katana and swung with all my might in a wide arc. My target was its wheels; I’d take away its mobility. But the wheels weren’t cut. They hadn’t melted from the flames, either. I panicked for a moment, wondering ‘Why?’, but I had no time to think. The robot’s Gatling gun was right in my face. I judged it was bad news and immediately retreated. Five seconds later, the Gatling gun fired. My electromagnetic defense went up just in time. …That was close. A step slower and I would have been turned into a beehive. No matter how effective the electromagnetic field is, it doesn’t work if you’re too close. …I was the one who had been careless.

…Complacency is a great enemy. Pay attention to what’s under your own feet. Hah!.

I steeled myself and looked at my opponent again. The robot had its arm pointed at me but wasn’t firing. …It seemed it wouldn’t attack unless I approached.

I could consider the first attack a greeting. I said, "`Discernment` Skill!"

I activated the skill, and the robot’s information appeared.

Individual: Mechanical Doll. Properties: Heat Resistance, Lightning Resistance. Abilities: None. Magic: None. Weakness: The head is lighter than the rest of the body.

…I see. So that’s why the flames didn’t work. But looking at its properties, this is the worst possible matchup for me.

I have no chance of winning in a straight fight.

If its weakness is the head, I could just jump and cut it with my katana, but it probably won’t give me an opening like that.

After a moment of thought, I yelled, "…Tina! Douse the robot with a lot of water!"

At my instruction, Tina replied, "Understood! Is just drenching it enough?!"

I nodded in response.

Seeing that, Tina activated her water magic. A mass of water began to gather above the robot. To pin it down, I moved forward with hostile intent. Of course, with my electromagnetic field active. The robot saw me and opened fire with its Gatling gun. The bullets all missed, and the robot remained stationary.

Just as I thought—it can’t move while attacking. Firing while on the move is difficult even for a person, let alone a robot that can only perform programmed movements. I dedicated myself to being a decoy. But it didn’t last long.

The robot seemed to sense something and pointed its other arm at Tina and the others. The Gatling gun fired. Countless bullets struck the shield. But Glad-san didn’t move an inch; he just stood there and endured it. Thanks to his skill, he didn’t flinch, no matter what attack he took. Tina, having confirmed that the water had formed into a large sphere thanks to Glad-san, shouted, "`Big Waterball`!"

She called out the technique’s name and drenched the robot with a massive amount of water.

The robot, soaked to the core, stopped its attack and froze in place. …Machines are weak to water. On Earth today, waterproofing is perfect, but that’s not the case in this world. Most importantly, it didn’t have water resistance listed in its properties. Sensing my chance, I closed the distance in an instant.

The robot saw me and tried to raise its arm jerkily. But it couldn’t get a proper aim; it was unable to lock on. I used the robot’s torso as a foothold and ran up to its head. Then, I used its head as a springboard and leaped into the air. In mid-air, I took an overhead stance and poured magic into my katana. Since it contains Adamantite, its sharpness is enhanced.

My target was the robot’s head. The robot was still immobile.

I yelled, "CHEEESTOOO!!!"

With a shout, I brought my blade down in a vertical slice.

I cut the robot from its head down. When I landed, the robot had been split in two and was showering sparks. Its body was shaking violently. I decided this was bad and made an emergency retreat. And then, it exploded.

My ears were ringing. The massive explosion left me dizzy for a while. The others seemed to be safe, but they were also dazed by the sound. …But it exploded too quickly.

I at least wanted to say a cool line like, ‘There is nothing I cannot cut.’

…The robot was charred black but hadn’t caught fire.

Seeing this, the woman with the shortsword said, "…So the monsters in the ruins are different from the others. …Could it be that these are man-made? …But to create something of this scale…"

She muttered to herself.

She was giving off an unapproachable aura. Sakura, standing next to her, remained vigilant of their surroundings and didn’t leave her side. After a short rest, we decided to head for the door in the back. The door had opened when the robot was defeated. Of course, the exit door had opened as well. …This part is common in video games, which means there must be treasure ahead. …There was no stopping the pounding in my chest.

Absolutely not.

As I was thinking that, I saw the door. It was a perfectly ordinary wooden door. I tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. Looking closely, I saw a keyhole. I activated `Analysis` and grasped its structure. Then, using `Matter Conversion`, I turned a pebble into iron and fashioned a key.

Seeing this, Glad-san said, "…Your skills are quite useful, Shinsuke-kun. …A sturdy door is meaningless before you. …Just don’t ever become a thief."

He said the last part with a laugh. …I’m sure he was joking, but honestly, being a thief—a righteous one—does sound cool.

However, I’m a hunter. I have no intention of changing jobs.

…Anyway, the door was open, so we went inside. What awaited us was not a mountain of gold and silver treasure… nothing was piled up at all. Inside were a desk and chair, a bookshelf, and a bed. It was someone’s room.

We entered the room and looked around. I noticed letters carved into the wall. They weren’t in this world’s script; Glad-san and the others looked confused, unable to tell what language it was. But I knew. Because what was written was Italian. The style was a bit old, but I could read it without any problem. It said:

`I have reached the paradise of my dreams, and I shall bring this knowledge back with me to Florence. …Leonardo da Vinci.`

…The name of someone I know very well.

…So I thought, and then said, "…What strange writing. …Isn’t it just graffiti?"

I said it in a feigned, clueless tone.

For some reason, Glad-san looked convinced. …Simple-minded people are a great help. The two behind him looked suspicious, but they didn’t ask. …I’d like to think they were being considerate.

Amidst all this, Tina whispered to me, "…Do you know a person named Leonardo?"

…Tina had been to Earth via a magic circle, so she had learned the language and could read it. I gave a silent nod. Tina said nothing more and stayed by my side. I then moved to the desk and examined it.

That genius had been here. It had to be worth more than gold and silver. Just then, I found two books in a drawer. One was a diary, the other a grimoire. I decided to look at the diary first. According to it, he had come to this world through a book of alchemy and magic given to him by his master, Verrocchio. He had been experimenting with summoning something from another world when he ended up coming here himself. Leonardo considered it not a failure but a success, and was overjoyed.

He said the power bestowed upon him when he arrived in this world was incredible, and his heart leaped with excitement. However, he knew he had to return to his home. He was convinced he had things to do back there. Leonardo left behind a grimoire he had acquired on his travels, one that described ‘Teleportation,’ and a mechanical guardian, before leaving this world. That’s what was written.

…A grimoire describing teleportation. I picked up the other book and read it. The contents were long, but to summarize: first, you draw a magic circle and fix it in place. It can be activated even if it disappears. Next, you draw the same magic circle elsewhere, but this time, you add a number. This allows you to teleport to locations marked as number one, number two, and so on. …So, if I draw this magic circle near my house in the Kingdom and another in a forest near the Republic, I can return whenever I want. Is that what it means?

I said, "…Tina, I want to use this magic right away. …Shall we return to the Kingdom for a bit?"

To my proposal, Tina replied, "…That sounds like a good idea. We’re halfway through our rations, so this might be a good opportunity to go back."

She agreed.

I said, full of enthusiasm, "Alright, then! Once we get back to the Republic, let’s take a ship and head back to the Kingdom."

Just as I said that, Glad-san spoke up. "Ah, Shinsuke-kun. The ships bound for the Kingdom are banned from entering or leaving port."

At his words, I asked, "…Banned? …Did something happen?"

To my question, Glad-san said, "…The Kingdom’s port town was attacked by monsters. …The town is half-destroyed. Until it’s confirmed to be safe, no ships can depart."

I thought for a moment. "…So, Glad-san, is your participation in this Undead hunt related to that? …I couldn’t think of a reason why you, who quit being an adventurer to become a soldier of the Kingdom, would join in."

To my question, Glad-san replied, "…Good observation. Indeed, we tried to leave the Republic with our client once, but we were stuck because the ships couldn’t depart. It was then that the Knight Captain of the Republic directly requested that we undertake the Undead hunt. …He said that if we succeeded, he would allow a ship to depart for the Kingdom. …What will you two do? …If you’re heading back, I can explain the situation and get you on board."

I considered his offer for a moment. "…Thank you, but I must respectfully decline. …The reason is, to get passage, I would have to explain that we’ll be using teleportation magic. …This magic could be dangerous in the wrong hands. I don’t think it should be spread around carelessly. …Besides, even if we could get on board by hiding it, secrets always come out eventually. I can’t do that."

I stated it firmly. Tina seemed to agree with my words and nodded. …For some reason, the woman with the shortsword had a startled look on her face.

Hearing my words, Glad-san said, "…I see. Well, I won’t force you. …When I get back to the Kingdom, I’ll do what I can to get the shipping routes reopened as soon as possible."

I expressed my gratitude for his offer.

…He really is a good person. It’s hard to believe he was a companion of that Rodel. …Well, it seems he was with him for surveillance purposes, so I suppose that’s to be expected.

With that thought, we decided to leave the ruins.



		
			Chapter 75

			Interlude: The Schemers

			The clock rewinds to the day Shinsuke and his party subjugated the Undead.

Seven monsters sat at a table encircled by pale blue flames. This was the meeting place of the Seven Demon Lords.

Bamhal the Dragon King spoke. "…Now then, this recent matter has concluded, but Lates, what are your own thoughts on it?"

To this question, Lates the Thousand Poisons replied, "…As far as I’m concerned, the experiment was a success. …However, various points for improvement have come to light, so I suppose you could call them future challenges."

At this, Redorza the Sage inquired, "Points for improvement? …May I ask what they are?"

Lates responded, "Of course. …First, regarding the poison that turns subjects into Undead and enhances their bodies. …It is far too potent. When a human ingests it, their body cannot withstand it and turns to ash. …The cause was that the rates of enhancement and regeneration from the poison could not be controlled, leading to self-destruction."

"…Therefore, I created a controlling insect. This insect acts as a command tower, controlling the human who has been administered the poison and successfully preventing their self-destruction. …However, this robs the Undead of the ability to act on instinct. The timing of their defense, the target they aim for, the method of attack—all of these must be dictated by the insect."

"…This results in delays and ambiguous movements, preventing them from acting effectively. …Moreover, if the insect is crushed, control is lost, and they turn to ash. …From the above, points for improvement were identified, and I intend to work on refining the poison and enhancing the command tower’s cognitive abilities."

He gave a lengthy explanation.

Redorza said, "Thank you. …What you’ve shared will be very helpful to me as well. …As a token of my gratitude, if there is anything I can do, please do not hesitate to ask."

Lates expressed his thanks for the offer.

Confirming that their conversation was over, Bamhal asked, "…Now, is there anyone who wishes to go next?"

The one who raised her hand was Harynair the Corruptor.

"…Dragon King. Please allow me to go next."

To this request, Bamhal said, "…Hmm. Harynair, you have already shown your face to him. …Furthermore, are you not unsuited for schemes and strategy?"

At his words, Harynair replied, "…You strike where it hurts. …It’s true, I suppose. …However, I do not believe I will need to be the one doing the scheming."

Her words piqued the curiosity of the others.

Harynair did not have any retainers; she was a succubus who always enjoyed herself alone. Her statement sounded as if she had an accomplice.

Harynair continued. "…It’s only natural for you to be curious. …The truth is, while Lates was making his move, I was making mine. …Oh, and don’t worry. I have the Dragon King’s permission."

At this, Bamhal said, "…Indeed, Harynair came to me for consultation. …She wished to be active in the Empire. …She asked that I keep it a secret from the others."

It seemed she had permission.

Harynair said, "…I’ll continue. I am currently working as a maid in the Imperial castle. …Based on information I’ve gathered there, I have formulated a certain plan. First, there are two princesses in the Empire…"

From there, Harynair calmly explained her plan. As they listened, they all became convinced that things were about to get very interesting.

After her explanation, Redorza spoke. "…To think you had concocted a plan of such magnitude is quite a surprise. Truly fascinating. …However, forgive my impertinence, but will you be able to execute this alone?"

To his question, Harynair replied, "…Well, there are parts that are a bit much for me to handle alone, and the probability of success is fifty-fifty at best. …Therefore, Dragon King… I would like you to lift Rumby’s probation."

At this request, Rumby exclaimed, "Eh?! …You want my probation lifted? …Harynair, does that mean you want my help?"

To this question, Harynair asked, "…Would you rather not?"

In a slightly disappointed tone, Rumby replied, "Not at all!! In fact, it sounds like fun!! …Pleeease, Bamhaaal?"

Rumby pleaded, looking up at him.

Bamhal thought for a moment before asking, "…Harynair. Is Rumby’s power needed now?"

To this question, Harynair answered, "…No, not yet. …Her power will be needed after the first phase is complete."

At her answer, Bamhal declared, "…In that case, I will lift Rumby’s probation when her power is needed. …Until then, you will behave."

At this decision, Rumby pouted. "Muuu… …Okay. …Make it quick, okay, Harynair?"

She reluctantly agreed.

Redorza, who had been listening to the conversation, said, "…Lady Corruptor. If it is all right, may I participate as well?"

At his words, Harynair replied, "Oh my, for you to make such a proposal… is there something you wish to test?"

To her question, Redorza said, "…It’s nothing. From what I’ve heard, there is no doubt it will be interesting. …I merely wish to lend a hand. …Of course, it is natural to assume I have an ulterior motive. …I wish to see my own experimental subjects perform to their fullest potential."

He said this with a faint smile.

Seeing this, Harynair said, "…I see. …The first phase has parts where failure is not an option. …Will you help me with that?"

To her reply, Redorza said, "…I understand, for the most part. …Very well. Call me when the time comes."

He agreed.

After that, Lates asked, "…Lady Corruptor, what about my turn?"

To this question, Harynair said, "Hmm. I can’t think of anything for now. …If I need you, I’ll let you know, so could you wait until then?"

She said, pressing her hands together.

Lates looked a little dejected. …Not that you could tell from a fly’s face.

Amidst this, Harynair said, "…Daios. There is something I would like to ask of you."

At her words, Daios asked, "…Me? …The Empire has no sea, so I wouldn’t think I have a part to play."

To his question, Harynair replied, "It’s not in the Empire. …I want you to keep those two pinned down in the Republic. At least until the first phase is over. …Of course, you can refuse if you wish."

To this request, Daios said, "…Very well. I, too, am interested in your plan. …I will cooperate."

He agreed. After that, Harynair said, "…I’ll ask just in case. Sidoor?"

At her words, Sidoor replied, "…I will not cooperate. …However, my retainers are on the Empire’s border. …You may use them as you wish."

Harynair took that as an agreement.

When the preparations were mostly complete, Harynair asked, "…Dragon King. What do you think? …Of this plan?"

At her question, Bamhal crossed his arms.

"…We have a rule not to stand on the main stage. This plan, if mishandled, could publicly reveal that we are making a move. …But, that is that, and this is this. …I, too, have wanted to do something interesting."

He said this with a smile.

Everyone there knew what those words meant.



		
			Chapter 76

			The Job's End and the Empire

			Two days after completing the Undead subjugation and returning from the ruins.

We were back in the city.

We entered the guild and made our report: the Undead subjugation was a success, and there were no stragglers. The other adventurers had made similar reports.

I felt a small sense of relief. Being accused of providing false information is never pleasant, no matter your position.

Just then, the Guild Master spoke. "…Thank you all for your hard work. Based on the reports, we will consider the Undead hunt a success. …The reward money will be paid out now. …Please line up and receive your payment."

After he spoke, the receptionists began to make preparations.

He was quite gentlemanly for someone with such a rugged appearance. It just goes to show you can’t judge a book by its cover. I got in line and received my reward. After that, we decided to head to the port to see off Glad-san and his party. Since this matter was a success, their ship was granted permission to depart. However, it was only a single vessel.

Seeing Glad-san and the others packing their things, I asked, "…Glad-san. Are you leaving soon?"

At my words, Glad-san replied, "Yes, we can leave right away. …I’m worried about the royal capital, not just the port town. …Are you sure you don’t want to come?"

To his question, I said, "I’m sure. …Honestly, I wouldn’t be of any use even if I did go. …I’m a hunter. Hunting is all I can do."

I said it, feeling a bit of my own powerlessness.

Glad-san said, "…I understand. …Well then, stay safe. …We’ll do what we can on our end to get the shipping routes reopened."

He said, extending his hand.

I shook it without a word. The three women were watching the exchange.

Tina spoke to the woman with the shortsword. "…Please try not to do anything too reckless. …Your Highness?"

The woman with the shortsword, Olivia, replied, "…Very well. …I shall leave it at this for now. …By the way, where do you two plan on going next?"

To this question, Tina answered, "…To the Empire."

When she said that, Olivia continued, "…The Empire, is it? …Then let me give you a word of advice. The Empire is currently in an unstable situation. …First, the Empire has two princesses. One is focused on defensive warfare and is exploring the possibility of reaching an accord with the monsters. …The other insists on total resistance and advocates for the annihilation of all monsters. …I hear the two factions are constantly at odds in the royal capital."

She provided us with the information.

Tina asked, "…I can understand total resistance, but is it really possible to reach an accord with monsters?"

Finding the story hard to believe, Olivia explained, "…I too doubted my ears, but apparently there are groups of monsters that can understand language. She seems to be thinking that if she can negotiate with them, even if she can’t reclaim territory, she might be able to halt the current state of war. …The death toll on the border between the Empire and the monsters is constantly rising, after all."

Tina thought for a moment. Honestly, it sounded like a fairy tale. Even if they could understand language, monsters lived to kill. Suppressing one’s own instincts is difficult even for humans. She couldn’t quite grasp what the Empire’s princess was thinking; there was too little information to judge.

As she was pondering this, Olivia said, "…So, please be careful. …That country is the most dangerous on this continent. Not just its internal affairs, but the power of its monsters is said to be on a completely different level from what you’ve seen so far."

She gave her warning. Tina said, "…Thank you. …Your Highness, please have a safe journey as well."

She offered her farewell.

Hearing this, Olivia felt a twinge of sadness.

…Their journey had been embroiled in enough trouble to spark her creative spirit, and their exploits were wonderful material for poetry. …Just then, a thought occurred to Olivia. They were getting caught up in far too much trouble.

The turmoil at the Church had been brewing for a month, but it only erupted the day after those two arrived. The Undead incident also began after they came to this country. …And those Undead were being controlled by an insect, an insect that doesn't exist in nature. It was almost certain that someone had created it, as she herself had said. …In other words, the incidents at the Church and in the Republic were deliberately caused by someone. …And their target was those two.

…Why? She didn’t know why they were being targeted, but it didn’t seem like an attempt on their lives.

The reason being, the methods were too indirect.

The riot at the Church had targeted men and women. The one in the Republic had targeted everyone. …If someone wanted to kill the two of them, they should have acted more directly, but they hadn't. …At that moment, a dreadful thought crossed Olivia’s mind. …There was no intent to kill, but they were still being targeted. …In other words, someone was causing these incidents for their own amusement.

…The thought disgusted Olivia.

Taking human lives for fun. No matter the reason, it was unforgivable. …She thought about telling Tina, but it was just her own speculation. …With insufficient information, she shouldn’t say anything carelessly. …Besides, if the two of them thought that others were getting hurt because of them, they might go into hiding somewhere. …The Kingdom’s guild was counting on them to continue their activities as adventurers. …It was too soon for them to retire.

Having reached that conclusion, Olivia boarded the ship.

I heard the information about the Empire from Tina.

…It sounded like a pretty standard and easy-to-understand conflict. …Well, I prefer simple relationships to complex ones, so it’s a development I quite like. …Not that I have any intention of joining an imperial faction. In a way, it seems like a normal thing for royalty to be doing. …But there’s no point in thinking about that.

…My goal is to get stronger.

I want to strengthen my weapons as much as possible.

Considering that, the Empire’s internal affairs are irrelevant. If they’re busy with that, then the soldiers, and even the citizens, probably won’t have time to fuss over adventurers from the Kingdom. Or so I hope. …The plan is set. First, to draw the teleportation magic circle.

…I’ve already drawn the first one in front of the ruins. I did it as practice.

After that, once we leave the Republic, we’ll go to the Church and draw a magic circle in the nearby forest. We’ll conduct a teleportation experiment there. If it’s a success, we’ll return to the Republic and take a ship back to the Kingdom. …The mountain route is dangerous; I don’t feel like going that way again. Besides, I want to see the state of the port town. Once we’re back, we’ll go to the city of Alum and draw a magic circle in front of my house. And that’s that. We’ll be able to travel freely to any location we choose. …I immediately told this plan to Tina.

To which Tina replied, "…I think that’s a good idea. …In the unlikely event our identities are exposed, we’ll need to escape quickly. …Considering that, going back to draw the magic circles is a good idea. …But why didn’t you get on the ship with Glad and the others?"

To her question, I said, "…The port town is half-destroyed. If we showed up there, what would the residents think? …They might think we came to save their town. …It would feel bad if our purpose was just to look around and pass through, wouldn't it? …Even if we are worried about the town. …That’s why I was thinking of hiding my face as much as possible when we go back. …Being with Glad-san and his group would have been rude. …A knight of the Kingdom acting alongside a masked man would damage his credibility."

To this line of reasoning, Tina said, "…I think some parts are a bit forced, but… well, if that’s what you think, Shinsuke, I have no objections."

She seemed to have accepted it, for the most part.

I wrote my regular report and sent it off with a messenger bird. I was about to go to sleep when I saw Tina putting on her green armor.

I prepared myself without a word.

Tina lay on her back on the bed. I restrained her four limbs with iron fetters and chains, getting her into an X-shaped crucifix position. With Tina unable to move, I kissed her. It was a very deep and long kiss.

After the kiss, I touched every inch of her body, slowly stroking and wiping away the sweat that flowed from the gaps in her armor. As I did so, Tina moaned with a sweet voice, writhing in pleasure.

On the open sea.

There were two mermen. One was Daios the Sea General. The other was a tuna merman—a tunaman. The tunaman asked, "…Daios-sama. …What should we do?"

To this question, Daios replied, "…Hmph. …To be honest, I haven’t thought of anything. How to stall those two… …I considered an attack from the sea, but… this country’s navy is quite skilled. Annihilating them in a short time would be difficult. …It would be simple if I went myself, but I can’t step onto the main stage just yet. …And using you all would take time. …What should I do?"

As he was thinking, another merman, a kiss-fish, approached. "Daios-sama. A message from the Dragon King. …Word is spreading in the royal castle of the Republic that the recent Undead incident may have been a plot by some unknown party. …He suggests that you might be able to use this."

At this message, Daios mused, "…Because of Lord Thousand Poisons’s actions? …Indeed, that might be usable. …Alright, Madero. I have orders for you."

The tuna merman, Madero, replied, ‘As you command,’ and awaited his orders.



		
			Chapter 77

			The Prince's Idea

			The next morning.

After a light breakfast at the inn, we decided to head out.

We had gathered a fair amount of information on the Empire, and we decided to act according to the plan we’d made yesterday. We gathered our belongings, retrieved the items we’d hidden in an alley, and headed for the gate, pulling our cart. However, a crowd had gathered there, and the gate was closed.

I asked a person nearby what had happened.

"Hm? …Apparently, a thief broke into the castle, so the capital has been on lockdown since last night."

He answered curtly.

A thief in the castle? …Well, the castle is about the only place with a mountain of treasure, so it’s a natural target. But infiltrating the castle takes some serious guts, or foolishness. …Well, I probably won’t have to get involved this time.

After all, it’s a scandal that happened in the castle. They’d probably think it a disgrace to rely on outsiders. However, I want to go to the Church and draw a teleportation circle, but even if I wanted to return to the Kingdom, I can’t because the ships are barred from leaving. …In other words, we’re stuck here. This is a huge pain.

…It’s not like we’re in a hurry, but just sitting around doing nothing will make my body go soft.

I asked Tina what we should do.

"…There’s nothing I can do. I don’t know anyone in this country. …Besides, I’m a C-rank now, not an A-rank, so I can’t make any suggestions to the higher-ups. …We’ll just have to wait until the thief is caught."

She explained calmly.

…I had no choice but to accept it. …Oh well. We decided to wait while sightseeing around the city.

In the royal castle.

In the throne room.

There were no lavish decorations around the blue carpet that stretched in a straight line from the door, but the throne at the far end was magnificent, exuding an aura befitting a person of great authority. Sitting on that throne was the king of the Republic, King Rukarl.

And around the king were Prince Lustolfo, Knight Captain Bradamante, the chancellor, and several nobles.

…They had gathered to discuss the matter of the thief who had broken into the royal treasury the previous night.

The chancellor spoke. "…I have gathered you all here for one reason and one reason only. …Last night, a thief infiltrated the castle, and the door to the treasury was destroyed. …In the process, five soldiers were killed. …Two more were injured. …Now, Knight Captain, your detailed report."

At his words, Bradamante began. "…Yes. …The incident occurred at one in the morning. A soldier on patrol heard a suspicious noise from a window on the sea-facing side. When he rushed over, someone had already entered. The moment the thief saw the soldier, they stabbed him with something like a blade, seriously injuring him. The next piece of information comes from the testimony of one of the six soldiers guarding the treasury."

"…This soldier was taking a nap in the break room when he heard the voices of several soldiers. When he left the room, five of his comrades were on the ground. As he rushed to check on them, he was struck from behind and suffered a fractured bone, a serious injury. The voice of the thief he heard at that time said, ‘You are the witness,’ before he lost consciousness."

"…Then, a patrolling soldier went to the treasury and discovered the six men down and the treasury door destroyed. He reported it to his commanding officer. …That is all."

At this report, one of the nobles said, "…How pathetic. …To think that the soldiers of the Republic could be injured without even seeing the thief’s face."

He said it with a sneer.

Several other nobles agreed with him, but the King retorted, "Hoh? Pathetic, you say? …Then how about you gentlemen stand guard tonight? …It seems the thief will be coming again."

At his words, the nobles looked shocked.

The chancellor added to the King’s words. "King Rukarl speaks the truth. …When we inspected the treasury, nothing was stolen. Instead, a letter had been left behind. …It read, ‘Next, I will take the king’s head.’"

At those words, a noble sputtered, "What?! …W-wait a moment. The Knight Captain’s report said nothing of the sort…"

To the flustered noble’s remark, the chancellor replied, "It is only natural that the Knight Captain would not know. …I conducted the investigation of the treasury myself. It was then that I discovered the letter and reported it directly to the King. …The captain’s report was on the sequence of events and the damages. …Do you have anything else to say?"

He said it with a sharp gaze and barely concealed anger.

The noble, perhaps succumbing to the silent pressure, said nothing more.

The King continued. "…So? …If the thief is coming tonight, you will guard me, will you not? …Of course, you may use your own proud soldiers."

He questioned the nobles, his aura dominating the room.

The King’s expression was blank, but inwardly he was furious. …The soldiers who work in the castle are men who have sworn their loyalty to the country, and they are prepared to lay down their lives. He would not tolerate any insult to them. However, since they were nobles, speaking harshly would only create resentment, which would be a nuisance. Therefore, he phrased it in a way that meant, ‘If you’re going to talk like that, then you and your soldiers can catch the thief yourselves.’

Hearing this, a noble said, "…Ah, no, well, that is… I appreciate the offer, but my soldiers are back in my domain, and it would be impossible for them to reach the capital today. …It is regrettable, but it cannot be helped."

He stammered out his response.

The other nobles made similar excuses. The King let out a small sigh. He wanted to say that since the nobles were here, they must have their own guards with them, but he expected nothing from them. …Because they were all talk.

The Republic’s strength was its navy; its land soldiers were inferior in skill. And the nobles’ soldiers were so used to peace that they didn’t train at all.

Their guards were reasonably strong, but at best, they could barely defeat a bear with several men. This thief, on the other hand, had killed and seriously injured soldiers in a single blow without even being seen.

He was clearly a master.

Of course, the nobles knew this as well. Being told to fight such a formidable enemy—they didn’t have enough lives to spare.

…Amidst this, Prince Lustolfo spoke up. "…Father, I have a proposal."

The King nodded at his words.

The prince continued. "…Regarding this matter, how about we hire adventurers?"

To this proposal, the King said, "…That is not possible. …This is a problem for the royal castle. No matter how strong adventurers may be, hiring them is the same as saying our soldiers and knights are not. …I cannot do something so demeaning."

The King was firmly against it.

No matter if it was to protect the king from a thief, hiring adventurers was an act that advertised the incompetence of those who belonged to the country. …It was a national disgrace.

The prince said, "…No, not as guards. …They will simply be keeping me company for my hobby."

At his words, the others were perplexed.

Seeing their natural reaction, the prince explained. "…First, we will send a direct request to the guild for an adventurer. The content will be: to be the prince’s playmate. Of course, they will have to accompany me all day, and at that time, they will ‘happen’ to encounter the thief. …Normally, they wouldn’t have to do anything outside of the request, but if they were to let a thief who had infiltrated the castle escape, not only the adventurer who took the request, but the guild’s reputation would suffer. …They would have no choice but to fight. …Of course, since this is a charitable act outside the scope of the request, there is no need to pay an additional reward. …What do you think?"

The ones who heard this proposal felt a slight sense of terror.

Because, although the request was to be the prince’s playmate, a simple job in a sense, they would be forced into contact with the thief by the prince’s scheme and made to subjugate him against their will.

…It was cruel, to say the least.

To this proposal, the chancellor said, "…However, Your Highness. Who would you send such a request to? …Adventurers have their pride. Even if it is a direct request from royalty, I do not think they will take it well."

To the chancellor’s reasonable concern, the prince replied, "…That will not be a problem. All we need is someone who doesn’t possess adventurer pride, correct? …And if they are not adventurers of the Republic, would that not be all the more convenient?"

At his words, the others were once again confused.

Not adventurers of the Republic. …They thought he meant he would request adventurers from another country. But even if he sent a request now, it would take at least five days for them to arrive. It was not realistic.

As everyone was thinking this, the prince said, "…I understand what you are all thinking. …However, right now, there are two adventurers from another country in this nation."

The prince began his explanation.

Shinsuke’s Side

Tina and I were discussing what to do next. Since we couldn’t leave the Republic, we had to figure out what we should do.

Tina said, "…Honestly, there’s nothing to do. …We can only relax. …However, I think there might be some requests at the guild. …It might be a good way to kill time."

She proposed.

Indeed, lazing around like this isn’t good for the body. …With that decided, we headed for the guild. We arrived and went inside. There weren’t many people around. Some were just standing by the request board, others were sitting in chairs talking. It looked like everyone was just killing time.

Just then, a receptionist called out, "Excuse me! Is there a party called `Red Lightning` here?"

She shouted to everyone.

…`Red Lightning`? That’s our party name, but there might be a similar party, so I decided to watch silently. However, no one went up.

The receptionist continued, "Umm. There are two of them, C-rank, and their names are Shinsuke and Tina."

That confirmed it. Tina, with a suspicious look on her face, asked, "Why are we being singled out?"

It was only natural to be confused.

We had reported our party name and individual names in the Undead hunt report. It was natural for the Republic’s guild to know our names. But we didn’t know why we were being called. There were other people who had reported on the Undead, so why us? was the natural question. But since she had given our specific details, we had no choice but to identify ourselves.

We went to the reception desk. "I’m Shinsuke. This is Tina. …What can we do for you?"

To my question, the receptionist said, "I don’t know the details myself. The Guild Master is calling for you. Please go to the back."

She said, guiding us.

…After knocking on the door, we entered the Guild Master’s room. It was sparsely furnished, with what appeared to be a well-used assault spear displayed on the wall. A muscular man was sitting in a chair at the back, drinking tea.

…This bodybuilder would look more at home with a beer than tea, I thought to myself.

Seeing us, he said, "Welcome, members of `Red Lightning`. Please, have a seat. …You, bring us some tea."

He gave the order with a kind and courteous tone.

The receptionist nodded and left the room. …I looked at the assault spear displayed in the room and used `Analysis` on it.

…The material was sixty percent iron, thirty percent Mithril, ten percent Orichalcum. It was quite a masterpiece.

The Guild Master said, "Ah, that spear. That’s the one I used back in my active days. Back then, I used that spear to pierce through monsters and bandits, earning the nickname ‘Wild Bull.’ …That was thirty years ago, though."

He spoke with nostalgia.

…Thirty years ago? That means the Guild Master is at least fifty years old, but he looks like he’s in his thirties or forties. …I seriously considered whether building muscle could preserve one’s youth.

…But I shouldn't. I can’t let the conversation get sidetracked.

I switched gears and asked, "…That’s amazing. …By the way, Guild Master, what did you need us for?"

To my question, the Guild Master said, "…Actually, a direct request came from the prince. …I need you two to go to the castle."

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.



		
			Chapter 78

			Meeting the Prince

			We were standing in front of the castle, here to act as the prince's playmates for his requested job.

Hours earlier, the Guild Master had told us about the bizarre request from the prince: he wanted us to come to the castle to play. Of course, I had asked the master about it.

"...This is a first for me, too. I’m not sure what his intentions are in making this request. But I’m sure you know that a thief broke into the castle last night, right?"

To his question, I replied, "Yes. …But I only know that a thief got in; I don’t know any of the details."

To which the master responded, "...That can’t be helped. The gatekeepers are tight-lipped, only saying ‘a thief got in.’ From what I’ve gathered through my own channels, it seems the royal family has issued a gag order on this whole affair. …I can’t dig any deeper than this myself."

He sighed.

…I was curious about the Guild Master’s "own channels," but I set that aside for now. …If the situation was that tense…

I asked, "…Then why are we being summoned to the castle?"

To this, the master said, "Exactly. …In a situation like this, why you two? …I thought about it, and my conclusion is that the prince is probably up to something. …You two aren’t from the Republic, are you?"

He asked with a sharp gaze. …There was no way I could lie to those eyes.

"...That’s right. We came from the Kingdom," I admitted honestly.

The master said, "...I won’t ask for the details. …That would be a breach of etiquette. …Which makes this even more confusing. …Well, I don’t know what the prince is thinking, but… for now, will you accept this request?"

To his question, I replied, "...Refusing seems like it would cause a lot of trouble. …I’ll take it."

After all, it was a request from royalty. The option to refuse didn’t exist, so my only path was to accept. At my decision, the master said, "Thank you. …I need you to go to the royal castle around noon. …There’s no specific time, but don’t go in the evening, so keep that in mind."

He emphasized the point. I nodded, and Tina and I left the room.

Alone again, the Guild Master leaned back in his chair and relaxed.

"…I have a pretty good idea why they were summoned. …It’s just the kind of thing the prince would think of. …Well, do your best. …A-rank adventurers."

Around two in the afternoon, we told the soldiers at the castle gate that we were here on a request from the guild, and they let us in without any trouble. A soldier inside then guided us to the prince’s room. When we entered, we saw a luxurious bed, desk, and chair, but nothing else particularly stood out. I had expected a prince’s room to be lavishly ornate, so I was a little disappointed.

The prince, sitting in a chair, said, "Welcome, members of ‘Red Lightning.’ I am Prince Lustolfo. …I thank you for accepting my request."

He offered a formal, diplomatic greeting.

…I felt like I’d seen his face somewhere before, but it might just be a sense of déjà vu. I couldn’t afford to say anything rash. Once the prince confirmed that the three of us were alone in the room, he said, "...It has been a while, hasn’t it, you two?"

At his words, I asked, "…Pardon my rudeness, but have we met somewhere before, Your Highness?"

To my question, the prince replied, "...My atmosphere, or rather, my clothes were different back then, so you might not recognize me, but… do you perhaps remember this manner of speaking, my dears from the Church?"

That speech pattern jogged my memory. When we first visited the Church, after seeing the group of ‘Men Beloved by God,’ a blonde woman had appeared. I remembered her because she had explained about the arrow that had come flying at us.

Just as I thought that, the prince said, "My appearance back then was a disguise. …I figured I’d be recognized in my male form. My face is reasonably well-known, you see. So, I decided to dress as a woman. …A prince of a nation would never dress as a woman, would he? …That’s what I was counting on♪"

He spoke with a laugh.

…I couldn’t tell if he was a free spirit or what, but one thing was certain: he was an inscrutable person. That much I knew.

He looked kind and dignified, with a slightly mischievous side, giving the impression of an upright person. …But talking to him felt strange, like there was something unknowable about him. He probably wasn’t a bad person, but I couldn’t figure out what he was thinking. I’m no mind reader, so it’s natural that I can’t know people’s thoughts, but still, you can usually get a general idea after a bit of conversation. But the prince was too much of an enigma.

He seemed to be speaking in a way that made sense, but it felt like it was all a lie.

Back when I lived on Earth, I was once roped in by a street solicitor and invited to join some kind of club. …At first, I thought it might be interesting, but as I listened, it started to feel shady. They said the membership fee was free and anyone could join, which raised a question in my mind. …If it’s free, where do they get their funding from? When I asked about it, the salesman hemmed and hawed, insisting that he would explain later.

…The suspicion was through the roof. I immediately refused and left.

I found out later that while the initial membership fee was free, upon joining, you were made to sign a contract that forced you to pay a monthly fee of 20,000 yen. And if you tried to quit, you had to pay a cancellation fee of 100,000 yen.

It was a classic pyramid scheme or multi-level marketing scam.

I’ve digressed, but the point is, I can usually get a read on people after talking to them, but the prince was so incomprehensible that he just made me uneasy.

As I was lost in thought, the prince said, "…Well, that’s why I called you here. …I became interested in you after you resolved the riot at the Church. …But let’s not just stand here. Please, sit."

He gestured for us to sit on a nearby sofa.

From there, we briefly recounted our story: being at the Church, the job we took at the guild after the riot ended, leaving the Church and coming to the Republic, and taking the Undead hunt request. …I didn’t mention going to the ruins. The details were too complicated.

After I finished, the prince said, "…After the riot ended, I was dragged back by the Knight Captain. I had no idea all that was happening. …Honestly, I’m filled with regret that I didn't stay."

He said it playfully.

…I really don’t get it. I have no idea what he’s thinking. I should just stop for now. I don’t know his intentions, but being too suspicious could get me arrested for lèse-majesté. I decided it was best to go along with his request.

Just then, the prince said, "…Now then, I’ve brought you here to be my playmates. …Do you know what this is?"

He said, bringing out a certain object.

Tina looked at it with a confused expression, but I knew what it was.

It was a green board with vertical and horizontal lines, and next to it were black and white pieces that were two-sided. …It was Othello.

Seeing this, I asked, "…Your Highness? …What exactly is this?"

I decided to feign ignorance.

If he knew that I knew, he would undoubtedly suspect me. …For now, I decided to find out how he had obtained it and then play along.

The prince said, "I found this at a tool shop when I went to the Church. …According to the story, late at night, as the shopkeeper was sleeping, a girl with no feet appeared floating by his pillow, holding this. …Ignoring the startled shopkeeper, the girl said, ‘Please play with this,’ and after handing it to him, she disappeared. …A gift from a ghost, so to speak."

He said it with a smile.

…Don’t buy such creepy things! …is what I wanted to say, but he’s a prince.

Keeping my cool, I asked, "…Why would you buy such a thing?"

To which the prince replied, "…Because it’s interesting."

It was a simple answer.

…Now then, I said, "…In that case, I will use my `Analysis` skill to find out what this is. …From the looks of it, I think it’s some kind of chess."

To this, the prince said, "Oh, you have such a convenient skill? …Show me at once."

He said, encouragingly.

Tina was looking at me with suspicion. And for good reason. My `Analysis` only grasps the structure of things; it doesn’t tell me how to use them. …But I already knew how to play this.

I activated the skill. …The structure was entirely plastic. No useful information.

I said, "…I understand now. First, this is called Othello…"

I explained the rules of Othello.

…It’s a two-player game where you decide on black and white and place your pieces adjacent to each other. For example, if you line up white, black, white, you can flip the middle black piece to white. I finished my rough explanation.

The prince said, "…I see. So it’s a game where you steal each other’s colors, and the one with more pieces in the end wins. …It seems simple, but also deep. …Let’s begin at once."

With sparkling eyes, he began to play against me.

…The first game, I won. The second, I won by a narrow margin. …As expected of a prince, he’s a quick learner. The third game, the prince won. …We continued for another ten games. The result was four wins and six losses for me, and six wins and four losses for the prince.

In the final game, I thought I had it won, but the prince made a last-minute comeback and I lost. …I was honestly a bit dejected to lose to a beginner.

At this result, the prince said, "My, that was fun! It was a series of wins and losses, but when I lost, I thought about how I could win, and then I won just like that. …It’s simpler than chess, but so deep. …This game is truly wonderful."

He had a satisfied look on his face.

…Well, the original request was to be the prince’s playmate. As long as he’s satisfied, that’s all that matters. I glanced out the window and saw it was evening, so I said, "Well then, Your Highness. …We will take our leave."

As I was about to exit, the prince said, "…Now, don’t be in such a hurry. Your job as my playmate isn’t over yet. Have dinner with me. …And let’s continue tonight, shall we? Of course, the beautiful Tina-dono as well."

He said.

…If the client insists, it is an adventurer’s duty to silently obey.

We ended up being treated to dinner.

After dinner, we resumed playing Othello. This time, Tina and I took turns being the prince’s opponent. After playing for a while, the time passed nine o’clock.

The sound of a window shattering echoed through the room.

I said, "Your Highness, what was that sound?!"

The prince, without panicking, said, "…Did something happen? …I’m sorry, but could you go and see what’s going on? …Of course, I won’t force you."

At his words, I replied, "It’s no problem. I’ll go right away. …Tina, I’m counting on you to guard His Highness."

Tina nodded. I put on my armor, grabbed my weapon, and left the room.



		
			Chapter 79

			Battle in the Castle

			Let us rewind time a little.

The night was ruled by pitch-black darkness.

A shadow emerged from the equally black sea. It was Madelo, a half-tuna fishman, his face concealed by a mask.

Madelo thought to himself.

"...Right, then. Time to pay the king a visit and throw the country into further chaos. ...If I do that, their entry ban will be extended."

With that mutter, he sprang into action.

First, he would slip in through a nearby terrace. He cut a circle in the windowpane with his claws, removing it without a sound, and successfully infiltrated the castle. If he went to the king's room and caused a ruckus, the soldiers would come running. Then, he would escape while pretending the assassination had failed, taking out plenty of soldiers along the way.

*...In this getup, no one will know I'm a half-fishman. The country's security will become even tighter, and those two will never be able to leave.*

It was a perfect plan.

The thought brought a slight smirk to his face. This kind of thrill could become addictive.

Lord Daios was not one for conflict.

As long as he was in charge, Madelo couldn't do anything reckless.

He himself wasn't actively looking for a fight. He had been transformed from a fish into a half-fishman by Lord Daios's power. ...At that time, he'd been blessed with a sense of peace, and he had to admit it wasn't a bad feeling. But that was that, and this was this.

Peace wasn't bad, but a part of him still craved a life of excitement.

As he was lost in these thoughts, he ran into a soldier who appeared from around the right corner. While the soldier stood there, stunned, Madelo reacted to the sudden surprise by grabbing the soldier's head and, with all his momentum, throwing him toward the window.

The glass shattered with a loud crash, and the soldier was thrown out into the sea below.

"...Damn," Madelo muttered. "...I've done it now..."

He heard the approaching sound of multiple footsteps, likely alerted by the noise. ...There was no helping it now. His plan had gone awry, but he decided to raise hell all the same.

Shinsuke's side.

Having heard the sound of breaking glass, I was wandering through the castle.

And for good reason—I had no idea where the sound came from.

It wasn't as if I knew my way around a castle I'd just entered for the first time, so I had no clue where I was. ...I was completely lost. Even using my `Detection` skill only showed me people; it didn't display a map of the castle.

What's more, red dots were popping up here and there, and since they indicated hostile intent, they could just be soldiers I'd never met before. I had no choice but to find a random red light, tell them I was acting under the prince's orders, and have them guide me. ...With that in mind, I decided to approach a nearby red dot. There was a fork in the path ahead of me, and the red dot was approaching from the right. I decided to wait, completely unguarded.

And what emerged was a man in a mask.

...He was suspicious as hell.

The man suddenly threw a right straight punch at me.

It was so fast I judged I couldn't dodge it. Instead, I poured magic into my body, hardening it to the strength of steel, and took the blow. ...It was a method I'd been testing since my training days.

Body enhancement—a technique that appeared in all sorts of manga. It didn't increase my speed or attack power, but it did raise my defense. Still, taking an enemy's attack head-on was risky.

After all, monsters usually attacked with horns or claws.

No matter how high my defense was, I couldn't block a sharp attack. ...I was still human, after all.

For that reason, I hadn't tried it until now. ...But since my opponent was using bare-handed fighting, I took the opportunity to put it into practice. ...The test was a success. His attack hurt quite a bit, but it wasn't a fatal blow.

After catching my breath, I said, "...That getup. ...Are you the intruder?"

In response, my opponent said, "...Hoh. To not go down from that last blow... it seems you're no mere fodder."

He then took a fighting stance.

...I never thought I'd hear a line like that in person. This other world was full of surprises.

But this was no time to be impressed.

I instinctively went to draw my sword, but there was nothing at my waist. ...Right, I'd left my weapon with the soldiers when I entered the castle. I was only just remembering that now.

I took a karate stance.

Seeing this, my opponent asked, "...You didn't bring a weapon?"

To this question, I replied, "...Hmph. For the likes of you, these fists are more than enough."

I'd always wanted to say that line.

My opponent replied, "...Quite confident, aren't you? ...I thought you'd simply forgotten it. ...It seems I was mistaken."

His voice sounded like he was laughing a little.

I was nearly flustered at him hitting the nail on the head. "...Enough with the pleasantries. ...Get over here."

I beckoned him with my hand, using the gesture to hide the slight tremor running through my body.

It was at that moment that several soldiers came running from behind my opponent.

"You two, freeze!" a soldier yelled.

At the cry, I shouted, "Stay back! He's not an opponent you can handle!"

But my warning came too late.

The masked man immediately turned and took down the soldiers who'd come from behind with single blows.

He was a considerable master, well-versed in combat.

No matter how much talent one has, it's useless without practical experience. ...The things one can gain from actual battle are immeasurable.

"...I'll be your opponent," I said. "...Come at me."

I provoked him, thinking that would keep him from going anywhere else.

"...Fine by me," the masked man replied. "It's convenient for me, too."

He took his stance once more.

...Convenient? I had no idea what he was talking about, but I decided to set it aside.

It was just the two of us now. Our killing intent filled the space between us.

We stared each other down for a while, but it didn't last long.

The masked man moved first. His footwork was the fastest and most direct possible. It was a step without a single wasted motion.

As his right fist flew toward me, I didn't dodge, instead batting it away with my left hand.

Hastily evading makes it easy to lose your balance and creates openings. ...I successfully parried his attack and immediately counterattacked. My right straight punch headed for his stomach and landed true.

His stomach was as hard as iron; it felt like I'd hit nothing. However, the masked man immediately separated from me and created some distance. He was rubbing his stomach slightly, but he seemed to have taken no damage.

*...His body is even tougher than I thought,* I mused. ...Realizing a half-hearted attack wouldn't hurt him, I chanted.

"Thunderclap Incarnation."

I enhanced my body with lightning magic.

This state wouldn't last long. I moved instantly, closing in on him. The masked man was so surprised by my sudden action that he couldn't even move, let alone take a stance.

"An opening!" I yelled.

My right straight punch connected with his stomach.

He was sent flying and collapsed in the hallway. However, he immediately got back up and came at me.

An attack from his left fist. The moment I calmly tried to parry it... his left fist vanished, and in its place, his right fist struck my left side. As I lost my balance, my opponent prepared to unleash a follow-up left backfist. I met it with a left backfist of my own.

We were locked in a stalemate.

Feeling that we wouldn't get anywhere like this, I spun my body in a large half-turn.

I moved to show my back to the masked man. It was a dangerous maneuver, a gamble.

I used the momentum to unleash a right backfist. ...As if matching my movement, the masked man stopped my backfist with his right straight punch. The stalemate lasted for a moment before breaking. I let the momentum carry me, putting all my strength into it, and pushed his left fist back.

I completed a full spin and threw a left straight punch at my defenseless opponent's face.

The masked man lost his balance and fell to one knee. ...After that, I didn't press the attack and instead backed away.

The reason was that my posture was also poor. ...If I'd attacked then, I wouldn't have been able to deal any real damage. I judged it was better to retreat for now and catch my breath.

I took my stance, remaining wary of my opponent.

Madelo hadn't underestimated his opponent.

After all, the man had defeated the Kraken, even if he had been with his companions.

Lord Daios himself had strictly ordered him to be cautious.

That was precisely why he had attacked with his fastest, most direct strike.

However, his opponent hadn't dodged or blocked it, but had parried it and countered.

He was worthy of praise.

Madelo steeled his resolve.

I was watching my opponent's next move.

However, he didn't move at all. Just when I thought it was over, he stood up. ...Heedless of me reflexively taking a stance, he reached for his mask and ripped it off.

His face was a mixture of fish and human—a so-called half-fishman.

"...A sea monster?" I asked.

To my question, the half-fishman replied, "That's right. ...Allow me to reintroduce myself. My name is Madelo. A half-tuna fishman. This matter is top secret, so there is nothing I can say. ...And I have no intention of letting you live."

Madelo took his stance.

His fighting spirit felt even greater than before.

"...I have no intention of letting you live, either," I declared. "...Your life ends here."

I renewed my focus and took my stance.

Even though I'd been caught up in the atmosphere, I was inwardly pleased that I'd gotten to say a line I'd always wanted to try. ...But that feeling vanished in an instant, and I looked at Madelo.

Silence fell between us.

Only our fists would do the talking.

I was the first to make a move, throwing a right straight punch. Madelo met it with a right straight punch of his own. Our fists met and collided.

For a moment, we were evenly matched, but soon our fists separated, and the melee began.

Every punch we threw was parried or blocked. ...Occasionally, a fist would land on one of our bodies, but I was wearing armor, and Madelo had a body like steel. Neither of us had taken any decisive damage. However, this fight was disadvantageous for me. ...My karate was self-taught, and this was my first time using it in a real fight. On the other hand, Madelo was also self-taught but was accustomed to actual combat.

This was a huge difference.

There's a flow to battle that only those with experience can understand.

Madelo's movements were without waste; he always attacked with the best possible move.

His movements were like the flow of a river.

Even though I had enhanced my body to increase my speed, my movements were clumsy. ...When I blocked his attacks, I was so focused on defense that my transition to the next attack was slow. The attacks I thought I'd landed were, honestly, mostly coincidences. Madelo's attacks were calculated and landed precisely. ...Feeling that I couldn't win like this, I decided to retreat for a moment.

Madelo didn't pursue. He seemed to be wary.

I thought. What should I do?

...Just then, I suddenly remembered something.

*But can I do it?* I wondered, but this was no time for hesitation.

I attacked again. I threw a right straight punch aimed at Madelo's stomach. ...As expected, he parried it and countered. Madelo's right straight punch came at me, but my left hand reacted instantly and blocked it. Madelo was slightly surprised, but before he could follow up... my right fist connected with his stomach.

Madelo clutched his stomach and retreated.

"I just copied what I saw, but it looks like it worked," I said. "...*Meoto-de*."

With that, I took a stance with my hands held close together.



		
			Chapter 80

			The Outcome of the Match

			*Meoto-de*—a stance from old-style karate.

In a standard karate stance, one hand is held forward in an L-shape, while the other is at one's side.

However, if the forward hand is dedicated to defense, the other hand's attack will be slow and delayed. But with *meoto-de*, both hands are held close together at the front. This way, the moment one hand defends, the other can instantly attack. Conversely, the other hand can also defend, and the slightly forward hand can immediately attack the opponent.

In other words, the movements are fast and efficient.

However, moving from this stance is quite difficult. I didn't get it right at first, but I practiced it whenever I had time, just in case I had to fight without a weapon. I wanted to think such a situation wouldn't happen, but there are always exceptions.

For example, when entering the room of a person of high status, it is rude to bring a weapon. You must always leave it behind. If you are attacked by a thief or an assassin hired by that person at that time, you would be killed without being able to do anything.

I wanted no part of that.

For that reason, I had been practicing bare-handed fighting. I had devoured books and manga that seemed practical for real combat and worked to master the techniques.

I was thrilled to have landed a punch on Madelo's face. Why? Because until now, every time I tried to hit him, he had dodged every single blow. If that happens repeatedly, any human would get a little irritated. Now that I had finally succeeded, I felt a bit refreshed.

Madelo, holding his hand to his face, said, "...Quite a blow. Well done. ...And your movements are different from before. ...What is that?"

I had no intention of answering his question, but I decided to do so anyway.

"...This is a stance passed down in my homeland. It is simple and unadorned. ...It is called *bujutsu*."

With that declaration, I took my stance. Madelo smiled slightly.

"...Heheheheheh. ...Excellent. Excellent. ...You are more than I expected. ...This is getting more and more enjoyable."

As he said those words, I could see his fighting spirit swell.

A tremendous fighting spirit—or was it aura? ...In any case, it meant I had fired him up too much. ...But it was too late for regrets. As long as we were fighting, getting the opponent serious was a common occurrence in battle manga. Therefore, I had to accept that fact and simply finish off the opponent before me.

We glared at each other, and then, we both ran.

Our fists clashed. The battle from that point on was fierce. A barrage of punches, more intense than before. What's more, we weren't staying in one place; we were fighting on the move. When I dodged Madelo's right punch with a large sidestep, the wall behind me cracked significantly. The wall was in such a state that it looked like it could collapse at any moment. Madelo immediately turned to face me, about to counterattack, but I used that momentary opening to tackle him. It was easier to break his posture this way than with a punch.

Without losing the momentum from the tackle, I continued to push Madelo.

At that moment, there was a door in front of us, but I didn't notice and broke through it. The impact made me stop for a moment, and Madelo was thrown into the room. There were several beds in the room, and at the back, there was a single desk and four chairs. A liquor bottle sat on the desk. It seemed to be a soldiers' break room.

"...It's hard to fight in here," I said. "...Let's take this outside."

To my words, Madelo replied, "...Fine by me. ...But to be concerned about the location, does that mean we both want to fight all out?"

He smirked.

Apparently, he thought I was referring to the state of the room. ...It really was a difficult room to fight in, but I decided to go with the atmosphere and say nothing. Well then, after leaving the room, Madelo and I prepared to fight again.

Just then, from behind me.

"You there! Freeze!"

At the loud voice, I instinctively turned around. A large number of soldiers had arrived.

Seeing this, Madelo said, "...It seems this is as far as we go. ...I'll have to leave this match for later."

With that, he turned and started running.

I didn't chase after him and stood rooted to the spot. Why? Because if I chased him now, the soldiers would think I was his accomplice. When the soldiers reached me, more than half of them chased after Madelo, while a few of them surrounded me.

"Don't move! ...Who are you?"

To this question, I replied, "I am Shinsuke, an adventurer. ...I came to the castle at the request of the prince to be his playmate. ...I heard the sound of breaking glass and moved to alleviate the prince's anxiety."

I stated it concisely.

"...We will ask the prince if that is true," a soldier said. "...You will come with us."

I didn't resist his instructions and went with the soldiers.

And so, the battle in the castle ended.

The next morning.

Tina and I were in front of the doors to the throne room.

Things had been hectic since then. First, I was taken to the barracks and questioned. After a while, a messenger soldier came and confirmed that I was the hired adventurer, and I was immediately released. After meeting up with Tina, I thought we would go home, but the prince said.

"I'm sorry, but I can't let you go. ...Due to the incident, the castle is on lockdown. ...Even if you completed the request, I can't make an exception and let you out. ...I'll have a room prepared for you, so you should stay the night."

So we decided to stay.

We slept in a guest room, and after waking up in the morning, we had a light breakfast in the room and were preparing to leave when a soldier came.

"You're from 'Red Lightning', aren't you? The king would like to express his gratitude for the incident last night. Please come with me."

And that's how we ended up here.

...Honestly, I'd rather not have an audience with the king.

It was nerve-wracking, or rather, a hassle.

In any case, getting involved in national affairs could lead to trouble later on. Why? Because you get noticed. If the higher-ups of a country remember you, it becomes difficult to move freely.

It's not that I'm planning to do anything wrong, but as long as I'm an Otherworlder, standing out increases the risk of my identity being exposed. In the Kingdom, I kept that in mind and acted inconspicuously, passing on the credit for major incidents to others. I'm content with just receiving money.

I don't wish for anything more.

And yet, why do things never go according to plan? It's a real headache. As I was thinking this, Tina said, "...Shinsuke, I know what you're thinking, but... please be prepared."

She was reminding me.

...No choice, I guess I'll have to brace myself.

To become a man strong in body and mind. That was my vow to my master.

I steeled myself and entered. The throne room was, in a word, simple. The only thing that stood out besides the king's throne was the blue carpet; otherwise, there were only a few vases on the walls. We entered, advanced to a certain point, and knelt.

Then, the chancellor announced, "...His Majesty, King Rukarl, has arrived."

With that declaration, the king appeared from a door at the back.

He looked old, but the presence he exuded was immense and dignified.

He was a different kind of king from the one in the Kingdom, an unapproachable presence.

After taking his seat, King Rukarl said, "...Thank you for your efforts in this matter. ...Even though it was in the midst of a request from my son, I thank you for your service."

With that, he bowed his head slightly.

I tried to stop him, but King Rukarl's eyes pleaded, *'I will not allow that.'* I swallowed the words I was about to say.

King Rukarl continued, "...Now, I would like to give you a reward, but rewards for requests outside of the Guild are, in principle, forbidden. ...Forgive me."

He was apologizing.

I thought to myself that there was no helping it.

The only way to obtain money outside of a Guild request was through monster materials. Why? Because it would be considered a bribe. If you were asked to do a job by someone else while on a job, did it, and received money, it might seem normal to the people involved, but it would be a nuisance for the Guild. The Guild's income comes from accepting jobs from clients and taking a ten percent commission from the payment received.

Therefore, it is forbidden for those belonging to the Guild to accept requests and receive money on their own outside of it.

This was the same in the Kingdom.

Once, when I tried to help someone in trouble on the street, Tina got angry and explained it to me. This was common sense in this country, not something the Guild needed to explain.

With that in mind, I replied, "Please don't worry about it. ...Everything was done with your safety as our top priority."

I gave a non-committal response.

To this, King Rukarl said, "...Is that so? ...Then is there something you desire? ...I can grant it as long as it is not monetary."

To these words, I replied, "...Then I have a request. Could you please lift the lockdown on the country?"

To this response, King Rukarl said, "Lift the lockdown? ...Hmm, that is possible. However, it will be lifted tomorrow, so please wait until then."

Knowing my wish had been granted, I said, "Thank you, ...Your Majesty, King Rukarl."

I bowed while still kneeling. Tina did the same.

The chancellor, who had been watching, said, "King Rukarl, it is almost time."

To those words, King Rukarl said, "Oh, yes. ...I'm sorry, but I have work to do now. That will be all for today."

"No, thank you for your valuable time," I said.

With those words of gratitude, Tina and I took our leave.

Three people remained in the throne room.

King Rukarl, Prince Lustolfo, and the chancellor.

After taking a breath, King Rukarl said, "...Lustolfo, things went according to your plan this time, but... I still do not like the fact that there was no reward."

To these words, the prince replied, "Of course, Father, you are free to do as you wish. ...For my part, I am glad that I was able to learn the extent of their abilities, especially Shinsuke's."

To these words, King Rukarl asked, "...What are you planning?"

Faced with a look that said he wouldn't tolerate lies, the prince said, "...As you know, Father, the two major factions in the Empire are vying for succession between the eldest and second daughters. ...According to my information, a noble from the eldest daughter's faction has apparently defected, and the previously balanced factions are now slightly tilting in favor of the second daughter."

To those words, the chancellor said, "...Your Highness, if I may be so bold, that is impossible. ...The eldest daughter advocates for a defensive war, while the second daughter advocates for total resistance. ...These two irreconcilable positions are convenient for the nobles. They can gain by siding with either one."

"...However, to leave one faction and join another... they would be called traitors by both factions. Moreover, even if they win, they would not be able to obtain a high position. At best, they would only slightly increase their existing territory. ...There are clearly only disadvantages."

King Rukarl agreed with the chancellor's explanation.

The only thing nobles think about is how to raise their own status.

For that purpose, they would gladly carry out any unreasonable order from the royal family, even if they were told to let their own child live in the castle, they would accept with a smile, not a displeased face. That is what a noble is.

And yet, for the factions to be tilting means that someone left one and joined another.

To this question, the prince replied, "I share your thoughts. ...At first, I thought it was a mistake, but reports from multiple sources have confirmed its credibility. ...Furthermore, when I went to the Church, I succeeded in making connections with a merchant from the Empire. ...According to a letter brought by a messenger bird to my place yesterday afternoon, the defecting nobles publicly bowed their heads to the nobles of the second daughter's faction in front of the citizens, saying, 'We do not want any reward.'"

The prince's report made the chancellor and King Rukarl look at each other.

Nobles, who did not approve of bowing their heads to anyone other than royalty, had bowed their heads in front of the citizens.

The two of them thought it was impossible.

However, it is often the case in the world that the impossible is true.

King Rukarl asked, "...Assuming that is true, why are those two involved?"

To this question, the prince replied, "...Those two can change something. ...I have a feeling."

It was a very vague answer.

King Rukarl and the chancellor thought so, but they had to start thinking about how to deal with what was to come.



		
			Chapter 81

			A Quiet Day

			After leaving the castle, we immediately headed for the Guild.

Our purpose was to receive our reward money.

After reporting to the receptionist, we were shown to the Guild Master's room. We entered and sat on the sofa.

The master, sitting in his chair, said, "Good work, both of you. ...This request turned out to be quite the disaster. ...I've heard the story from the soldiers. You fought an intruder who broke into the castle last night, I hear. ...However, unfortunately, the prince's request was to be a playmate, not to subjugate an enemy. Therefore, there will be no additional reward."

To the master's declaration, I replied, "That's fine. ...Fighting the intruder was my own decision. ...Please don't worry about it."

I raised my left hand and waved it dismissively.

Tina gave a similar response.

Seeing this, the master said, "...You two are a strange pair. ...Most adventurers would whine and complain about getting an additional reward for trouble that happened outside of a request. ...Well, enough about that. ...There's something I want to ask. Is it true that the intruder was a half-fishman?"

With a sharp gaze, the master looked at me.

"...Yes. There's no doubt about it. His face was like a fusion of a human and a fish, and despite being bare-chested, his body was as hard as steel. He introduced himself as Madelo, a half-tuna fishman."

To this answer, the master muttered, "...For a half-fishman to appear, is this a sign of something major? ...No, is that too hasty? ..."

He was talking to himself.

Tina and I decided to wait until the master finished his thoughts.

After a while, the master snapped out of it.

"My apologies. I got lost in thought. ...However, it's rare for a half-fishman to attack people, and more importantly, this is the first time I've ever heard of one coming onto land. ...After all, half-fishmen only attack those who pollute the sea."

To this answer, I asked, "Those who pollute the sea? ...What specifically?"

To this question, the master replied, "...Let's see. The most common story is them grabbing the legs of people who kill fish just for sport and throw them back into the sea, dragging them in. Or throwing rocks at those who dump man-made objects or furniture into the sea because they're too lazy to dispose of them properly, seriously injuring them and throwing the trash back. ...They show no mercy to those who desecrate the sea."

To this explanation, I asked, "...So, is it okay to sell or eat the fish you catch?"

To this question, the master replied, "That's fine. If you catch them for the purpose of eating, the half-fishmen won't attack. ...It doesn't seem like they're hostile towards humans, but... this recent incident has made things suspicious. ...However, according to the soldiers, the story of a half-fishman assassin is to be treated as top secret, and no one is to speak of it."

"? Why is that?" I asked.

The master replied, "Because it would cause chaos. In this country, it's widely believed that half-fishmen are monsters who have no interest in anything but the sea. ...But if that common knowledge were to crumble, people would not only stay away from the sea, but they would live in constant fear of when a school of half-fishmen might attack. What would happen if that continued for a long time? ...You can probably guess, right?"

I understood.

If fear and anxiety continued, stress would build up. ...And the more it built up, the worse the situation would become. Then, if something were to trigger an explosion... riots would break out, or people would start thinking of defeating the half-fishmen themselves.

...And that would mean war. A war between humans and monsters.

It would be the same as the Empire. However, the half-fishmen would have the advantage.

Why? Because humans can't breathe underwater. They wouldn't be able to hold their breath long enough to reach their base. In contrast, half-fishmen can operate on land, and they're strong. ...Defeat would be certain.

...In that case, it would be better to just say the intruder was a human and that he was killed. That would be quicker and easier for people to accept.

Of course, we who knew the truth...

"...Then it's better if we don't say anything either," I said. "...The king didn't tell us not to talk, but we'd rather avoid unnecessary trouble too."

The master replied, "Thank you. ...The soldiers told me to warn you two as well, so it's a relief that you understand so quickly. ...Well then, please accept your reward for this job."

With that, he placed a small coin pouch on the desk.

Inside were ten gold coins. ...An exceptional amount.

...It seems that prince intended this from the beginning.

...What a cunning person.

With that thought, we left the room.

The master sat in his chair and gazed at the sky.

"...Half-fishmen. Adventurers from another country. The crumbling balance in the Empire. ...I hope nothing bad happens. ...For whatever reason, peace is the best. ..."

With that, he drank his tea.

We decided to walk around town without taking a job at the Guild.

There was no particular reason. We just felt like taking a walk.

As we walked down the street lined with shops, we could hear the bustling voices all around us. ...Leaving was still forbidden, but it seemed like no one cared. I glanced at the products as we walked by; fruits, medicinal herbs, meat, fish, seasonings—all the necessities of life were there. Amidst all this, I noticed something.

"...They have dried meat here, but no dried fish."

To this murmur, Tina asked, "? ...What's dried fish?"

She asked with a puzzled look.

I explained what dried fish was.

At that moment, Tina said, "...I see, it's common in Shinsuke's country. ...But we don't dry fish here. ...We either serve it raw or freeze it."

She explained.

...Freezing, huh. It's said to be possible with the Empire's technology, but I would think it would be the other way around. ...Well, I guess it just means their technology developed at a different time. With that thought, I said, "...Alright, then let's make some dried fish."

With that decision made, I bought some horse mackerel.

We began our work on a sandy beach a little away from the port. First, I cut open the horse mackerels' bellies, removed the innards, and washed them thoroughly in water. Next, I placed the fish in a saltwater solution of about the same concentration as seawater and left them for about two hours. Then, I laid them on an aluminum mesh, belly up, and let them dry under the sun. They should be ready in about three hours. After finishing all the work, Tina said, "...It's surprisingly easy and fast. ...Dried meat can only be made in a cold place, and it takes three days to finish. ...Compared to that, wouldn't fish be more in demand?"

To this question, I replied, "...Well, it has its drawbacks. ...In the case of fish, it only lasts for a week at most. ...On the other hand, meat is said to last for a month. ...It's fine for short-term jobs, but I wouldn't recommend it for long trips."

To this answer, Tina said, "...I see. ...So everything has its disadvantages. ...Does that mean we have to eat what you made within a week?"

To this question, I replied, "...Well, that's right. ...We can leave the country tomorrow. ...Let's have some dried fish for dinner tonight as a taste test, and eat the rest on the road."

Tina nodded in agreement.

And so, the dried horse mackerel was finished. We put them in a bag and started walking through the town again.

Evening.

Nothing out of the ordinary happened, and we decided to return to the inn.

Dinner time. ...We decided to eat the dried fish we made today and cream stew in our room. ...I thought it might be a bit of an odd combination, but there was no Japanese food here. With that thought, I ate the dried fish. ...The taste was fine, and the texture was perfect. It turned out great.

Tina said, "...I thought it would be dry like dried meat and not as delicious as raw fish, but... this is quite good."

She continued to eat with a smile.

Seeing her, I felt relieved. ...I was glad she liked it. After finishing our meal, we had our regular report. ...Since Tina was wearing her green armor, I began my preparations.

I had Tina lie on her back on the bed, raise both hands in a surrender pose, and tied them to the bed's headboard. I also tied her feet together to the footboard. It was a crucifixion-style bondage. ...I touched Tina's body all over through her armor and smelled her defenseless armpits.

Feeling this, Tina said, "! Shinsuke... st-stop... hehe... that tickles... p-please..."

To Tina's pleading, I replied, "...What's wrong? ...It smells nice here. ...I like it."

To my innocent reply, Tina said, "!? ...Th-that's not what I mean. ...It's just that... I-I haven't wiped them very well, so... I'm just embarrassed..."

She stammered, bright red.

Seeing her like that, I raised my head and this time, gently touched her with my hand. Tina desperately held back her laughter. ...If she laughed now, the person in the next room would hear. ...She endured with the sole desire not to do something so embarrassing. I kissed Tina like that. ...Tina was unable to hide her surprise at my sudden action and was flustered.

We spent the night enjoying ourselves to the fullest.

The sea at night.

Two figures floated on the surface of the sea. One was Daios the Sea General. The other was Madelo.

Looking at the Republic, Madelo said, "...I apologize. ...I was unable to reach the king and had to flee."

To this apology, Daios said, "...It's fine. ...The presence of that Otherworlder was unexpected. ...But as long as the goal is to stall them, there's no problem as long as you act accordingly. ...Good work."

He offered words of praise.

Madelo was inwardly relieved, but that feeling quickly vanished. What came after was a feeling of frustration. He knew what this feeling was. It was the feeling of not being able to settle the score with the Otherworlder.

Madelo decided in his heart that one day, he would settle things with that man.

And when that time came, he would bring his favorite weapon. ...

The next morning.

I untied Tina, who was still sleeping in her restraints, and we had breakfast.

Then, after preparing our equipment, we headed for the main gate. The lockdown had been lifted, and people were coming and going. Seeing this, I muttered, "...It seems King Rukarl kept his promise."

To my muttering, Tina said, "...Of course. ...A king must keep the promises he makes. ...Is it different in Shinsuke's country?"

To this question, I replied, "...For the sake of money, people deceive their friends, make up phony get-rich-quick schemes, and cheat them. ...When the people at the top commit fraud, they blame it on others and feign ignorance. ...It's a gathering of the worst kind of people."

Seeing my slightly bitter face, Tina said, "...It's the same here. ...But I can say this much. ...Good people don't cause trouble for others."

Tina had a somewhat enlightened look on her face.

"...You're right," I said. "...It means they've fallen so low as to forget something so basic. ...Well, that's enough of the gloomy talk. Let's get ready for our journey."

Tina nodded as I changed the subject.

We transformed the iron box hidden in an alleyway into a cart, confirmed that we still had food, and set off.

Our destination was the forest of the Church.

To write a teleportation magic circle.



		
			Chapter 82

			The Resolve to Live

			A considerable amount of time had passed since we left the Republic.

As we were crossing a bridge, I saw a group approaching from the right.

They were still at a distance, so I could only make out their shadows, but from their small stature, I could tell they were Goblins.

"...Looks like a group of Goblins is coming," I said. "...Shall we take them on?"

As I was about to get off the cart, Tina said, "Wait. ...I can handle this alone."

With that, she drew her Orichalcum sword.

The result was a complete victory.

With a single swing of Tina's water-infused sword, the Goblins were sent flying.

After that, the Goblins fled for their lives.

...Honestly, it was anticlimactic.

We continued on our way without giving it another thought.

We continued along the well-maintained path through the forest, and since it was evening, we decided to camp here. For dinner, I hunted a rabbit and we ate the meat along with some canned food. I made an iron hut, and we decided to spend the night there.

Late at night, I suddenly woke up.

There was no particular reason, but I just couldn't get back to sleep. Just then, I heard a sound from the forest. It sounded like grass being stepped on. Thinking it might be a monster, I made a peephole in a part of the hut.

...It was pitch black outside and I couldn't see anything. ...Well, of course, there were no streetlights here.

I composed myself and activated `Detection`.

...Ten red dots. Not in a single clump, but scattered, moving to surround us.

For monsters, their formation was too good. Which meant... they were bandits. I grabbed my sword and was about to go outside. Just then, from below.

"...Shinsuke, what's wrong? ...Where are you going with a weapon?"

Tina, her eyes still a little sleepy, asked.

"...We're surrounded," I said.

With that one phrase, Tina was wide awake.

"...How many?"

To this question, I replied, "...Ten. From their movements, it's highly likely they're bandits."

I explained briefly.

Tina, grasping the situation, said, "...We don't have a cage to put them in even if we capture them, ...and we're far from the Republic. ...We're not close enough to call for soldiers. ...Do you have the resolve?"

Tina's eyes allowed for no hesitation. I replied, "...I can't afford to die."

I answered with resolve.

Tina nodded at my reply, made a hole in the hut, and we went out together.

As if confirming that we had come out, five men emerged from the forest. Five more were hiding, but I could tell they were in the back from their presence.

The bandits in front of me were holding knives and swords. They were lightly equipped, with no iron armor.

One of them said, "Heheheheh. ...We're glad you came out on your own. ...We were having trouble finding the entrance."

He had a faint smile on his face. The others were laughing as well.

Looking at them, I said, "...I can tell you're bandits. ...But let me say one thing. ...If you don't want to die, get lost."

I gave them a warning.

The bandits laughed at my words.

"Hahahahahah! What's that!? ...Are you trying to act cool in front of a woman? ...Look at our numbers. You're the one at a disadvantage. ...Hey, you guys. Beat this man until he can't move. ...And then, make him watch as we rape this pretty woman in front of him."

He shouted with enthusiasm.

...I gave them a warning.

"...I see," I said. "...Prepare yourselves."

I drew my sword and ran toward one of the bandits.

He seemed surprised and didn't take a defensive stance.

Without hesitation, I cut his neck.

The bandit's head flew off, and his body collapsed in a spray of blood. The other bandits were stunned, but they quickly came to their senses and charged at me. However, Tina rushed in from the side and cut down one of the bandits with a single swing. ...The remaining three seemed to realize they had been too naive, but it was already too late. We cut down the three of them at once.

...The five of them became silent corpses. I said, "...You bandits hiding in the back. ...I know you're there. ...Come out."

At my words, the remaining five came out.

They were also lightly equipped and held spears and swords.

One of them, a man with a spear, said, "...It's been a while. ...Man in the oni armor."

At his words, I exclaimed, "! It's you! ............Who?"

I raised my voice in surprise for a moment, but I couldn't remember, so I asked.

The man replied, "...I'm the spear wielder who fought and lost to you on the bridge."

He answered in a desperate tone.

"...Ah, I remember now," I said. "...The nuisance from back then. ...So you were a bandit."

I said it with an exasperated tone.

So that's why he was blocking the bridge and demanding money from passersby. ...Wait? But if I remember correctly.

I asked, "? ...Weren't you trying to join the 'Men Loved by God' group?"

To this question, the man replied, "...Yeah, that's right. ...But when I lost to you, I heard that the group was wiped out. ...With nothing to do, I was at a loss when I met the survivors. ...And I'm helping them reform."

He boasted with a laugh.

I see, so he wants to team up with them and live in luxury. ...With that group, it wouldn't be surprising if they collected some donations from their followers.

However, I had a question.

"...Then why did you just watch these five get killed? ...It would be difficult to reform if your numbers decrease, wouldn't it?"

To this question, the man replied, "Hah! ...Gauging the opponent's strength is a basic part of battle, isn't it? ...Especially you, you cut down my spear while screaming. ...It was like you won because I was careless. ...That's why I needed to know, right? ...For that, it doesn't matter if five of them die. ...Right, you guys?"

He had a faint smile on his face.

...The other four were laughing as well.

In other words, they had no sense of camaraderie. ...As long as they were fine, that's all that mattered.

...I said, "...I see. ...Then I won't hold back."

With that, I took a stance with my sword.

The man, holding his spear, said, "Hmph! ...I won't be careless this time."

He declared with a mocking face.

However, I said, "...There's no need to scream. ...I'll kill you quietly."

As I said that, I ran.

I had enhanced my legs with lightning magic. I was faster than before, and the man's face showed a momentary surprise, but I paid him no mind and aimed for his neck. However, he managed to block it at the last second.

The man parried my sword with his spear and then thrust at me. However, his speed was slow, and I dodged it with ease. Then, I cut off his defenseless right hand.

"!! Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaa!! My right haaaaaaand!! Daaaaaaaamn iiiiiiiit!!!" the man screamed as he knelt on the ground.

I took an overhead stance and said, "...You were the only one screaming, after all."

With that, I cut off his head.

After confirming the man's death, I said, "Tina, what about your side? ...Looks like you're fine."

I turned back, worried about Tina who was fighting the remaining four, but there was no need.

The four of them were dead.

Since Tina was standing at a distance, she must have killed them with wind magic. I used `Detection` to check our surroundings.

...I confirmed that there were no others left.

"...If we leave the bodies here, monsters might come," I said. "...I'm going to burn them all, so can you help me?"

Tina nodded at my proposal.

We gathered the bodies in one place and burned them to ashes with fire magic, leaving no flesh behind. ...As I watched the flames, I remembered. ...The day I killed my best friend.

Since then, I hadn't killed anyone. I had handed over all the bandits I defeated to the authorities. ...This was my first time killing in a month. After the flames died down and we finished burying the bones, Tina said, "...Shinsuke, ...let's sleep together tonight. ...I won't let go of this hand until your heart is calm."

With that, she grabbed my right hand.

...She sees right through me. She's a really good partner. With that thought, I slept next to Tina. ...Without letting go of each other.

The next morning.

After waking up and having a light breakfast, we set off.

The time was peaceful. We were attacked by monsters, but not frequently. The journey was smooth.

Five days later.

We arrived at our destination, the forest.

I drew a teleportation magic circle there.

"...Alright, now I can travel to and from those ruins. ...Well then, shall we give it a try?"

With that, I activated the teleportation.

The magic circle shone brightly, and in the next moment, the scenery before my eyes changed.

I looked around and saw that I was in front of the cave of the ruins. ...The teleportation was a success.

I immediately returned and reported to Tina. Then, this time, I teleported with both her and our luggage. ...It was a success without any problems.

Seeing this, Tina muttered, "...To think such magic existed... ...Honestly, I couldn't believe it. ...It's not even mentioned in fairy tales."

She muttered with a face of disbelief and surprise.

...To be honest, I hadn't believed it either. Even though I came from a world without magic, teleportation magic is called legendary even in manga. ...It's not something you can get easily.

But here it was, a success. I had no choice but to accept it.

That I had obtained it so easily.

"...Well, it's fine, isn't it?" I said. "...Whatever we get, we just have to use it well."

To this conclusion, Tina said, "...You're right. ...From now on, more impossible things might happen. ...I'll lose my mind if I get surprised every time."

Her face looked like she had resigned herself to it.

We decided to go to the Republic.

Five days had passed since then, so I thought the port's lockdown would be over. I drove the cart.

After a while, we arrived at the bridge. ...I hadn't paid it any mind on the way here, but now it reminded me of the man with the spear.

...This is no time for sentimentality.

I am a hunter who takes lives.

Hadn't I been prepared for this since I came to this world?

Get a grip, me!

As I was scolding myself, a group approached from the left.

A group of Goblins. What's more, I immediately knew they were the same Goblins we had encountered when we left the Republic. Why? Because their equipment was exactly the same. ...Just as I was thinking what a persistent bunch they were, I saw an unfamiliar Goblin behind them. ...It was wearing knight's armor, had an iron shield in its left hand, and a rapier in its right.

Seeing this, Tina muttered, "...That's a Goblin Knight. ...That's rare."



		
			Chapter 83

			Sword Clashes and a Ship

			Goblin Knight.

A monster that steals knight's armor, adjusts it for its own use, and fights like a knight.

It is a high-ranking monster among Goblins.

...A rare case indeed. I said, "A Goblin Knight, huh? ...A worthy opponent."

As I was about to grab my sword, Tina said, "...Shinsuke, please take care of the surrounding Goblins. ...I will fight the Goblin Knight."

To this proposal, I asked, "...It's rare for you to say something like that, Tina. ...May I ask why?"

Tina rarely asks to fight a specific monster.

Why? Because her goal is to defeat them, and she has no interest in the honor that comes from it.

Tina said, "...I want to become stronger, too. ...I have feelings of wanting to be protected by you, but I am a warrior. ...All I can do is fight."

She said this with a slight smile.

...I see. She doesn't want to lose her sense of purpose.

"...Understood," I said. "Leave the surrounding Goblins to me. ...Fight to your heart's content."

With that, I stood next to Tina.

The Goblin Knight gave an order to the Goblins.

The Goblins charged. There were ten of them. The only weapons they had were clubs.

I activated my fire magic.

"Flame Barrage!"

With flames enveloping my sword, I cut down the Goblins.

My movements were like flowing water.

Previously, during the undead subjugation, a spear wielder named Sakura had shown me her fluid movements, which were magnificent.

Since then, I had been practicing whenever I had free time. This was my first time using it in a real battle, but my movements seemed to be smooth. I finished off the last one. Seeing this, the Goblin Knight let out a shriek and charged towards me.

Was it aiming for me?

...As I was thinking that, Tina appeared from my side and confronted the Goblin Knight.

The clash of sword and rapier, slash and thrust. The performance of their weapons was almost evenly matched.

For it to be unscathed after clashing with an Orichalcum sword, the material of the rapier must be first-class. ...This meant that their individual skills would decide the outcome. ...Tina's movements were powerful yet efficient, with no wasted motion. She parried her opponent's attacks with her sword and delivered slashes in a crossing pattern. The Goblin Knight's attacks were all thrusts, with high accuracy, always aiming for the opponent's vulnerable spots, leaving no openings.

When Tina launched an attack, it blocked with its shield, not just taking the blow but deflecting it.

...Its proficiency was high; it was accustomed to battle.

If Tina's was a powerful sword, the Goblin Knight's was a flexible one.

...It was a good match.

The sword fight was fierce, with both of them countering while blocking each other's swords. It was truly a contest of swordsmanship. ...No one could tell what the outcome would be.

It seemed that both the person and the monster knew this as well.

...At this rate, it would be a battle of attrition. There would be no end to it.

One of them had to do something to take the other by surprise.

...Tina thought about using magic but decided against it.

The reason was that she used it too easily.

...No matter how much she wanted to defeat her opponent, if she used it willy-nilly, she would be at a disadvantage as soon as it was seen through. ...That's why she had to be able to defeat her opponent with swordsmanship alone. But the Goblin Knight didn't think it could win with just its sword.

...After all, there were two enemies.

If it exhausted its stamina defeating one, it wouldn't be able to defeat the other.

With that judgment, the Goblin Knight decided to use a trick.

It swung its rapier wildly to create distance from Tina. Then, it held its shield in front and took a stance that hid the rapier.

Tina thought, *(Is it planning something? ...In that case, I'll imbue my sword with magic and end it in one blow.)*

With that thought, she channeled magic into her sword.

The two glared at each other.

The Goblin Knight was the first to move.

It charged with its shield in front. ...A rapier attack from behind the shield, or an attack with the shield itself? It was one of the two. The distance between them closed, and then, the Goblin Knight suddenly held its shield horizontally. ...A shield attack. A difficult tactic to see through for the first time.

However, Tina calmly brought her sword down from an overhead stance.

"...*Dorryaaaaa!*"

With a manly roar, she swung down with all her might.

The shield was split neatly in two.

The Goblin Knight was so surprised by this that it missed its chance to bring out its rapier.

Tina relentlessly followed up with an upward slash from a low stance, cutting through the Goblin Knight's armor and body.

With a spray of blood, the Goblin Knight shrieked and writhed in agony.

Tina silently sent its head flying.

The battle was decided.

Their skills were almost equal, but in the end, Tina's tactic had won out.

I approached and said, "...Looks like you're okay. ...Are you injured?"

To this question, Tina replied, "...I have a small scratch on my face, but it will heal if I leave it alone. ...Thank you."

She answered with a nice smile.

However, there was something about the recent battle that bothered me, so I asked, "...By the way, what was that shout earlier?"

To this question, Tina replied, "...I can't get fired up any other way..."

She looked down, bright red.

...It seems she's embarrassed.

I decided to leave it at that.

Well then, pulling ourselves together, we collected the magic stones from the Goblins. There was only one noteworthy item among the weapons and armor: the rapier the Goblin Knight had been holding.

I picked it up and activated `Analysis`.

...50% iron, 30% Mithril, 20% Orichalcum.

...A fine weapon. An item of this caliber was likely held by a knight who served some noble. ...But that knight was probably dead now.

With that thought, I asked, "...What about this weapon? Do you want to use it, Tina? ...I'm not good with them."

To my words, Tina replied, "...I'm not good with them either. ...I'm better at slashing. ...In that case, we should probably give this to the Guild. ...It's the rule in every country to hand over weapons and armor obtained from monsters or bandits to the Guild."

She suggested.

...I agreed with this. ...It was a weapon made with Orichalcum. We couldn't just sell it to a weapon shop.

It would cause a bit of a stir.

Since I didn't want to stand out too much, it was better to submit it to the Guild's Disassembly Shop and get some money for it.

...Someone would probably use it someday. A weapon is beautiful only when it's used. We collected the spoils of our hunt and headed for the Republic.

We arrived in the Republic.

We passed through the gate smoothly and headed for the Disassembly Shop next to the Guild.

We handed over the Goblin magic stones and the weapon.

The staff member said, "...Yes, the magic stones have been confirmed. ...Are you sure you don't want to take this rapier?"

For the final confirmation, I said, "Yes, ...we're not skilled with that weapon."

Tina nodded as well.

The staff member said, "...Understood. ...In that case, the buyout price is... twenty gold coins in total. After all, weapons made of Orichalcum are high-grade."

With that, he placed thirty gold coins on the counter.

I put the gold coins in my wallet and left.

As the Disassembly Shop staff member was about to store the Goblin magic stones and the rapier in the back of the Guild, the Guild Master, who was passing by, asked, "...What did those two submit?"

To this question, the staff member replied, "Ah, yes. ...Eleven Goblin magic stones and a rapier made of Orichalcum."

To that answer, the master said, "...A rapier? ...Sorry, but could you show it to me?"

The staff member nodded and handed over the rapier.

The master looked at it carefully and then said, "...Will you sell this to me?"

To these words, the staff member said, "Huh? ...Um, items submitted here are supposed to be bought by merchants at a later date..."

To the stammering staff member, the master said, "I know. ...But I want this now. ...Wait a minute."

He placed the rapier on the spot and hurried back to his room.

...The master returned with a wallet in his hand.

"...I have forty gold coins. ...Will you sell it to me for this?"

It was a shocking price.

The minimum price for a weapon made of Orichalcum was twenty gold coins.

...To buy it for double that, the staff member said, "...Understood. If it's your request, Master. ...But please keep this confidential."

He requested in a whisper.

...The staff member accepted the forty gold coins and handed the rapier to the master.

He thanked the staff member and returned to his room.

Sitting in his chair, he gazed at the rapier.

"...Welcome home, little sister..."

He muttered with a face full of sorrow.

When we arrived at the port, a ship was docked.

I asked a crew member who was there.

"Excuse me. ...Are the ships running again?"

The crew member replied, "Ah, yes. ...If you'd like to board, it's three small gold coins per person at the reception over there."

He pointed the way.

I thanked him and bought two tickets at the reception desk.

We boarded the ship, and it departed a short while later.

The ship was a sailing vessel, moving forward with the wind. It was quite comfortable and looked like it would be a pleasant voyage.

When the port was no longer in sight, we were watching the sea while enjoying the sea breeze.

...As I watched the schools of fish that looked like flying fish that I occasionally saw, I thought, *'This is peaceful.'* Tina was watching as well. Just as I was hoping this quiet time would continue, from behind.

"Sir! You're causing trouble! ...You'll bother the other passengers."

It seemed some kind of trouble was brewing.

I turned around to see a fat, merchant-like man staggering around, chugging from a liquor bottle.

He shouted loudly, "Huuuh? ...Shut up! ...Who cares about the other passengers! ...Who do you think I am!? ...I'm a high-ranking member of the Republic's merchant association! ...A superior being who is gracing the Kingdom's merchant association with my presence! ...Instead of overlooking something like this, hurry up and bring me the finest liquor!"

He was chugging from the bottle as he spoke.

...What an annoying drunk.

People like him who think they're so great are sure to have an attitude of, *'It's only natural,'* no matter how much trouble the people around them go through. ...Really, human nature doesn't change even in another world.

...With that thought, I ignored him. He wasn't worth getting involved with.

...As I was watching the sea for a while, a crew member said, "Sir!! Don't!! Please don't throw things into the sea!!"

When I glanced over, the drunk said, "Shut up!! ...I know. You're going to say the half-fishmen will get angry, right? ...Even if a monster like that comes, I can handle it with my power! ...You powerless commoner!"

With that, he threw the liquor bottle into the sea.

...Hey, hey, according to the Guild Master, half-fishmen show no mercy to those who pollute the sea.

...Just then, a pillar of water rose from the sea.

Immediately after everyone saw it, a half-fishman emerged.

With the weapon in its hand, it smashed the drunk's head.

His torso collapsed in a spray of blood.

The half-fishman that landed on the deck said, "You who defile the sea. ...I'll sink this whole ship."

With that, the half-fishman, Madelo, the half-tuna fishman, radiated killing intent.



		
			Chapter 84

			Battle on the High Seas

			Why did the man break the common knowledge that everyone in the Republic knew?

Let us rewind time a little.

Daios the Sea General was troubled.

He was supposed to have held those two back for as long as possible, but the lockdown had been lifted sooner than expected.

And when he heard the report from his spy that the two had left the Republic, there was nothing he could do.

He could deal with them if they were at sea or near the sea, but if they were too far away, he couldn't make a move.

Seeing this, Madelo said, "Lord Daios. ...Please grant me permission to pursue."

To this request, Daios said, "...No. ...Our territory is the sea. ...We can only go on land if it's close to the sea. ...If we stray too far from the sea, the humans may challenge us to a fight. ...Especially after the incident at the royal castle."

Daios pondered what to do.

...But there was nothing he could do.

The mission was a failure.

Five days later.

It was reported that those two had returned to the Republic.

He didn't know why. ...According to a report his spy had overheard, they had apparently learned teleportation magic. But there should be restrictions for humans to use it. ...For example, creating an identical magic circle.

...If this prediction was correct, they might go to the Kingdom to draw one. ...If so, that would be bad. If they drew one in that location, they might have a direct route to the Empire.

But this was also a chance. ...A chance to hold those two back, just once. ...As expected, they were buying ship tickets at the port. He had to stop them from heading to the Kingdom.

However, attacking a human ship without reason was not good for the half-fishmen's reputation.

...In the royal castle, he had acted so that his identity wouldn't be revealed.

...Even in the castle town, the incident at the castle was said to be the work of a human thief.

If they made a big move now, it would lead to an all-out war with the humans.

That would be a hassle.

A full-scale conflict with humans was all harm and no gain.

...But how could he hold those two back? ...As he was thinking, a black mist rose from the sea.

"...You seem to be in trouble, Lord Sea General."

The one who appeared was Lates the Thousand Poisons.

Daios said, "...Is there something you need, Lord Thousand Poisons?"

He treated him with a hint of annoyance.

Lates, unfazed, said, "...Regarding the matter of the Otherworlder. ...I have a good idea. ...We make a human pollute the sea."

To this proposal, Daios said, "...You mean control them. ...But it seems Lord Corruptor is not here."

Daios said.

The power to control people was Harynair the Corruptor's specialty.

In response, Lates said, "...I haven't brought her. ...Lord Corruptor is... busy in the Empire. ...But rest assured. ...I can't control them in detail, but I can control them in a general way."

With that, Lates produced a single insect, a mosquito.

"...If I inject this one's poison into a human, it can amplify the dissatisfaction and irritation that person has. ...It wouldn't be surprising if there was at least one such person among those boarding the ship."

He laughed eerily.

Daios thought it was an attractive proposal.

If a human polluted the sea, they could attack with impunity.

Daios said, "...I accept your proposal. ...We must choose someone to attack at once."

Just then, from the sea.

"Lord Daios. ...Please command me to take on that role."

The one who emerged was Madelo.

Daios said, "...But the Otherworlder knows your face. ...I can't order you."

Before he could continue, Madelo said, "Please!!!"

He bowed his head with all his might.

The force of it sent a spray of seawater into the air.

Daios said, "...Understood. ...But don't be reckless."

To this reminder, Madelo said, "Leave it to me. ...I, Madelo, will see this duty through to the end."

He said it with eyes full of determination.

The mosquito released by Lates infiltrated the ship that had left the port. It was searching for a suitable human.

A merchant, sitting in a luxurious room and drinking wine, thought, "...Honestly, for me to go just to negotiate with the Kingdom's merchant association. ...But since it's an order from the head of the association, I have no choice but to obey. ...Being a high-ranking member is not easy."

He was drinking from a glass as he thought this.

The mosquito, judging that it had found a suitable candidate, landed on the merchant's neck and injected its poison.

...The merchant felt something prick him and rubbed his neck. There seemed to be nothing there.

...After a while, he started to feel irritated for some reason.

Why did he, a high-ranking member, have to do a job like this?

...Ah, just thinking about it was irritating.

...The merchant smashed his wine glass and started chugging from the bottle.

Returning to the present, on the deck.

A half-fishman had attacked the ship.

Its purpose was to purge the humans who polluted the sea.

As many people were cowering in fear, a crew member said, "W-wait, please. ...We apologize for polluting the sea. ...So please..."

Before he could continue, the crew member was sent flying with a punch.

Madelo said, "...Excuses are unnecessary. ...Your lives end here."

He declared, holding his weapon at the ready.

The people screamed and fled into the ship.

Those who remained were Madelo, me, and Tina.

Only the three of us.

"...It's been a while, Madelo," I said. "...I understand why you're angry, but the person responsible is dead. ...How about you calm down?"

To my words, Madelo said, "...I cannot. ...If I forgive you here, the notion that you can be saved by apologizing will spread. ...We will be taken lightly. ...Making an example is important."

With that, he readied his weapon.

"...I see," I said. "...Then I can't just stand by and watch. ...I don't want to die, and as a hunter, I will hunt you."

I faced him with resolve.

Madelo smirked for a moment but quickly composed himself and glared at me.

I looked at the weapon Madelo was holding.

Two clubs connected by a chain. ...Nunchaku.

...To think that even a weapon like that exists in this world.

...I was a little surprised but remained on guard.

...Nunchaku are weapons specialized for close combat. Their attacks are unpredictable, and they can be used for defense as well. ...In addition, Madelo's martial arts skills were master-level.

In our battle at the castle, I had struggled against him even when he was only using his fists.

...This time, he had a weapon, and it was nunchaku, which had good synergy with his martial arts.

...Testing the waters would only get me killed. I decided to go all out from the beginning.

I drew my sword with all my might, manipulated the sparks that were generated, and created a high-temperature flame sword.

Seeing this, Madelo said, "...This makes me happy. ...To use your power without holding back. ...This is what a battle is."

With a broad smile, he swung his nunchaku and took a stance.

Silence fell between us.

The only other person around was Tina, who was behind me.

We could fight to our hearts' content.

...We both made our moves at the same time.

Madelo lightly dodged my attack. At the same time, he unleashed his nunchaku at my face. A precise attack. Normally, it would have hit and been the end, but I dodged it with minimal movement.

I wasn't using `Thunderclap Incarnation`.

We were on the sea. If Madelo used a seawater attack, I would be instantly electrocuted and die.

...For that reason, I didn't use it on my whole body, only on the important parts.

I enhanced only my spinal cord, which is good at transmitting sensory information, with lightning.

This increased the speed at which information was transmitted from my brain to my body, heightening my reflexes. However, this method couldn't enhance my physical body.

...But that was fine. My opponent was a martial artist who specialized in speed and number of attacks. ...On the sea, there was no other way.

I immediately countered after dodging.

I unleashed a horizontal slash, trying to cut Madelo's torso. However, Madelo dodged by squatting on the spot. I had predicted that move to some extent, and with a return stroke, I slashed at him again.

...But Madelo did a backflip from his squatting position.

He was so fast that I couldn't keep up.

My sword just cut through the air.

The distance between me and the dodging Madelo was about five meters. ...Not a distance from which I could immediately intercept him.

I took a breath and took my stance.

Madelo felt fear.

The flame sword. If he was cut by it, the defense of his scales would mean nothing.

Only Lord Daios could block it.

...As expected of an Otherworlder. When he used his power, he was a threat.

Madelo used the inherent power of a half-fishman.

I was watching my opponent's movements from my stance.

He was planning something. If I attacked recklessly, I might be countered. But if I waited, I might lose.

Move or wait, two choices.

This tension was a little exciting.

A life-and-death struggle. One mistake and you die.

...A simple fight to the death.

...A feeling I could rarely experience on Earth.

...I calmed down.

I am a hunter.

I don't enjoy fighting.

I scolded myself and faced him.

Then, water came out of Madelo's palm. Just as I thought it was magic, he enveloped his nunchaku with it. ...Did he enhance his nunchaku with water?

Water and fire. A battle between opposing elements.

...The outcome was uncertain.

We closed the distance between us. Not running, but slowly approaching.

...When we reached a distance where our weapons could reach, I was the first to make a move.

A thrust from my stance.

The fastest and smallest attack.

Madelo dodged to the right. ...But I had read that move. It was difficult to retreat from a frontal thrust, and squatting would take a little too long and he would be hit.

Right or left.

He had no choice but to dodge to either side.

From there, I unleashed a horizontal slash.

My target was his torso.

I had the intention of cutting him in two.

However, Madelo blocked it with his nunchaku.

Steam rose when they collided.

The fire didn't go out, and the water didn't disappear.

Madelo immediately countered.

The attacks from his nunchaku were deadly from any direction. I parried them with my sword and waited for a chance to counterattack.

Steam rose every time they touched.

The smoke was thin, but as it continued, it became a little thicker.

And at the moment when visibility became poor and we could barely see each other's faces, I did an overhead slash towards the smoke.

I felt a slight resistance.

I immediately looked around and saw a wound on Madelo's left arm.

It wasn't a fatal wound, but it was a decent amount of damage. ...However, Madelo ignored it and spun his nunchaku.

What was he going to do? Just as I thought that, Madelo swung his nunchaku with all his might.

The spinning water came towards me.

It looked like a chakram.

I instinctively squatted. The ring made of water must have a considerable cutting edge. If I took it head-on, my sword and I would be cut in two.

I managed to dodge it in the nick of time.

The chakram cut the object behind me. ...A considerable cutting edge. It was the right choice to dodge.

...Just then, the wooden handrail that the chakram hit melted.

The melting part was giving off smoke.

Seeing that, I muttered, "...It's not just water, is it?"

To my muttering, Madelo said, "...That's right. ...This is the inherent power of a half-fishman, 'Water Quality Conversion'. I can change any liquid into anything. ...What you just saw was sulfuric acid, said to have been made by an alchemist long ago. ...My master apparently found it in a book he obtained from somewhere."

He answered quite proudly.



		
			Chapter 85

			Conclusion and Accomplishment

			Sulfuric acid. A powerful liquid that dissolves metal.

I had no idea how something like that was created. Science was never my strong suit, so I had no clue how to deal with it.

...In situations like this, there's only one thing to do: shore up my defenses.

No matter how strong the acid, it wouldn't melt me instantly on contact. It should take a certain amount of time. If that was the case, I just had to make sure it never touched my skin.

My current equipment was a set of Japanese-style armor. What's more, it had long sleeves and long pants, leaving only my face exposed. Realizing that, I used 'Matter Conversion' on an iron ball in my pocket. I would make a mask. There was no better way to protect my face. I fashioned it into the face of an oni.

...It was a bit menacing. ...Well, I suppose it looked cooler this way. I put the mask on, fusing the top to my helmet so it wouldn't fall off.

Complete. I was now a demon warrior.

Seeing this, Madero remarked, "...That's a rather... unique mask. You look like the villain."

He had a point. I knew it, too. No matter how you looked at it, I looked like an evil demon.

...But I couldn't deny it looked cool. ...For some reason, that's just how I felt.

"A villain, huh?" I replied. "I don't recall ever claiming to be a hero. I'm a hunter. All I do is take lives."

I gripped my sword, and the flames coiling around it blazed even hotter, as if responding to my resolve.

Madero said, "...A hunter, you say? ...In that case, I suppose I'll have to fight for my life to avoid being hunted."

He readied his nunchaku. Our resolves were set. Now, it was simply a matter of who would hunt whom. That was all.

...In the silence, a large wave struck the ship, making it lurch.

As if on cue, we both charged.

The distance closed, and our weapons clashed. A fierce exchange began.

I swung my sword from right to left, top to bottom, with the occasional thrust. There was no formal style to my movements—it was all my own. It might have looked haphazard, but there was no wasted motion. It was a unique flow, polished through countless battles.

...Madero, on the other hand, masterfully wielded his nunchaku, unleashing a relentless, omnidirectional assault. From above, below, left, and right, not to mention diagonally—he used centrifugal force to his advantage. He parried every one of my attacks, never once blocking them directly with his weapon.

Inwardly, Madero was terrified. He knew that if he took a direct hit from the flaming sword, his nunchaku would be destroyed, and he'd suffer a fatal blow. To avoid that, he had no choice but to parry—a maneuver that demanded immense focus. After all, he was reacting to my movements. A single lapse in concentration would mean the end.

...I was growing impatient. His skill in parrying every single one of my attacks was incredible. ...In terms of martial arts, he was my superior.

...Fighting like this would only wear me down. I decided to use a major technique.

...The clash ended, and we both created distance between us. We glared at each other, our shoulders heaving as we caught our breath.

...I sheathed my sword.

Seeing this, Madero asked, "...Is this the end?"

To his taunt, I replied, "...Yeah, it is. I'm ending this... with my victory. Activate 'Turmoil'!"

The instant I spoke, my eyes turned red, and power surged through my body. 'Turmoil.' A skill that dramatically boosted my physical abilities at the cost of being unable to stop the outflow of my magic. It was a skill for short, decisive battles.

I focused my mind and closed the distance to Madero in a single breath.

Madero didn't understand what had just happened. Suddenly, my eyes had glowed red. With that mask, I looked just like a demon-man—an *kijin*. It wasn't just a resemblance, nor was it a mere impression. It was a form that instilled conviction from the very depths of his soul.

...Then, I vanished from his sight and reappeared right in front of him.

...He hadn't been careless. He hadn't lost his composure. ...I was just too fast.

Madero steeled himself and poured every last bit of water magic he had into his nunchaku. For him, just channeling the power took 1.5 seconds. Both of us were ready in a mere three seconds.

And then—

"One-Strike Demon Killer!!"

"Aqua Fang!"

Our techniques crossed. We collided. Steam erupted into the air.

Tina's Perspective

It happened too fast for my eyes to follow. The scene before me was of the two men standing back-to-back, motionless. A moment of silence passed. Then, blood sprayed from Madero's body as he collapsed.

Shinsuke's right pauldron had been dissolved. The cloth on his right side sizzled ominously as the sulfuric acid ate through it, and his face twisted in a pained grimace. At a glance, Madero seemed gravely injured, while Shinsuke's wounds appeared minor. But he, too, had taken a heavy blow.

The acid attack was burning the skin on his right side. Though he had ripped off the pauldron and cloth immediately after the fight was decided, the pain persisted.

"Tina, get over here!" Shinsuke called out. "Pour water on my right side!"

I immediately ran to Shinsuke's side as he had asked. He entrusted me with the task, and I rushed over at once. Using water magic, I flushed his right side with a massive amount of water.

The best way to treat an acid burn is to wash it away immediately. Any delay could be catastrophic. The flood of water washed away all the sulfuric acid clinging to his shoulder. There was still some pain, and continuing to fight would be difficult, but he could at least move.

"Thanks," he said. "You saved me."

"It's nothing," Tina replied. "I'm just glad you're safe. ...What should we do with that fish-man?"

She looked over at Madero. He was crouched and unmoving, but he wasn't dead. His shoulders heaved violently. He was alive, though severely wounded.

"There's no reason to keep him alive," I said. "...I'm a hunter. It's my job to hunt my prey."

My breath was ragged as I gripped my sword. Just as I moved to deliver the final blow, the sea's surface suddenly swelled. The wave was large enough to swallow the ship whole.

Seeing it, Tina and I immediately dropped to the deck. We each plunged our blades into the wooden planks. We held onto each other, bracing our bodies.

The next instant, the swelling seawater crashed down on us like a tsunami. A massive volume of water slammed into the ship. The vessel rocked violently but managed to stay afloat.

Unable to breathe, I held on for dear life, refusing to let go of my sword or of Tina beside me. I just endured. The moment, which felt like an eternity, was over in just a few seconds. When I could breathe again, I opened my eyes.

The deck was flooded, and fish flopped about everywhere. I stared blankly for a moment before quickly looking beside me. Tina was safe. Her breathing was erratic, but her life wasn't in danger. Relief washed over me.

...Then, Tina opened her eyes and looked around.

"...Shinsuke? ...Thank goodness. ...What was that tsunami?"

After seeing I was safe, she recalled what had just happened. A sudden tsunami. It was clear this wasn't a natural phenomenon.

"I don't know, but I can tell you one thing," I said, looking at the spot where Madero had been. "...It appeared to save Madero."

There was nothing there. When the tsunami hit, Madero must have used it to escape. ...However, I couldn't believe Madero himself had summoned it. He was too gravely injured to cast such powerful magic.

...If that was the case... I recalled something from my conversation with him.

(*...Something my master found...*)

That part came back to me. In other words, Madero's superior—or leader—had intervened to rescue their comrade. A chill ran down my spine. An being that could control a tsunami of that magnitude... I couldn't fathom how powerful it was. Perhaps on par with Sidoor.

And yet, on the other hand, I thought it was a fine monster. ...Because it had saved its companion. An injured subordinate isn't always guaranteed a rescue. ...The common wisdom in this day and age is to look out for number one. On Earth, deception is so common that everyone lives in a world of mutual distrust.

...I digress. To me, the act of saving someone was beautiful, a wonderful thing to behold. Even if they were an enemy, I could acknowledge their virtues. ...That's what it means to be human.

...I was genuinely moved.

After a while, people started emerging from below deck. They looked around, frightened. Some of them were soaked to the bone. It seemed the tsunami's impact had reached inside the ship as well.

...Just then, one of the crew members approached me.

"...Excuse me, sir. ...What happened to the fish-man?"

To his question, I replied, "...A tsunami suddenly hit while we were fighting. When I came to, he was gone."

I gave him the heavily abridged version. Why didn't I mention that I had cornered the fish-man? ...The answer is simple: to avoid causing them more anxiety.

If I told them a tsunami struck right after I'd dealt him a fatal blow, they'd be happy at first, but it wouldn't take them long to connect the dots and realize that injuring the fish-man was what caused the tsunami. They'd gradually become anxious.

...So, it was better to avoid unnecessary details and just explain that I was fighting to defend myself. ...It might sound a bit strange, but I didn't know a more peaceful way to handle it.

The crewman said, "...I see. ...In any case, I'm glad you're both safe. ...Oh, right. ...Everyone!! Forgive me, but we will be returning to port for the time being! This is the captain's decision!"

When he shouted this, the people were surprised but also relieved. None of them wanted to continue on and risk another fish-man attack.

The ship turned and headed back to the Republic.

Meanwhile, deep in the ocean, Madero was treating his severe injuries. Fish-men possess an innate ability to heal their wounds when submerged in the sea.

Just then, Daios the Sea General approached him.

"...Are you all right? ...That's a nasty wound you've got."

At these words, Madero replied, "...My apologies, Lord Daios... for troubling you..."

Before he could continue, Daios cut him off. "Enough. I was the one who told you not to overdo it. Don't worry about it. ...The ship seems to be turning back. ...This should buy us some time."

"...And Madero... your work was magnificent. ...All your past hardships will now be rewarded."

When Madero heard those words, his eyes widened.

"!! ...Th-Then..."

A wide grin spread across his face. Daios, too, offered a faint smile.

That night, in the royal castle of the Republic, King Rukarl had his head in his hands.

The ship that had set sail this morning had suddenly returned around noon. The reason was that they had angered the fish-men when a dignitary from a merchant association had polluted the sea.

It was a foolish act.

The king immediately put pressure on the merchant association. The message was along the lines of, *'If you pull any more stunts like this, I'll crush you.'* ...After a while, the king cooled his head and was now calm. He was thinking about the fish-men.

Polluting the sea was one thing, but why had they attacked the royal castle? ...He still didn't have an answer.

...Had they launched an invasion? But if so, their methods were roundabout and stealthy. It was all a mystery. ...As he was lost in this sea of thought, there was a knock on the door.

"...Enter," the king said.

The one who entered was Prince Lustolfo.

With a blank expression, the prince said, "...Father. ...This is an emergency. The Emperor of the Empire... has been killed by a monster."

This news was an even greater shock than anything that had come before.



		
			Chapter 86

			Interlude: The Plan

			The Emperor of the Empire was dead.

What in the world had happened?

Let's turn back the clock quite a bit.

The Deom Empire. A nation situated on the northern part of the continent. Although it was a cold region, it wasn't covered in snow year-round. It was merely subject to chilly winds, making it far from uninhabitable. The royal capital was filled with modern buildings, constructed primarily of concrete.

These technologies were spearheaded by a certain clan residing in the Empire: the Dwarves. Their technical prowess was second to none on the continent—in smithing, craftsmanship, carpentry, and manufacturing. When it came to making things, they were number one. Now, however, this race could only be found in the Empire.

The reason was discrimination from other countries.

...Long ago, their overly outstanding skills sometimes gave rise to jealousy. ...For this reason, other nations would impose unreasonable demands on the Dwarves. If they failed, they were met with a storm of verbal abuse, sometimes even baseless accusations. ...Amidst all this, the Empire did not discriminate against them.

...Skill is everything. Because they upheld this philosophy, they gave preferential treatment to the Dwarves. Those who immigrated from other countries were welcomed, and now the entire Dwarven race resided solely within the Empire. Thanks to this environment, it was no exaggeration to say the Empire possessed the greatest technological power on the continent. Of course, it wasn't like this from the beginning; the Dwarves had advanced their skills by referencing the knowledge of a certain great figure.

In the throne room of the royal castle, the very essence of greatness and dignity was made manifest. A red carpet was laid out, and to the left and right stood a pair of bronze statues, each holding a sword that could be called a symbol of power. The king's throne possessed an overwhelming presence, and seated upon it was the Emperor of the Empire, Dion.

He was elderly, in his seventies, but the powerful aura he exuded was in no way inferior to that of the Republic's king. In his youth, he had fought on the front lines and was called a god of war for having slaughtered countless monsters. Standing before the Emperor was a nobleman.

"...Your Majesty the Emperor. ...I have come today with a request. ...Please, I beg of you, send aid to my domain."

To this plea, the Emperor responded, "...And why, pray tell, is this aid necessary?"

Faced with the Emperor's demeanor, which tolerated no falsehoods, the noble explained, "...Well, it is truly embarrassing, but... my domain is near the border with the monsters, and the wounded are being sent to us one after another. ...We are, of course, providing treatment, but... our finances have been depleted by half. ...Even if we were to collect taxes, the people's income is too low, and it would not be enough. ...Please, I implore you, provide financial assistance..."

The Emperor considered the noble's explanation. "...Financial aid is not possible. ...However, I will arrange for medical support. ...Contact them immediately."

He issued the order.

"...Thank you, Your Majesty," the noble said. "...I will repay this debt for the sake of the country."

He prostrated himself, expressing his gratitude. After the noble departed, the Emperor asked, "...Chancellor. What is next on the agenda?"

To this question, the Chancellor replied, "...There are no more audiences for today. ...There are reports I would like you to review, Your Majesty, so please proceed to your office."

The Emperor nodded at the Chancellor's words and made his way there.

The office, while simple, exuded an atmosphere that maintained its royal dignity. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with countless volumes, each one a precious artifact. The desk was of a heavy, solid construction, yet not ostentatious—a magnificent piece that bespoke a long history.

As soon as the Emperor sat down, officials entered from outside and began stacking reports one after another. Once they had finished, the door closed, leaving only the Emperor and the Chancellor.

"...Quite a pile," the Emperor remarked. "...And most of them are about countermeasures for the monsters on the border, I presume. ...How long will this go on, I wonder... this war."

He sighed as he spoke. Seeing this, the Chancellor said, "...Your Majesty, please do not lose heart. ...As it is, the two princesses are at odds, and all the nobles have joined their respective factions. ...For now, no major incidents have occurred precisely because you are still in good health, but how long that will last..."

He said no more.

The Emperor understood. The current situation was the most stable it could be. However, the Emperor was old. He could not reign forever. ...He had to decide on the next emperor. ...He had already made his choice. ...The only question was how to persuade those around him. ...Just as he was thinking this, there was a knock on the door.

From outside, a voice called, "...Father, it is Yorune. ...May I enter?"

"...You may enter, my daughter," the Emperor replied.

Having received permission, the one who entered was the First Princess, Yorune. She was a beautiful woman in her late twenties with flowing blonde hair, clad in a jet-black dress, and possessing eyes of sapphire blue. She was a kind woman who always thought of her people, who called her a saint.

"...Father, thank you for your hard work today," Yorune said. "...Is there anything I can do to help?"

"...No, nothing in particular," the Emperor replied. "...The main tasks are finished. All that's left is to sort through these documents. ...More importantly, are you all right? ...I hear the orphanage you manage is struggling."

To this, Yorune said, "...It is quite embarrassing. ...However, the children are doing their best, so I cannot afford to be disheartened. ...I am doing everything in my power to ensure their futures are not snuffed out."

She answered with a smiling face, but the Emperor could tell she was forcing it. The orphanage Yorune managed was funded by selling livestock and medicinal herbs.

...There was an herb garden in the backyard where they grew carrots, cabbages, onions, radishes, and green onions—herbs that could grow even in cold climates. These were transported to various herb shops in the capital, and they received thirty percent of the sales as profit. ...Herbs that were not fit for sale were used as feed for the livestock.

...This helped save on feed costs, which was a relief, but the livestock meat did not sell well. The reason was simple: monster meat tasted better. For that reason, the children focused mainly on growing herbs. ...However, perhaps due to the recent bad weather, the herbs were not growing well, and shipments were less than half of what they used to be.

Now, livestock was their only source of income. Despite the hardship, Yorune hadn't given up and was searching for new tasks even children could do, but she hadn't found anything yet.

"...So, Yorune," the Emperor said, his eyes serious. "...What is the real reason you came here?"

"...You see right through me, Father. ...Actually, I have come to consult with you about my younger sister, Grine."

"...Grine, is it?" the Emperor said with a slight sigh. "...I hear she has been frequenting the weapons development department. ...What happened?"

"...She is demanding that the Dwarves create a weapon effective against monsters. ...They have refused, saying it is not so simple, but I hear Grine is pressuring them to hurry."

Seeing Yorune's troubled face, the Emperor said, "...That girl, doing something so foolish. ...I understand. I will speak to her later. ...I'm sorry, but could you please send something to the Dwarves as an apology?"

Yorune nodded at his words and left the room.

The Chancellor remarked, "...It seems her younger sister is as insistent on total war as ever."

To this, the Emperor replied, "...Yes. She says that annihilating the monsters is the best way to reclaim our territory. ...But the number of seriously wounded, not to mention the dead, is staggering. ...In the current state of the war, annihilation is impossible. ...That must be why she ordered the Dwarves to develop a weapon that could turn the tide. ...That's just like Grine to think of something like that."

The Emperor let out a heartfelt sigh. In his youth, he would have understood Grine's feelings. Annihilating the monsters was an absolute necessity, something that had to be done.

...However, as he grew older, he began to wonder. ...He often asked himself if that was truly the right path. Even if they could annihilate the monsters, what if only a handful of citizens were left in the process? ...Could it still be called a nation? ...Of course not. It would just perish.

...The moment he realized that, the Emperor retired from the front lines. The official reason was that he had grown too old to wield a spear. ...But the truth was, he had become afraid. Afraid of continuing to fight and seeing so many more die. That was all.

"...Your Majesty," the Chancellor said, changing the subject. "...What of Princess Yorune's proposal to negotiate with the monsters?"

To this question, the Emperor replied, "...We have not made contact yet. ...But they are certainly out there. Intelligent monsters, a boss who leads a group... a being known as the 'Queen.'"

"The 'Queen,'" the Chancellor mused. "...I believe a soldier on the border overheard monsters talking about such a being by chance. ...Is it possible?"

Seeing his worried face, the Emperor said, "...Whether it is possible is not the issue. ...We must do it. That is all I can say for now. ...And for that to happen, I must appoint Yorune as the next emperor."

The Emperor's eyes were filled with resolve as he made his declaration. To prevent any more sacrifices, the succession had to happen as soon as possible. But first, he had to have a word with Grine.

That night, in the Second Princess's room. A luxurious bed, an antique desk, and a vase with red flowers. It wasn't the height of extravagance, but it was a room befitting royalty. A beautiful woman was slumped over the desk, sulking. She had short blonde hair, blue eyes that were slightly upturned, and was dressed in a crimson gown. She was in her early twenties. This was the Second Princess, Grine.

She was sulking because she had just received a lecture from her father, the Emperor. The topic was her unreasonable demands on the Dwarves. She had been forced to listen to a long tirade and had only just been released. To make matters worse, she hadn't eaten dinner yet. The combination of hunger and frustration had put her in a foul mood.

...Just then, there was a knock on the door.

"...Princess Grine, I have brought your meal."

"...Enter," Grine commanded, her voice sharp with anger.

...The person who entered was a maid. A woman with yellow eyes that exuded a bewitching charm. Seeing the maid, Grine said, "...Thank you. ...You may remain there."

The maid nodded, placed the meal on the table, and stood beside it. As Grine ate, she said, "...So? ...Is everything proceeding smoothly? ...*Harynair-san*?"

To this, the maid, Harynair the Corruptor, replied with a bewitching smile, "...For now. ...I've been having the nobles you designated inhale the 'mind-control gas' as I pass by them. ...I'd say the preparations are perfect."

"...I see," Grine said, taking a sip of wine. "...Then that's fine. ...All that's left is to set the stage for them to defect to my side at the right moment."

"...But why not control them immediately?" Harynair asked. "...I've been having them inhale small amounts as you instructed, but I think we could have done this much faster with a larger dose."

To this question, Grine replied, "...That would arouse suspicion. ...Father, the Chancellor, and my sister might notice. ...A large dose would allow me to control them immediately, but they would be in a state of near-unconsciousness."

"They would be discovered. ...So, it's better to have them inhale small amounts. ...It takes time, but it should be possible to make them believe they are acting of their own free will. ...Well, even if it doesn't, it's not a problem. ...I simply want to shorten any unnecessary conflict when I take the throne. ...That is all."

With that, she ate the last piece of food and finished her meal.

"...How patient of you," Harynair said with a look of exasperation. "...Humans have much shorter lives than I do. I'm surprised you can wait like this."

"...That is precisely why," Grine retorted, her eyes filled with pride. "...If you rush, you will fail, and you won't be able to take it back. ...To ensure absolute success, waiting is also important. ...Even with our short lives, if we act when the time is right, that alone is enough to satisfy us."

Seeing her, Harynair said, "...I don't really understand that part of you. ...Oh well. As long as you don't disappoint me, I will cooperate. ...That was our promise, after all."

She smiled, her heart racing with anticipation for what was to come.
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			Interlude: The Plan, Part Two

			As Grine and Harynair plotted in the princess's room, Grine spoke.

"...Thinking back, it's a wonder I ever decided to team up with you. ...That night you suddenly appeared at my bedside, I was sure you were an assassin and had prepared myself for the worst."

She recalled that day. It was night. She had been sleeping as usual when she sensed a presence and sat up. There stood a bewitching woman with bat wings.

Grine was momentarily stunned but quickly regained her composure. From her appearance, she was clearly a monster. The question of *why* she was here was irrelevant for now. The only thing that mattered was how to overcome this situation. That was all.

Just as she was thinking this, Harynair spoke. "...Shall I grant your wish?"

"...My wish?" Grine replied, her tone slightly provocative. "...And you know what that is?"

"...You want to become the Emperor, don't you?"

Grine was shocked. How did she know something no one else did? That was where it began. The secret meetings between Grine and Harynair.

Several days had passed since then. Now, they were working together as good partners.

Recalling the day they met, Grine said, "...By the way, Harynair? ...It's all well and good that you're helping me grant my wish. ...But are you managing to enjoy the human interactions that are your payment?"

"...Mmm, it's still too early to say," Harynair replied. "...I have been observing human interactions during my life here, and I've found it to be quite a duplicitous and untrustworthy environment. ...I like this sort of thing. ...It's as if people's true natures are hidden, yet not hidden at all. ...They're steeped in suspicion and paranoia. ...It gives me chills. ...I wonder what their faces will look like the moment all their hard work comes to nothing."

She wore a bewitching smile as she spoke. A shiver ran down Grine's spine. She was truly a femme fatale. She showed no interest in anything other than her own amusement. However, Grine suspected that her words were only half true.

...Why did she think that? If Harynair only wanted to watch, she wouldn't need to cooperate. She could just observe from a distance. ...But she had made contact. In other words, she was plotting something. ...Something that required her to approach a human. ...Grine didn't know what it was yet, but she would use whatever she could. ...If that was the path to achieving her goal.

"...I have no intention of commenting on your hobbies," Grine said. "...However, you must cooperate to ensure the success of our plan. That is the one thing I need you to uphold."

"...Yes, I know," Harynair replied. "...Everything is for the sake of making you the Emperor. ...For that, we'll have to ask the current Emperor to make his exit."

As Harynair spoke with a wicked smile, Grine countered, "...Not yet. ...It's too soon to kill Father. ...First, on the appointed day, we will incorporate my sister's nobles into my faction. ...We will act after that. ...We wait until the time is right. ...For now."

She wore a wicked smile that was no less intense than Harynair's.

Harynair left the room. As she walked, she thought. She was half enjoying the way things were unfolding, but she also felt a sense of urgency. The reason was that *those two* would be coming to the Empire. ...If the Emperor was still alive when they arrived, it was highly likely that the monster sent to kill him would end up attacking them instead.

Thanks to Redorza the Sage's cooperation in this matter, she had been provided with the best possible monster. His skill was guaranteed, so there was no problem. ...However, his personality was undeniably self-centered.

If possible, she would have preferred to ask the Minotaur on the border. When she actually did...

"...Sorry, but I must refuse. ...Even with Lord Sidoor's permission, killing an old soldier who has retired from the front lines goes against my pride."

That's what he had said. The Minotaur clan. Their strength was among the top tier of monsters, but their pride was so high that they would flatly refuse to do anything they didn't want to. Honestly, they were a troublesome clan.

Deciding that persuading him was impossible, she had been at a loss when Redorza appeared. "...If you're in trouble, I can introduce you to a fine monster," he had said with an eerie smile.

She couldn't be picky. She had to finish the first stage before they arrived. Fortunately, Daios the Sea General was helping to stall for time, so she had bought a little. Just then, Harynair had a thought.

...Had she always been like this? When it came to her own amusement, she had always acted on her own, without anyone's help. It was the same with that otherworlder. She had been confident that her gas would make him do her bidding, but it hadn't worked. It hadn't worked on the man next to him either, but that was irrelevant now. All she could think about was how to torment him and his girlfriend for her own amusement. ...As she had been making her moves, she had found herself in a situation where she was borrowing someone else's help.

But it wasn't an unpleasant feeling. In fact, it felt like the fun had increased. It was an unexpected and strange feeling.

In the moonlit corridor, Harynair looked out the window. "...Did you feel this way too, when you fought the otherworlder? ...Mestie the Death Controller...?"

She murmured to the full moon, to her long-lost comrade.

Some time after that, at the location and on the stage Grine had designated, several nobles were manipulated into performing a play of apology and acceptance. It was a great success. The balance of power between the factions shifted, and the scales tipped in Grine's favor.

Convinced that things were proceeding smoothly, Grine said, "...Excellent. ...Things are going well. ...All that's left is to eliminate Father, and there will be no problems. ...Harynair, are the preparations in order?"

"...Everything is ready," Harynair confirmed. "...But I have one question. ...Why did you choose those nobles? ...I don't think they're of very high status."

Her question was, in a way, understandable. The nobles manipulated this time were not from historically prestigious families within the Empire; at best, they were middle-class.

What would change by bringing such people into her fold? When asked this, Grine explained, "...Your point is valid. ...However, two things are important. ...First, that the nobles bowed their heads in front of the citizens. ...For nobles, who are the epitome of arrogance, to bow their heads... that alone will influence not only the citizens but other nobles as well. ...At the very least, it will create the impression that they are willing to cast aside their arrogance to join me."

"Second, the nobles I've brought in are in charge of guarding the castle this time. ...My sister's faction makes it mandatory to guard the castle periodically. ...The reason they give is to fortify the castle, but the truth is still unknown. ...However, the nobles on guard duty today have joined my faction. ...I haven't done anything like that. ...It would be meaningless to do the same thing while being at odds with my sister. ...In my case, I have them stationed on the border."

"...From this, the castle's defenses are now at half their previous strength. ...Even if other nobles were to try to guard it now, it would take at least three days to get here from even the closest domains. ...This period is when we must act. ...Harynair, I will confirm one more time. ...Are the monster's preparations complete?"

"...I can set it in motion at any time, Grine," Harynair replied with her best smile. Hearing this, Grine declared, her face filled with determination, "...We move tonight. ...I will see this through to success, no matter what."

Night. Above the royal capital.

A soldier on patrol was idly looking up at the sky to kill time. He saw a single bird flying through the vast expanse. It was ten times the size of a Falcon. ...And it was clutching something in its talons. Anyone would have thought it was the giant bird's prey. ...It was too dark to see clearly, but he could make out a four-legged animal. ...A horse?

The next moment, the giant bird suddenly swooped down. The panicked soldier immediately took a defensive stance. The bird flew to the castle and released what it was holding. The object fell straight into the castle's courtyard. A loud crash and a cloud of dust filled the area. ...As the soldiers in the courtyard cautiously approached, something flew out of the smoke. Before one soldier could even identify it, his torso was sliced open, and he died instantly.

What the remaining soldiers saw was a creature with the lower body of a horse and the upper body of a human wearing armor.

A Centaur.

...A monster attack.

"...Well then," the monster muttered. "Time to rampage and get this over with."

It was the Centaur, the former A-rank adventurer, Rodel the Flash.



		
			Chapter 88

			Interlude: The Plan, Part Three

			Rodel, having charged into the imperial castle, was irritated. He had taken on this form for one reason: to get revenge on *that man*. And yet, here he was, being forced to do this kind of job. There was no reason for him not to be annoyed.

...But he couldn't disobey.

The vampire who had modified him had said, "I've placed a curse on your body that makes you move according to my commands. It's not overwhelmingly powerful, but at the very least, you cannot defy my orders unless that man appears."

Of course, there had been a time when he thought it was a ridiculous curse. But he soon came to accept it. After all, he was the one who had taken the bait when offered power. He didn't care if it was a deal with the devil. That was the mindset with which he had accepted.

...Well, as long as they fulfilled their promise to let him fight that man, it didn't matter. He didn't care what kind of chores he was ordered to do. ...Just be prepared to serve as an outlet for my stress, you imperial soldiers.

...Rodel shifted his focus and charged into the castle. His speed was too fast for the eye to follow. His swordsmanship had improved dramatically compared to when he was human. He could clearly feel that he had grown stronger. In an attempt to halt his ferocious advance, numerous soldiers and knights stood in his way, but they were all cut down. Some were killed, of course, but many were left with injuries so severe they could no longer move properly.

...An ordinary person was no match for him. Sensing this, a lone general stepped forward to block his path. He was a large man clad in crimson armor, darker than jet black, holding a two-handed great hammer in one hand. His name was Goltor. He was in his forties but was still an active general.

...Normally, he would be commanding on the front lines, but after receiving reports of strange movements among the nobles recently, he had returned to the castle to stand guard. His premonition had been correct. The nobles assigned to guard duty this time had joined the younger princess's faction and had abandoned their posts, leaving the castle's defenses weakened. He sensed something organized behind this movement, but for now, that didn't matter. All that mattered was protecting the Emperor. That was all.

With that resolve, he gripped his great hammer with both hands and poured his strength into it. As Rodel charged, Goltor calmly dealt with him.

The great hammer and the sword clashed. Their powers were evenly matched; neither could push the other back, and they separated. Both realized their opponent was formidable.

Goltor was convinced this monster was among the top tier. In that case, he would hold nothing back and settle this at once. He channeled his magic into his great hammer. Rodel thought this man must be one of the country's champions. ...The Empire was constantly at war with monsters; it wouldn't be surprising if they had a warrior or two of this caliber after so long. But he had no intention of dragging this out.

His true target was the Emperor. ...Nothing else mattered.

Rodel unleashed the power of his sword.

The distance between them was about five meters. Both took their stances.

And then—

"Thunder Shock!!"

A lightning attack channeled through the great hammer. It produced a shockwave wreathed in electricity.

"Bloody Slash!!"

The power of the Demonic Blade Dainsleif was released. A magic that resembled crimson blood erupted from the blade and was unleashed. A bloody slash that split the very ground.

Their techniques collided. But the bloody slash easily tore through the lightning shockwave. As the slash bore down on him, Goltor shouted, "'Iron Wall' Skill!!"

Without panicking, he activated his skill. A general who had experienced countless battlefields did not have a mind that would be shaken by a mere broken shockwave. ...That was why he could activate his skill instantly. This skill made his entire body harder than steel, and it affected his armor as well. This defense had never been breached before. ...An absolute skill.

...However, it could not block the slash, and he was cut down, armor and all.

*'Why?'* the general wondered for a fleeting moment, but it was his last thought before he collapsed, unconscious.

Rodel looked at the demonic blade that had brought him victory. "...As expected of Dainsleif. ...Its effect is just as he said."

He stated his frank impression. The Demonic Blade Dainsleif. It had the effect of increasing its sharpness by drinking the blood of those it cut. There was no limit to this; the more it cut, the stronger it became. In particular, an attack using a blood technique would release all the accumulated power at once, multiplying its power several times over. However, once released, the blood stored in the demonic blade would be gone, and it would return to its original state. ...To ensure he could kill the Emperor, he would have to cut down more enemies and drink their blood. Rodel looked at the knights standing behind the general and smiled. To others, it was a terrifying smile.

...The knights felt a momentary chill, but they quickly came to their senses and drew their swords with a determination that they would absolutely not let him pass.

...Normally, this would be a tough and unpleasant situation, but for Rodel, it was the perfect one. ...He charged forward at once and began his attack on the knights.

What followed was a one-sided massacre. The knights' valiant efforts were in vain; far from stopping Rodel, they became sacrifices that amplified the power of his demonic blade.

Rodel stood before a door. It was the throne room. There was no other way to the bedchambers. When he opened it, he saw the Emperor sitting on his throne, holding a sasaho yari—a spear with a green blade and a golden shaft—in one hand.

"...This is unexpected," Rodel said. "...I thought the royal guards would be protecting you."

"...I do not wish for any more sacrifices," the Emperor replied. "...What is your purpose?"

"...Your life," Rodel said, licking his demonic blade.

"...I see," the Emperor said, his eyes filled with determination as he readied his spear. "...In that case, I cannot allow myself to die. ...I will not let you have your way with this country."

...Perhaps he sensed something in their exchange. As expected of the emperor who had fought on the front lines in his youth. ...He was not to be trifled with. Rodel's confident smile vanished, and he faced him seriously.

According to the information from Redorza the Sage, the Emperor's spear was the Sacred Spear Gungnir. It was said to have pierced every target it faced. A one hundred percent accuracy rate. He thought it was a considerable exaggeration, but if it was imbued with some kind of power like his own demonic blade, he had best be cautious.

The two glared at each other. Rodel was the first to move. He was wary, but if it was a guaranteed hit, there was no point in keeping his distance. The first strike is the key to victory. He charged forward.

The Emperor calmly dodged without a hint of panic. He then counterattacked with his spear. A sharp thrust, without hesitation or reservation. A lightning-fast attack aimed at the legs. Any creature would have its movements slowed if its legs were injured.

Rodel put his strength into his two hind legs and lifted his front legs. In that state, he evaded the spear and brought his front legs down with great force. A loud crash, and cracks appeared in the floor. Normally, it would be an unavoidable, instantly fatal attack, but the Emperor was now standing far behind Rodel. It was impossible to move that far in an instant. ...Which meant he must have used some kind of skill. Rodel readied his stance again.

The Emperor was catching his breath. He had used his 'Exchange' skill to evade Rodel's attack. ...The effect was to switch places with a target. ...However, he could only switch with inorganic objects; he could not exchange with living things. His previous evasion was nothing more than switching places with a small stone he had placed there beforehand.

But this skill consumed a large amount of magic and could not be used recklessly. He had used it often in his youth, but as he grew older, the number of times he could use it decreased, and now he could only use it a few times. Considering his opponent's strength, it would be better to use his magic for an attack rather than evasion. It might seem like a foolish plan, but this monster had defeated all the soldiers in the castle, and without a hint of fatigue. Fighting with a large group would only increase the casualties.

...In that case, he would settle this with a single, all-out attack. That was all there was to it.

The Emperor raised his spear. A tornado formed at its tip. He swung it wide, and the tornado shot straight toward Rodel.

Rodel moved far to the right to avoid it. It was the natural thing to do. Only someone with absolute confidence in themselves would take it head-on. As a human, he might have tried to face it, but now, he wanted to avoid any unnecessary injuries. Everything was for revenge against that man. ...He dodged, but the tornado changed course and pursued him.

...He probably didn't know, but Gungnir's guaranteed-hit effect activated when imbued with magic. The same applied to spells. The tornado, now endowed with a guaranteed hit, was a homing missile.

...Realizing he couldn't escape, Rodel unleashed Dainsleif's power. "Bloody Slash!"

The bloody slash tore the tornado apart. The tornado dissipated into mist. Beyond it, the Emperor had activated fire magic on his spear. The tip was wreathed in flames, a conflagration so intense that anything it touched would be turned to ash.

The Emperor put his strength into his legs and ran. A speed unimaginable for an old man. This, too, was an effect of Gungnir. Its guaranteed-hit effect would not stop until it hit its target. This applied not only when thrown; if he ran with it in hand, the wielder's stamina would not decrease. It was as if he were running on his own, but he was actually being propelled by Gungnir's power. ...Thus, the Emperor could focus all his attention on attacking the enemy before him. This was the sure-kill technique of his youth.

Rodel was ecstatic. Ironically, he was seeing a technique similar to that man's. By the time he realized it, he had activated light magic on his demonic blade. The blade doubled in size, its brilliance far more dazzling and dense than when he was human.

The Emperor realized he had made a miscalculation. He had never imagined a monster could use light magic. ...The monsters he had fought until now had used magic, but only of the five main elements.

However, he could not stop. Once activated, Gungnir would not stop until it hit its target. In other words, it could not be deactivated. There was only one way to survive: to win. That was all.

The distance between them shrank rapidly.

And then—

"Certain Victory Flame Lance!!"

"Raging Light Demon Slash (Fury Saber)!!"

The sword and spear clashed. But there was no stalemate. The spear was overwhelmed by the sword's momentum. Gungnir was imbued with a guaranteed hit, but that didn't mean it would necessarily pierce the opponent's body. The moment it touched their weapon, it registered as a hit, and the effect was nullified. Only its creator knew this; the Emperor did not.

The spear fell to the ground. The Emperor was stunned, but somewhere inside him, he had already given up. In his youth, he would not have been knocked aside. He could not win against the ravages of time. Realizing his defeat, the Emperor asked, "...I want to ask one thing. ...Why are you doing this...?"

To his final words, Rodel replied with a grin, "...If I had to say... it's the plan of the 'Seven Demon Lords.'"

He then swung his demonic blade down. Hearing those words, the Emperor thought, *(!!...So that's it. ...They've begun to move...)*

He was surprised, yet he felt a strange sense of detachment, like an observer.



		
			Chapter 89

			The Kingdom and a Reunion

			We arrived in the Kingdom five days later. On our way back by ship, we were attacked by the fish-men, forcing us to turn back and set sail again the next day. ...We were a day late. This journey has been nothing but trouble. Still, it wasn't all bad. I had set out to train, after all, so a lack of incidents would have been a problem in itself. But it's all about frequency. When things happen this consecutively, it really starts to wear you down. I'd say part of the reason we returned to the Kingdom was to change our mindset, even though the main goal was to draw a teleportation circle.

With that, I took off my full set of armor and changed into my work clothes. I'm something of a celebrity here, so I didn't want to stand out. Tina seemed to have the same idea; she had shed her armor and was now wearing a one-piece dress she'd bought in the Republic. We loaded our gear onto the cart and put it in a box to keep it out of sight.

...In a word, the town looked normal. I had heard it was half-destroyed, but it was almost completely restored. ...I suppose that makes sense. It's been ten days since then. If people put their minds to it, rebuilding isn't out of the question.

...Still, what was with that monster attack?

We went into a tavern. The sea voyage had tired us out a bit, so we were having a drink. Inside, a slightly drunk middle-aged man spoke up.

"Hey, hey, young fella. You heard about the incident that half-destroyed this town?"

"...Just rumors," I replied. "Something about a monster attack..."

"That's right," the man said. "It was sudden. A half-man, half-horse monster suddenly attacked from the town entrance. That thing went on a rampage, destroying everything in sight. Of course, the soldiers and adventurers fought back, but they were no match for it. After a while, it just disappeared. What was left was a half-destroyed town. The statues of the heroes who saved this place were smashed to bits. Everyone was sad and listless."

"...But after a while, the Princess and her party showed up. ...The Princess said this to everyone:

*'Anyone can feel sad and hurt. But this town was once attacked by a Kraken and suffered a similar tragedy. The tragedy was averted thanks to the efforts of the adventurers who appeared then. Now, you are all thinking, 'Someone, please help us.' Why don't you say it out loud? Is the Kingdom, is the King, so cruel as to ignore the wishes of the people? Of course not! Even now, the soldiers are rebuilding, yet you do nothing. Do you think a helping hand will come to those who do not act themselves?!'*"

"...When I heard those words, I felt ashamed of myself. I had seen the soldiers working, but I just thought it was their job and did nothing. ...After hearing the Princess's words, one by one, people stood up and helped with the reconstruction. ...And now, as you can see, it's back to normal. ...Glory to the Princess! ...Or something like that."

He raised his cup and took a drink.

...I never thought the Princess could give such a speech. Depending on how you heard it, it could have provoked a backlash, but perhaps because of her past achievements, the people took it as a sermon and acted on it. It seems she has quite a bit of popular support. ...Perhaps the Kingdom will see the birth of a rare queen.

...Or so I thought.

We left the tavern and the town. It was morning, too early to stay the night. There were statues at the town entrance. ...I thought there was no need to rebuild them, but I left without saying anything.

After a while, I steered the cart towards the city of Alum. ...Come to think of it, I haven't been to the cities in the Church or the Republic. ...I'll think about it when I get to the Empire.

The journey was smooth. We were attacked by monsters and bandits along the way, but we repelled them all.

...With nothing particularly unusual happening, we were just a little ways from the city. Just then, I sensed a presence from the forest. ...The presence of a strong warrior. We became cautious. What emerged was a large man holding a great axe in one hand and his prey in the other.

...A very familiar face.

"...Shinsuke? ...Tina? ...You guys are back?"

It was Bardos.

"...Hey, long time no see," I said, greeting our old friend. "...You look well."

"...What's this? It's been, what, a month since you left?" Bardos replied. "...You guys look good too. ...Is it over?"

"...No, I came back to take care of some business," I explained. "...I'll be leaving again soon."

"...Business?"

I told him everything that had happened: the Saint's Church, the Republic, the various incidents there... and the reason I had returned.

...After hearing everything, Bardos said with a disappointed look, "...Sounds like you had a lot of fun. ...I really should have gone."

"...But it's impossible," he added, lost in thought. "...I can't just leave Leona behind."

"...You've changed a lot," I said. "...You used to be all about fighting. ...Now you're a man living for his wife, huh?"

"...Knock it off," Bardos said, scratching his head. "...I know it's not my style."

He seemed quite embarrassed. We all smiled a little.

...Just then, I asked, "...Speaking of which, I hear the Empire is full of monsters. ...Did you ever think about living there, Bardos?"

"...Oh, right, I didn't tell you," Bardos replied. "...I'm originally from the Empire."

"...What? From the Empire?" Tina asked. "...Why did you come to the Kingdom?"

I shared her sentiment. Why would a battle maniac leave a battlefield where he belonged for a peaceful country? What happened?

...Bardos explained, "...Sure, when I was in the Empire, there were a lot of monsters, and it was a good place for me to live. ...But five years ago, the Second Princess built something. ...An arena."

"She wanted to show people up close what it's like to fight monsters, to make them understand how dangerous it is. ...But the reality was different. ...The people fighting the monsters were criminals. ...If they won, they were pardoned. If they lost, they died. ...It was just an execution ground."

"...Some of the commoners found it unpleasant, but even more of them enjoyed it. ...I was filled with disgust. ...I left the Empire right then. ...I came to the Kingdom because I wanted to get as far away as possible. I came here through the forest on the border, near the mountains."

He told us his story.

"...And yet you offered to travel with me?" I asked.

"...It's true that it sounded interesting," Bardos admitted. "...I thought it would only be a temporary visit to the Empire. ...Are you planning on moving there?"

"I don't plan on moving, but I intend to live there for a while," I replied. "...But hearing your story makes me sick. ...Is it really such a cruel country?"

Sensing my irritation, Bardos said, "...It's a bit of a cold country, but it's not a heartless place. ...The Emperor may have spent his youth on the battlefield, but he doesn't neglect his country. ...Even five years ago, he was focusing on policies to improve the people's lives. ...The First Princess built an orphanage and does volunteer work, she's active."

"...The one who's strange is the Second Princess. That one loves to fight. ...Unlike me, she doesn't fight herself, just watches from on high. ...She's a real piece of work."

He spat the words out.

...I see. So, the one to be wary of is the Second Princess.

"...Thanks, Bardos," I said. "...That was good to know."

Bardos smiled a little. "...Be careful."

He gave me one last warning. I nodded silently, and Tina did the same. We parted ways with Bardos and headed to my house.

It was evening. I drew a teleportation circle in front of the house and went inside. We decided to stay the night and head to the Saint's Church the next day.

I checked the several books hidden under the floorboards. One was 'How to Go to Another World.' The others were foreign books with similar content. I couldn't leave them on Earth. Especially since I didn't think that president would just give up. I returned to Earth just in case, but there were no listening devices planted. Relieved, I returned to the other world.

...After dinner and finishing up some chores, Tina was dressed in her green armor.

"...Are you sure?" I asked. "...I'm not really in the mood for that today."

"...That's precisely why," Tina replied. "...If you go to the Empire feeling like this, and something happens, you'll prioritize your emotions. ...To prevent that, you need to be your usual self. ...Tonight, you can do as you please. ...I will accept anything."

She said, spreading her arms wide. Her face showed a hint of anxiety, but her resolve seemed firm.

...Seeing that, I felt a flicker of excitement. To have my way with a resolute female knight.

...I locked the door and windows so no one could see inside. ...I brought out a cross-shaped rack from the storage room. I bound Tina's hands and feet with iron fetters, immobilizing her.

"...Are you ready, Tina?" I asked. "...I'm starting."

"...Please be a little gentle," Tina murmured, her face blushing.

Those words sent my reason flying. I kissed her forcefully, my tongue entering her mouth. After a deep kiss, a thin thread of saliva connected us as we parted. Then, I touched every inch of her body, my hands slipping through the gaps in her armor to tickle her. She tried to endure it, but she couldn't hold back her laughter. I didn't stop, my fingers moving in a frenzy. After a while, seeing Tina in slight agony, I stopped. She was breathing heavily, tears streaming down her face.

I licked them away. "...Delicious."

At my words, Tina turned beet red and looked down. I then smelled her armpits, her crotch, her hands and feet. Tina's scent wafted even through her armor, mixing with the scent of her clothes, exciting me even more.

From there, it was a night of SM driven by pure desire. I brought out a whip, changed the property of her armor from aluminum to iron, and struck it. I only hit the armor, not her bare skin. ...Even with her permission, I couldn't bring myself to hurt her. ...Still, for Tina, it was terrifying. Each time I swung the whip, she squeezed her eyes shut and endured.

...After that, I did everything I could think of. Before I knew it, three hours had passed. Tina was exhausted, completely limp. I liked this situation too, but I knew I couldn't push it any further. I returned her armor to its original property, released her from her restraints, and laid her on the bed.

...I was about to sleep in the adjacent bed when Tina said in a sweet voice, "...Please sleep with me tonight."

Excited once again, I slept with her.

The night passed, and the morning sun rose. I woke up, but Tina next to me was still asleep in her armor. ...Yesterday was pretty intense. Feeling she was tired, I prepared breakfast. By the time I was done, Tina was awake, and we ate together.

After we finished, we prepared our gear and activated the teleportation circle. Our destination: the Saint's Church. In an instant, we arrived in the forest of the church from my house. We left the cart there and headed for the church.

The town was peaceful; it seemed nothing had happened. ...As we walked, I found a stable and peeked inside. There were ordinary horses, of course, but also horses with one or two horns. ...Unicorns? I thought, and asked Tina.

"...They are indeed unicorns," she explained. "...Where you're from, Shinsuke, they say only a pure maiden can ride one, but here it's different. ...If they acknowledge someone, they will let even a man ride them. ...They are said to be three times faster than an ordinary horse. ...The knights often use them."

...I see. So, there are similar animals, but the details are different. As I was thinking this, a voice called from behind.

"...Shinsuke? Tina? ...You're here?"

I turned around to see Altorine.

"...Long time no see," I said. "...How have you been? ...You look kind of tired."

"...Well, yes," Altorine replied with a sigh. "...Things are pretty chaotic in the Empire right now, so we've been in meetings day after day discussing our future actions."

"...?" I said. "...Chaotic?"

"...The Emperor has been assassinated."

The news was shocking.



		
			Chapter 90

			Mutual Feelings

			Hearing that the Emperor had been assassinated, I asked, "Assassinated?! By whom?!"

"A monster," Altorine replied directly. "...Late one night, a few days ago, it stormed the castle, cut down many soldiers, and killed the Emperor who met it in the throne room. ...That's what we've been told. ...The Empire is still in chaos. Both entry and exit are prohibited, so no one can get in."

She gave a brief explanation. So that's what was happening in the Empire... With the Emperor dead, a strict lockdown was to be expected. But something bothered me.

"...But Altorine-san," I asked, "...where did you get that information?"

With entry and exit forbidden, no information should have leaked to the outside world. Yet she knew.

"...It's simple," Altorine said. "We have spies in the Empire. ...Things there were quite unstable, so we had them gather information constantly."

A straightforward answer. ...It's the same everywhere, I suppose.

"I see," I said. "...So, even if we go to the Empire now, we won't be able to get in. ...Do you know how many days it takes to get to the Empire from here?"

"...About three days," Altorine replied. "...There's one town along the way. ...However, it's not a town that welcomes outsiders. ...I recommend you stay in the Church for a while."

She gave me the rundown. I didn't ask about that town. I had a feeling it would just leave a bad taste in my mouth. My destination was the imperial capital. I had no intention of getting involved in anything else unless it was a request.

We parted ways and looked for an inn.

We stayed at the Church for two days. During that time, we took on quests at the Guild while listening for news about the situation in the Empire. The ban was still in effect. We decided to wait.

Just then, a group of knights entered the Guild. At the head of the group was Altorine. She came to the reception counter and announced, "...A letter from the Empire. ...It is a request for reinforcements for the Church's Guild. ...They want us to dispatch personnel to the border with the monster hordes. ...There is no limit to the number of people, the duration is indefinite, and it is possible to leave midway. The reward is one gold coin per day, with an additional coin added for each day that passes. ...That is all."

She stated the job details matter-of-factly. Of course, the other adventurers had also heard this conversation. One of them spoke up.

"...Excuse me? ...Who is this request from?"

"...An imperial noble fighting on the border," Altorine explained. "...The Imperial Guild is short-staffed and couldn't accept this request, so they sent a request to a neighboring country."

...I wasn't sure if I should be convinced by this explanation. Was it really something that required sending a letter to another country just because they were short-staffed? It couldn't be more suspicious. ...However, since a letter had arrived, it meant the upper echelons of the Empire had given their permission. The Church couldn't just ignore it.

"...May I ask something?" I said. "...If we take this request, will we be staying on the border?"

"...Nothing is written about that," Altorine replied. "...However, there aren't many facilities on the border that can accommodate a large number of people. ...The royal capital isn't that far from the border. ...I think it will probably be fine."

Her explanation was vague. It seemed we couldn't expect much in the way of food and lodging. But for me, it was convenient. It was a way into the Empire.

The receptionist posted the letter's contents on the board. Several adventurers headed over, so we did too.

- Duration: Indefinite

- Number of recruits: Unlimited

- Location: In front of Count Munil's mansion, in his domain north of the royal capital.

- Participants must bring a certificate of acceptance issued by the Guild.

- Reward: One gold coin per day, paid for the number of days worked.

That was all that was written.

...A remarkably concise summary. ...It was no wonder Altorine was so vague in her answers. We'd have to be prepared to camp outdoors.

We sat down at a table to discuss it with Tina.

"...I won't oppose whatever you decide, Shinsuke, but I agree that it's suspicious. There's just something that doesn't sit right with me."

"...If the Empire was planning something against the Church, they would have asked the knights. ...Even if they didn't send the commander, the higher-ups would have dispatched at least one division of knights. ...We have trade relations with the Empire, and we have a system of mutual cooperation in times of trouble."

"...But this noble has sent a request to the Guild. ...And with a formal letter, which is rarely used. ...I just can't read their intentions. ...In fact, the adventurers who went to the board are all at their tables, discussing it."

I looked around as she said this. ...Indeed, the adventurer parties were filling the tables and counters, deep in discussion. No one was at the board. ...Some were thinking seriously, others were laughing and talking, and some were just looking around, each with their own thoughts.

...At best, this request was a good way to earn money. One day of fighting on the border would guarantee one gold coin. At worst, it meant the danger was that great.

...Well, of course, some guys who had no intention of taking the problem seriously and couldn't read the room went up to the counter with a punk-like attitude.

"What's this? ...You're all sittin' around with long faces. ...You gonna let a good money-making opportunity slip by? ...Well, you guys can stay here and earn your daily pittance. ...We're outta here."

They accepted the request and left the Guild on the spot. ...The remaining adventurers were half exasperated, half angry.

The former group thought that those who didn't think things through would meet a bad end and continued their discussions. The latter, perhaps because their pride was wounded, went to the counter and accepted the request.

The number of people in the Guild instantly dropped by nearly half.

Seeing this, I remarked, "...The place cleared out in a flash. ...Are the adventurers here really that susceptible to provocation?"

"...I think it depends on the person," Tina said. "...But I'd be lying if I said that after doing this for a long time, pride doesn't naturally emerge. ...Especially when you think you're doing a dangerous job. ...If you go without knowing your own abilities, what awaits you is death in the name of failure. ...Being an adventurer is a profession where you die young."

Tina had a look of someone who had seen it all.

Hearing that, I asked, "...Can I ask you something? ...Why did you choose this line of work, Tina?"

"...My mother was an adventurer, and my father was a merchant," Tina said. "...When I was a child, I wanted to be an adventurer. With my childhood friend, Leona. ...But my parents didn't approve. ...They thought it would be better to live a stable life as a merchant."

"...I went against their wishes and became an adventurer, setting out on a journey with Leona. ...After a while, I heard that my hometown had been destroyed, and I rushed back immediately. ...But everything was gone. ...Only the corpses were left. ...I found out later that a certain organization was attacking villages to get funds, and I started chasing them."

"...So, the organization you mentioned destroying before...?" I asked.

"...Yes. That was them," Tina said, and didn't elaborate further.

...I hadn't known, but I shouldn't have asked. I regretted my own carelessness.

Seeing my expression, Tina said, "...Oh, don't worry about it. ...It's a common occurrence around here. Being destroyed by villains or monsters is an everyday thing. ...I was chasing them to prevent any more casualties. ...I wasn't such a filial daughter as to be on a quest for revenge."

She said this with a self-deprecating look.

"...If you're going to say that, then I'm the same," I said, my own face tinged with self-deprecation. "...I ignored the grandfather who raised me and worked in a society where everyone said it was common sense. But the result was a disaster. ...I fell into such a state of paranoia that everyone seemed like an enemy. ...Sometimes, I wish I had listened to my grandfather's words back then."

A moment of silence passed. It was Tina who broke it.

"...Let's stop talking about the past. ...Let's talk about the present. ...Whether to take the Empire's request or not."

Tina changed the subject. ...In a way, I was grateful for her quick thinking. I tried my best to change my mood as well.

"...You're right. ...It's definitely suspicious. ...But if this is the only way to get into the Empire, I think we should take it. ...Besides, I'm on a journey for training. I think it's better to have all sorts of experiences."

To this, Tina said, "...If you've decided, Shinsuke, then I have nothing to say, but... please value your life."

She warned me with a look of concern. I nodded.

"...I know. ...You're strong enough to protect yourself, Tina, so saying this might be an insult, but... if anything happens, I'll protect you. ...And I'll do everything in my power to make sure we both survive."

I declared with determination. Tina looked stunned for a moment, then chuckled.

"...Hehe. ...In the books you brought, wouldn't the line there be, 'I'll protect you with my life'?" she said with a smile.

"...Well, normally, yes," I replied. "...But I value my life, and I don't want to see you die either. ...In that case, there's no choice but to protect both, right? ...Besides, a strong man needs not only strength but also a strong heart. ...Having someone to protect makes a person stronger. ...Is that wrong?"

To my slightly wry smile, Tina said, "...No, I prefer that. I'm happy that you'll protect me, but that's only half of it. ...The other half is that I want to protect you, too. ...We can just protect each other. ...I can't think of any other way."

She answered with a wonderful smile. I had been prepared for her to get angry if I told her what I was thinking, but my fears were unfounded.

...With that settled, we stood up from our seats and headed to the reception counter. We accepted the request from the Empire. We left the Guild, bought some supplies, and decided to stay the night before departing.

Our destination: the Empire. ...To Count Munil's mansion.
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			The Land of the Empire

			A letter from the Empire.

Why had it come?

Let’s turn back the clock a bit.

The Empire was in a period of turmoil. Emperor Dion had reigned for a long time, and the politics and control of the past had existed only because of him. The moment he was gone, however, the government began to fall apart. No matter how obedient they had seemed, there were those who harbored dissent. To make matters worse, these dissenters held important roles within the Empire. They took this opportunity to throw their weight around.

But it was the two princesses who put a stop to it.

Each commanded her own faction, and thanks to their popularity and achievements, many nobles fell in line behind them.

Faced with this situation, even the most disgruntled among them decided it was unwise to make too many enemies.

Their first order of business in this internal chaos was to seal the Empire’s borders.

The reason was simple: the timing of the emperor’s assassination was far too convenient. A noble from the eldest princess’s faction had suddenly switched his allegiance to the younger princess. Not only that, he had been in charge of security on that fateful day—and had resigned his post.

There wasn’t a soul who wasn’t suspicious.

What’s more, the event had taken place right before the citizens’ eyes. Everyone knew.

That was why the borders were sealed.

In the Second Princess's chamber.

There, a woman named Grine sipped her tea, meticulously reviewing the scenario that would make her emperor, searching for any potential flaws.

Just then, a knock came at the door. The one who entered was Harynair, dressed as a maid.

"...Grine? Is something wrong?"

Grine replied, "I’m rechecking the plan. I’m thinking through it as long as time permits, ensuring there are no mistakes, no failures."

Harynair smiled. "...That’s perfect timing. There’s someone I’d like to introduce you to. May I call them here?"

Grine nodded.

Harynair began to mutter something under her breath. A black mist suddenly materialized, and from it emerged a fairy radiating a soft light.

The fairy spoke. "Greetings. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I am Rumby the Fateweaver. I hope we’ll get along."

She waved a hand in greeting.

Grine froze for a moment.

Fairies were rarely seen, and they were said to be beings that brought both good fortune and misfortune.

However, their power was trivial. Good fortune meant finding a coin on the street; misfortune meant tripping over a stone.

It was usually nothing more than that.

But Grine sensed it. This fairy was dangerous.

She felt a terror so profound it was as if one wrong move would send her plunging into an abyss.

Grine composed herself. "...It’s a pleasure. I’m sure you’ve heard from Harynair, but allow me to introduce myself again. I am Grine, the Second Princess of the Empire."

She offered a simple greeting. In situations like this, it was often best to avoid being servile or arrogant; a neutral attitude was least likely to cause trouble.

It was an instinct honed by a lifetime in the royal court.

Rumby said, "...How unexpected. I thought you’d be more haughty. I suppose that’s why Harynair took an interest in you."

She said it with a knowing look.

It left a rather unpleasant feeling, but Grine said nothing.

Harynair laughed. "*Ufufu*, thank you. By the way, I heard things at the border are quite difficult. Is everything alright?"

Grine answered the question. "...Frankly, it’s not going well. I never expected the General to be at the castle. He was wary of me, so he must have returned in secret. What a nuisance."

She muttered, looking as if she were about to click her tongue.

Apparently, this General was a formidable military asset. When the soldiers were informed he had been gravely injured, they had been visibly shaken.

And, of course, the same was true at the border.

The drop in morale was so severe that it was clear they couldn't hold the line for much longer. For now, nobles from Grine’s faction were filling the gap, but how long could they last?

Just then, Harynair spoke.

"...I have a proposal. Why don’t you request reinforcements from the Church?"

Grine considered it. "...I can’t expect much from them. We have a cooperative relationship with the Church, but I doubt they’d dispatch forces strong enough to change the current situation."

She stated it with conviction.

The Church’s forces were for self-defense. They wouldn’t dispatch their strongest units unless it was an extreme emergency.

Even after hearing this, Harynair pressed on.

"...What about posting a request to the Church’s Guild?"

Surprised by the unexpected proposal, Grine thought for a moment.

"...What are you plotting?"

Harynair’s reply was simple. "...Because I want to make things more interesting."

She declared it with a bewitching smile.

Time returns to the present, at the Church.

After staying the night, we departed from the north gate.

Other adventurers were heading out as well.

Some were steeling themselves for what lay ahead. Others were grinning and chatting, exuding an air of confidence that this would be a cakewalk.

With all these different thoughts swirling, everyone headed toward the Empire.

And we were among them.

Once the cart was out of the gate, I used my magic to move it.

Even with another person, I didn’t have the stamina to pull it all the way to the Empire by hand. If anyone saw, I could just say it was a skill. Having come this far, I was starting to lose the desire to hide things. A sense of carelessness was creeping in. I still had no intention of talking about the other world, though I had let things slip before. I just had to hope there was no one in the Empire with ties to other worlds.

Two days passed.

As we traveled north, it gradually grew colder. It wasn't winter, but it felt like a chilly autumn day.

We encountered monsters, but we were able to hunt them without any trouble.

We came across Goblins, Orcs, and even a Tiger. Among them was a creature called a ‘Stone Raccoon-Dog,’ a tanuki whose entire coat was as hard as rock. My sword was useless against its tough hide, but no matter how rock-hard it was, it was still just fur. Tina’s water magic soaked it completely, and I finished it off with a jolt from my lightning magic.

I thought the fur would be damaged after taking the materials, but it was almost pristine.

As expected of a monster—a far cry from the tanuki on Earth.

I considered selling it at the underground auction, but decided against it. It would be too difficult to process. In the Empire or the Church, they could make it into armor or a cloak, but that would be impossible on Earth. There was no craftsman who could work with a hide that tough.

With that in mind, I decided to take it to the Empire after harvesting the materials.

The number of forests we passed through decreased, replaced by a landscape of only rock and earth.

It felt like we were approaching a cold region. The trees had few leaves, giving the impression of a land without bounty.

It was no wonder they had to rely on imports from other countries.

In the end, what people desired most was food. No matter how advanced your technology, you would perish without something to eat.

And then, we saw the Imperial Capital.

A wall that seemed to pierce the heavens stretched out before us, so thick it looked like even a missile would struggle to break it. The gate was massive, large enough for a giant to pass through, but it was clear it was rarely opened.

The cost of opening and closing it must be immense.

I was told that people usually used the smaller gates on either side.

However, those were sealed shut, with soldiers standing guard like statues.

The adventurers simply detoured and headed east.

We followed them from a distance.

Count Munil’s territory was about half a day from here. Along the way, we were attacked by monsters. We prepared to intercept them as usual, but these were Lizardmen.

I’d seen them in manga—they walked on two legs and carried swords and spears.

This was going to be a good hunt.

I jumped down from the cart to face them. Tina did the same, sword in hand. It was happening elsewhere, too. In the distance, I could see other adventurers fighting Lizardmen.

It seemed they were attacking in groups, and large ones at that.

Four of them approached us.

I imbued my sword with fire, and Tina infused hers with magic as we began the fight. I swung down with an overhead strike. The Lizardman blocked it with its sword; it was slightly stronger than me, but it didn't feel like it was trying to push back. Just then, I sensed killing intent from the side and immediately leaped backward.

A spearhead struck the spot where I had just been. It seemed I was fighting two at once.

The same was true for Tina.

Two against one, and they were strong.

A brute-force approach wouldn't work. I had to use my head in this fight. It wasn't my strong suit, but this was no time to complain.

If I lost, I died. It was that simple.

"Thunderclap Incarnation!" I yelled.

I activated my enhancement magic.

Power surged through my body. The Lizardmen must have sensed the threat, as they both attacked at once.

A swordsman in front and a spearman behind—perfect coordination.

Their intelligence was higher than a Goblin’s.

I moved at high speed, targeting the spear wielder in the rear. The Lizardman was surprised. And why wouldn't it be? It had suddenly been targeted. It had probably never experienced that before.

I wouldn't let that opening go to waste.

A swift horizontal slash, and the Lizardman’s body was cut in two. It was dead.

I turned my attention to the other one. It was already close, its sword raised to strike. I unleashed my lightning magic from my body.

As the Lizardman froze, I stabbed it.

Flames erupted from the sword buried in its gut, burning it to a crisp. My part of the fight was over.

I looked back to see Tina facing two Lizardmen, both of them swordsmen. They were closing in on her, maintaining their distance. She was at a clear disadvantage in close combat.

Sensing this, Tina activated her water magic.

"Ice Field!"

She plunged her sword into the ground, and the earth in front of her froze over.

Unlike in the Kingdom, this region was cold, and the ground froze quickly.

The Lizardmen’s feet were frozen in place, immobilizing them. While the two were confused, Tina cut them down. A flurry of blows gave them no chance to counterattack, and they fell.

All four Lizardmen that attacked us were now dead.

I asked about their materials.

"Like Goblins, Lizardmen only have magic stones. They yield water magic stones. They don’t sell for much in the Kingdom, but they’re valuable in the Empire’s arid regions," she explained.

In that case, they were worth taking. I extracted them from their bodies and packed them in a bag.

Just as we were about to move on, we heard a scream from ahead.

We rushed over to find an adventurer party being overwhelmed by Lizardmen. The bodies of five adventurers and four Lizardmen lay on the ground. Two Lizardmen remained. We began our attack.

The result was a decisive victory.

We were already warmed up from the previous fight, so it ended without much of a struggle.

We collected the magic stones and buried the adventurers’ bodies. It was the fate of an adventurer, but we couldn't just leave them there. We made simple grave markers and prayed for their souls.

After that, we reached the territory without further incident.

We showed our guild credentials to the gatekeeper.

"We’ve been expecting you," he said. "Please head directly to the lord’s manor."

We headed toward the large mansion the soldier had indicated.

A large number of adventurers had already gathered there.
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			The Battle on the Border

			We arrived in front of Count Munil’s manor.

Scores of adventurers were waiting, their anticipation palpable.

From the looks on their faces, they were a tough-looking bunch. I figured they had a fair amount of experience. Then, the doors opened, and a man in noble attire with a chubby physique emerged.

He looked every bit the part of a man who had coasted on his family’s fame.

"Gentlemen! I’m glad you all could make it. I am Count Munil, the one who governs this land. Some of you may know me, some may not, but that is of no concern. Now, I assume you’ve heard the details of the request at the guild, so let’s get to work immediately. To the north of here is a base maintaining the border. I will send one of my soldiers to guide you. If there are no questions, you may be on your way."

At these words, one of the adventurers spoke up.

"About the reward. Will we be paid daily? Or only when we decide to quit?"

His question was echoed on the faces of the other adventurers.

It was true. The letter stated a payment of one gold coin per day, but it never specified that it would be paid daily. Moreover, the contract was open-ended, so we had no idea how long we’d be fighting.

It was possible that if an adventurer died, they might try to weasel out of payment, saying something like, ‘There’s no point in paying the dead.’

These people had families. They had people to support.

They were working hard to provide a slightly better life for them, and to be told they wouldn't be paid because they died—that would be far too cruel.

In response, the Count said, "You will be paid daily. I have arranged for a soldier to deliver the payment the following morning. As proof…" He gestured. "Hey, bring that out."

Soldiers emerged from a storehouse, carrying a large bag.

Inside was a massive amount of gold coins. The adventurers gasped in amazement.

Even for a noble, it was suspicious to have this much gold on hand.

The noble continued. "This gold was provided by the Second Princess, Lady Grine, who resides in the Empire. The letter you received was also written by Lady Grine herself. In other words, this request comes from Lady Grine herself!"

He declared it with a grand gesture.

The adventurers’ faces were a mix of shock and confusion.

A request from royalty was rare. It was only natural they’d be unsettled.

We, on the other hand, had experienced it in the Republic.

The noble went on. "Depending on the length of your service, she has said she will provide additional payment. You should be grateful for her generosity. When she eventually becomes emperor, you will have no greater pride."

He said it with a broad smile.

The former emperor was dead. It was only natural that his child would succeed him.

But to say such a thing, pushing aside the first princess… he could be arrested for high treason.

Even for a noble.

Perhaps the political winds in the Empire were shifting in the second princess’s favor.

Well, that was a problem for the royals and nobles.

It was not a matter for a mere hunter to meddle in.

After that, there were no more questions, and the noble said, "Nothing else, then? In that case, you may depart. I am a busy man, so I will take my leave."

With that, he returned to his mansion.

Busy, huh? Busy counting his money, probably.

With that thought, we followed the soldier’s guidance toward the border.

The path was a somewhat rugged mountain range, a perfect place for monsters to attack. But we weren’t attacked.

That was because the adventurers were moving in formation.

Many were pulling carts due to their luggage, but they still moved in a tight group.

It was like a military march.

We, too, pulled our cart and moved along with them.

Finally, we reached our destination—the border. A place teeming with formidable monsters.

To put it in a word, it was a perpetual battlefield.

The roars of men and monsters filled the air.

The stench of blood hung heavy. It was a world of nothing but battle.

The humans—soldiers, knights, and magicians—fought with weapons like ballistae and catapults. On the other side, the variety of monsters was staggering. Just from a glance, I could see various types of Goblins and Orcs, along with Ogres, Lizardmen, and a three-meter-tall Cyclops.

The adventurers were speechless at the sight. On the way here, they had been boasting things like, ‘This’ll be a piece of cake,’ and ‘This is gonna be some easy money,’ but now they just stood there, stunned.

"Tina," I said, "if you want to reconsider, now’s the time."

To this, Tina replied, "It’s too late for that. I was prepared for this from the moment I decided to follow you."

Her words put my mind at ease.

Guided by the soldier, we were led into the frontline base at the border.

A middle-aged man with a prominent mustache was there.

"Hmph. So you’ve come, you money-grubbing adventurers. I am Viscount Totto, the Vice Commander here. It is an honor beyond the reach of commoners like you to ever lay eyes on me. Be grateful."

He introduced himself with an incredibly arrogant attitude.

The adventurers were overflowing with so much frustration and anger it was palpable.

But no one said a word.

A high-paying job like this was hard to come by. Even if your boss was scum, you had to obey.

I had seen bosses like him on Earth. They didn't show it so openly, but they engaged in power harassment through petty, insidious means. Compared to that, having it all out in the open was, in a way, refreshing.

Tina listened with a look of indifference. She was clearly used to dealing with this type of person.

Viscount Totto continued. "Now, I assume you’ve seen the letter, so you know what’s going on, but Lady Grine has strictly ordered me to give you a detailed explanation. I’ll only say this once, so listen carefully.

"The battlefield you will be assigned to is to the east and west of the central front. The terrain is a rugged mountain range with many animal trails, unsuitable for large-scale battles. Therefore, you will split into two teams and engage the enemy. That is all. Now get going!"

His attitude made it clear he wouldn’t be taking any questions.

Everyone walked out, looking exasperated. As they did, the viscount’s face turned toward us, a smirk playing on his lips.

So it’s that pattern.

Once outside, the adventurers arbitrarily split into two teams and set off.

Tina and I decided to head to the eastern front.

When we arrived, there was an odd silence.

Even though a fierce battle was raging on the central front, there was nothing here. It was a hard situation to believe.

With such a diverse array of monsters, it wouldn’t be surprising if some of them were intelligent.

Which means… I activated my ‘Detection’ skill.

The result: forty blue dots and thirty red dots. And they were close…

I looked around and above, but there were no signs of them.

The only place left was… below! I placed my hand on the ground and activated ‘Analysis’.

An unidentifiable object was moving.

I shouted frantically, "Watch out! Something’s coming from below!"

At my cry, Tina and the other adventurers drew their weapons and went on alert.

As we all stared at the ground, it suddenly trembled, and something erupted from beneath one of the adventurers.

A giant earthworm swallowed him whole.

It was a Worm, just like in the games.

I immediately activated my fire magic.

"Great Fireball!"

I threw a massive fireball with all my might.

It scored a direct hit and burst into flames. The Worm writhed without screaming. It thrashed about so violently that we couldn’t get close.

Tina yelled, "Wind Blade!"

A huge blade of wind sliced the Worm in two.

After one last spasm, it stopped moving completely.

The adventurer inside didn't emerge, so he was likely dead.

Once swallowed, the chance of survival was zero.

The others must have had the same thought, as they were scrambling away from the ground and climbing the walls.

I reinforced my legs with lightning, scooped up Tina, and leaped. At a height of about twenty meters, I drove my sword into the wall to hold my position. Tina did the same, and we supported each other.

Then, one after another, Worms emerged from the ground.

Having spotted their prey above, they attacked all at once.

The adventurers fought back with their own weapons and magic.

Evening came.

The monsters began to retreat one by one.

The soldiers watched them go before returning to their positions.

By the time we got back, five of the original forty members had died. The faces of the surviving adventurers were etched with exhaustion. The adventurers who had gone west had also returned, looking just as worn out.

The thought that the Empire had been fighting like this for years was disheartening.

But this environment was convenient for me.

To grow stronger, I needed to train not just my body, but my mind as well.

To move with cold detachment at all times—that was my ideal.

But to achieve that, I first had to deal with the viscount who was now approaching.

The viscount stopped in front of us.

"You there, the beautiful woman. Come with me. That is an order."

He commanded with a vulgar smile.

It was exactly as I had expected. Tina, looking exasperated, said, "An order? I am here on a request from the guild, working on the battlefield as an adventurer. I have no memory of becoming your subordinate."

She hit him with plain logic.

The viscount began to tremble.

"W-What?! My orders are absolute here! When I say come, you come! That is common sense! A commoner should just obey quietly!"

His words were those of a man drunk on power.

Tina sighed. "It’s true that I am a commoner. But that doesn’t mean I have to obey a noble. No matter how noble you are, there are things you can and cannot do. Forcing yourself on others is an act that diminishes the dignity of the nobility."

She answered him firmly.

I wasn't very familiar with the nobles of this world.

From what I’d heard, nobles were those who stood above the people. Because of that, they bore great responsibility, and selfish actions could, in some cases, be considered an act of rebellion against the state.

For that reason, nobles acted so as not to cause unnecessary trouble. However, some acted tyrannically, with the attitude that they didn’t care. Of course, the higher-ups wouldn’t remain silent.

Apparently, they would investigate, gather evidence, and carry out the appropriate punishment. I had never seen such a thing myself.

The viscount’s face turned red. "Y-Youuuuu! Just because you have a pretty face, you think you can get away with anything?! Hey, soldiers! Arrest this beautiful woman immediately for high treason!"

The soldiers, following his orders, began to move in to capture her.

I wasn’t about to stand by and watch. Even though I was tired, there were only five soldiers. It would be a piece of cake.

Without even drawing my sword, I beat them down with my bare hands.

The viscount sputtered, "Y-You bastard! Do you have any idea what you’ve just done?! This is clear-cut treason!"

As the viscount pointed at me with a furious expression, I shot back, "Shut up, you piece of shit. Did you really think I’d just stand by and watch you try to take my woman? Use your damn head before you speak."

I spat out the vulgar words.

The people around us kept their distance, watching from afar.

Tina’s face was slightly red as she stood beside me.

The viscount yelled, "H-How dare you, a mere commoner! Soldiers! Seize these two immediately!"

The soldiers raised their weapons in compliance with his order.

I thought to myself, *So this is it.* Tina’s expression told me she was thinking the same thing.

Our battle in the Empire was a short one.

I’d quickly silence the soldiers, get out of here, find a safe place to draw a teleportation circle, and escape.

Just as I was forming my plan and about to act, a voice came from the side.

"That’s enough."

At the sound of the voice, everyone turned.

There stood a large man clad in crimson armor, darker than jet black. His presence exuded immense strength.

The viscount’s legs trembled. "C-Commander Goltor… W-Why are you here?"

It was Goltor, the commander of the border forces.
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			At the viscount's pale-faced words, Goltor replied, "I’ve recovered enough to return to the front. I just arrived. That’s all."

Hearing this, the viscount asked, "J-Just arrived, you say? Th-Then, could it be, th-that exchange just now…?"

The viscount was trembling, praying for something.

Goltor confirmed his fears. "I saw it all. I saw you trying to drag that beautiful woman away by force."

His voice was laced with considerable anger.

The viscount trembled even more.

So this commander was not only powerful, but also high-ranking.

After a moment of silence, Goltor sighed. "Enough. Your punishment will be communicated to you later. Return to your post."

The viscount scurried away.

The commander stood before us.

"My apologies. He’s a competent enough commander, but he lets it go to his head and acts arrogantly. However, the fact remains that you struck down soldiers, even if it was to protect someone. Therefore, as a penalty, you two will fight on the central front for one week. Any objections?"

We both shook our heads.

Whatever the reason, we had raised our hands against soldiers. It was only natural that we be punished. It was far better than being kicked out of here.

With the commotion over, everyone began to head back to their tents to rest.

Late that night.

In the vice commander's room within the base.

Viscount Totto sat drinking wine, his face contorted in anger.

"Damn it! If Goltor hadn't interfered, I’d be holding that beautiful woman in my arms right now! Well, let him be smug for now. With the way things are going, it’s certain that Lady Grine will become the next emperor. It seems Lady Yorune’s policies aren’t going well.

"When she ascends the throne, there’s no doubt that I will become the commander here. After all, I am of Lady Grine’s faction. Besides, Goltor has the disgrace of failing to protect the former emperor in that incident.

"Normally, he would have been punished immediately, but Lady Yorune and Lady Grine gave him strict orders to continue his duties at the border and forbade him from entering the capital. So his position here remains unchanged. How utterly infuriating!"

He continued to grumble as he drank his wine.

It was then that it happened.

A black mist suddenly appeared in a corner of the room.

From it emerged a bewitching beauty in a maid’s uniform.

Seeing her, the viscount slurred, "Ooh, you’re Lady Grine’s personal maid, aren’t you? What brings you here? Ah, I see, you’ve come to receive my affections. How forward of you."

He said nothing about the black mist.

He seemed to be quite drunk. However, the maid—Harynair the Corruptor—had a face full of rage.

In an instant, she was beside the viscount, grabbing him by the scruff of his neck.

As the viscount choked, Harynair hissed, "You fool. What have you done? If Goltor hadn't appeared, those two would never have come to the Empire again. You would have ruined everything I’ve set up. Now, what should I do with you?"

Her voice was overflowing with killing intent.

It was a side of her one could never have imagined. She had thrown her entire being into this matter, and now, because of this piece of trash…

Not loosening her grip, Harynair continued, "I want to kill you right now, but you’re part of Grine’s faction. It would be troublesome if there were repercussions. So, you will fight of your own free will and die."

She declared it with a furious smile.

A purple gas emanated from Harynair.

The viscount was helpless as he inhaled it.

His face went slack, as if his life force had been drained. Confirming this, Harynair released him.

His eyes were vacant, reflecting nothing.

Her face now a mask of indifference, Harynair was enveloped in the black mist and vanished.

Around noon.

We were with the forces on the central front.

The faces of the soldiers and knights were determined. There were adventurers among them, too, but none I recognized. They must have been here before us.

A man who appeared to be the unit commander spoke.

"We are now heading to the battlefield. As always, your duty is to subjugate the approaching monsters. Additionally, it has recently become clear that the monsters’ movements are becoming more active. A fierce battle is expected, but it will not last much longer. The completion of a new weapon from the capital is near! Everyone, our victory is at hand! I expect great things from you! Move out!"

With that command, we stepped onto the battlefield.

From a distance, I had thought it was just flat land, but up close, there were large holes and boulders big enough to hide a person. There were plenty of obstacles.

The others took their positions, and we joined the adventurers’ section.

And then, we heard the roar of monsters.

That was the signal. A great army of monsters began their advance.

The humans’ first attack was long-range, from the catapults.

The goal wasn’t to hit them, but to break their formation. Indeed, the monsters were dodging the large rocks, and their lines were in disarray.

However, some among them, mainly Cyclopes and Ogres, were destroying the rocks with their weapons. The feats of the strong were always flashy. The monsters were gradually getting closer.

The unit commander shouted, "All forces! Defend this position to the death!"

With a roar from the human side, the battle began.

At the frontline base.

In the commander’s office.

Goltor gazed out at the battlefield, a sight he saw every day.

Just then, there was a knock, and the door opened.

A woman in purple armor and glasses entered.

Seeing her, Goltor asked, "What is it, Chevre? Has something happened?"

To this, the woman—his aide-de-camp, Chevre—replied, "Yes. I heard that the vice commander went to the eastern front. Is this because of yesterday’s incident?"

Goltor answered, "Before I could inform him of his punishment for yesterday’s incident, the viscount himself requested to be put on the front line. I was honestly surprised. A man of strategy, with no martial prowess, wanting to fight. I don’t know what brought about the change of heart, but his eyes were genuine. Still, it’s a fact that we can’t afford to lose him. That’s why I assigned him to the eastern front, where the danger is lowest."

He said it with a weary expression.

The viscount’s personality made him easy to misunderstand, but he hadn’t reached the position of vice commander through influence alone. He was skilled at assessing the battlefield, managing troops appropriately, and always devising the best strategies.

However, he was too confident in his own abilities, which led him to behave like an incompetent fool.

It was an endless headache. But today’s viscount was different.

He had come first thing in the morning and said he wanted to take command on the front lines. The sudden change was bewildering at first, but since Goltor had been about to deliver his punishment, the request was, in a way, a blessing. He had approved it and sent him to the battlefield with the highest probability of survival.

Sensing his intent, Chevre said, "However, yesterday’s report stated that Worms appeared on the eastern and western battlefields. Isn’t the appearance of a new monster dangerous?"

To this report, Goltor replied, "I have informed the viscount of that as well. He should be able to handle it. As long as nothing out of the ordinary happens."

As he said this, he looked out the window.

The eastern battlefield.

The viscount was commanding the troops, holding the line.

The monsters that appeared were mostly Goblins, and the adventurers and soldiers were dealing with them without difficulty.

The viscount gave precise orders from the rear, and there were currently no deaths or even serious injuries.

The adventurers were impressed by the viscount’s competence. The arrogant attitude he had shown at first had given them a strong impression that he was useless.

But they were wrong.

The viscount had become an indispensable presence on this battlefield.

But then, rocks suddenly fell from above. An avalanche of boulders. They managed to avoid them without difficulty, but they were cut off, unable to reach for aid immediately.

The viscount's stranded unit.

"Find a way out immediately. With rocks this big, there might be a passage somewhere. As soon as you find one, call back the troops in front. We need to regroup."

They moved on his orders.

At that moment, something else fell from above. But this time, it wasn't a rock.

It was a half-man, half-horse monster.

"...What a pity. If only you hadn't angered her, you could have secured a fine position."

With those words, the monster—Rodel—brought down his blade without mercy.

The battle on the central front was fierce.

The approaching monsters were individually weak, but they were formidable in groups.

I fought while conserving my strength and magic. If I miscalculated my stamina allocation, I would die. It was a harsh battlefield, but perfect for training.

Tina was doing the same, fighting at a close but safe distance from me.

I don’t know how much time had passed.

Just then, I sensed an incredible killing intent from behind the monsters’ rear guard.

I could feel its presence from afar. I couldn’t make out its form clearly, but I could tell it was huge. And it had two horns.

There were many monsters like that. The information was useless.

As I was thinking this, the monsters began to retreat. So, today’s battle was over.

After watching them go, the human side also returned to the base.

Empire, Royal Capital.

Weapons Development Department.

Grine was asking the Dwarves about the new weapon.

"How is the progress on the weapon?"

To this question, the foreman replied, "It is complete, but we will be conducting performance tests to ensure its safety, so it will take another two or three days."

Grine responded, "If it’s a test, couldn’t you just conduct it on-site?"

The foreman looked troubled. "But if there is any kind of malfunction, it may stop working. It would be impossible to repair it on the battlefield. If we were attacked by monsters during that time, it would be all over."

Grine wanted to show her dissatisfaction, but she held it in. "I understand. But please complete it as quickly as possible. The weapons I provided before—their modifications and mass production are complete, I assume?"

The foreman’s expression changed completely. "Of course. The modifications are complete, and mass production has been successful. They have also been installed. As long as the tests go well, we can deploy at any time."

Satisfied with this response, Grine said, "Is that so? I have high expectations. For the performance of this new weapon."

With those words of gratitude, she left the workshop.



		
			Chapter 94

			Respective Nights, Part Two

			Night fell over the encampment, a safe distance from the battlefield.

To put it plainly, it was a campground.

The tents weren’t triangular but more like small tent houses. They could comfortably accommodate about five people.

However, there was one problem: food.

On the first day we arrived, we were told to provide our own meals. There were grumbles of discontent, but it seemed the camp’s food situation wasn’t great either. A soldier’s shout quickly silenced the complaints.

As a result, our meals had consisted solely of the canned food we’d brought.

Tonight, I intended to make something proper.

The ingredients for this meal were Orc meat, soy sauce, sugar, salt, garlic, ginger, pepper, and a miso ball. That was it. I had procured the Orc meat from the previous battle. The other adventurers were also gathering materials and ingredients from the monsters.

The soldiers didn't touch it. I guess they had no reason to.

In a way, I considered myself lucky and started cooking.

First, I peeled the garlic and sliced the ginger. Next, I put the Orc meat in a pot and seared it over the bonfire until it was lightly browned. Then, I added soy sauce, sugar, garlic, ginger, water, and pepper, and let it simmer for thirty minutes. When the liquid had reduced by about half, it was ready.

I tried it, and it tasted like ordinary simmered pork.

Normally, I would have added sake, but there was none here. And no rice, either. After finishing our simple meal, we went into the tent.

As I relaxed, I looked back on my actions so far.

In the beginning, my plan had been to be a hunter first and an adventurer second. But since I started my journey of training, it seemed my adventurer work had become my main focus. I hadn’t done much work as a hunter.

In this world, things rarely go as planned. It was a miracle that things had gone so well up to this point.

As I was lost in these thoughts, Tina spoke up.

"By the way, I heard that the vice commander died on the battlefield. Did you know?"

I was surprised. "Really?! That noble? I never thought he’d set foot on a battlefield."

It was a shock.

I couldn't believe that arrogant-looking noble would go to war.

Tina must have sensed my disbelief, because she shared what she knew. "Apparently, after yesterday’s incident, he asked to be sent to the battlefield himself before they could even tell him his punishment. Everyone was surprised. It seems the vice commander’s strategic skills are considered top-tier in the Empire. Unexpectedly."

She mumbled the last part.

I felt the same way. I had thought he was all connections, but it just goes to show you can't judge a person by their appearance.

And now that person was dead. The morale here would surely drop. Tomorrow’s battle would be tough, but Tina and I had the day off.

No matter how much we were paid for this request, we weren't so inhuman as to fight without rest.

Leave was on a rotating basis, and it was our turn.

So, I decided to head to the underground auction for the first time in a while to deal with the monster materials I’d hunted before accepting the request, which were being processed at the Church.

After our little chat, we went to sleep.

At the Imperial Royal Castle.

In Grine’s room. Grine was smiling as she sipped her tea.

Using Rumby the Fateweaver's power, she had caused her older sister's policies to fail one after another.

At the time, Rumby had questioned this approach. "Huh? You want to make your sister unlucky? Isn’t this when you’re supposed to wish for your own good fortune?"

To this, Grine had replied, "Well, for an ordinary person, that would be a reasonable thought. But even if I become lucky, it doesn’t guarantee I’ll become emperor. In this case, tripping up my opponent is the easiest way."

She stated it coldly.

Rumby and Harynair exchanged glances, looking at Grine as if they were seeing something unbelievable.

To bring down a relative… if it were a wicked sister, that would be one thing.

But as far as Harynair could see, she was a normal sister.

She treated her subordinates with a mix of strictness and kindness. She never used the national treasury for personal gain and was trusted by the people. Even in her family, she never looked down on her younger sister, treating her as an individual and striving to build a good relationship.

She was a strict but caring older sister.

What grudge could one possibly have against such a person? Her cold-hearted policy was bewildering.

Grine said, "I know what you want to say. You’re wondering why I would go so far, aren’t you? I have no hatred for my sister. We were close since childhood, and even after we became adults and our factions were in conflict, we discussed forming a cooperative relationship. But to me, she is nothing but an eyesore. She is simply an obstacle to my becoming emperor. That is all."

She said it with an emotionless face.

In other words, she wasn't doing this as revenge for something her sister had done. She was making her unlucky simply because she was in the way of her becoming emperor.

Simple and easy to understand.

And utterly irredeemable.

For a moment, the two were shocked. But then, without changing their expressions, they reveled in it inwardly.

They had truly found a good one. They had never seen a human with such a twisted soul.

They had seen plenty of humans who killed out of betrayal or jealousy, but to bring misfortune upon someone who had treated her with kindness… it was a soul that made one wonder if she had been born this way, regardless of her upbringing.

To the two of them, Grine said, "In any case, Lord Lates the Thousand Poisons gave me a wonderful gift. Its appearance was a bit peculiar, but let's set that aside for now. And I have no words to express my gratitude to Sage-dono Redorza for placing new monsters on the battlefield.

"This will only further prove that my words are right and my sister was wrong. The nobles, and even the citizens, will be convinced. Above all, it’s good that the battle is dragging on. It seems I won’t be bored. The researchers of the past did good work as well."

At this, Harynair asked, "? The researchers of the past? What did they do?"

Grine replied, "Ah, it’s natural that you wouldn’t know. This is a top secret known only to the royal family, but I suppose it’s fine. Several decades ago, back when the northern territories still belonged to the Empire, an experimental facility was built in a certain location.

"About two hundred years ago, a scholar named Babbage taught us about a calculating machine called the steam engine, which the Dwarves perfected. Based on that, they developed all sorts of steam-powered machines, enriching the country. That technology has been passed down and is still in use today. During that time, a certain experiment was conducted.

"An experiment to control monsters. If we could control monsters, it would undoubtedly lead to a significant increase in our military strength. However, the experiment failed. The records state that the monster used as the material was modified too much and went berserk.

"This was during my father’s time, but the experiment was under the full command of a noble he trusted, so he didn't hear the specific details. Besides, in those days, my father was more concerned with battle than politics. By the time he found out, it was already too late. The territory was gradually being encroached upon by a horde of monsters, and they couldn't push them back.

"He said that while he was personally leading the army, waging war on other countries to seize supplies, a horde of monsters attacked from the north, and he tasted bitter defeat. He probably told my sister and me that story as a warning not to become such foolish people. Not that it matters now."

After her long explanation, she took a sip of tea.

In a way, the two of them understood.

Why would a horde of monsters invade like humans?

In the past, they would have dismissed it as unimportant and done nothing. But they had been acting out of a desire to see the otherworlder suffer. In the process, it seems they had felt that something was off about the horde.

Harynair decided she would ask Redorza about the researchers.

In the northern territories, the monster's den.

An innumerable number of monsters.

They were of all shapes and sizes; some were sleeping, others were awake. It was a characteristic of their species, so no one paid it any mind.

Amidst them, two monsters were enjoying the night breeze.

Danmes the Minotaur and Rodel the Centaur.

Rodel said, "Just another day of following orders. No motivation at all. How about you? I hear you’ve been fighting a lot."

To this, Danmes replied, "At first. As a greeting, I went on a rampage on the battlefield. After that, I only fought those who came at me. I haven’t fought anyone else. A battle only with those who have the resolve to fight me. Lately, there haven't been any, so I’ve just been watching the battlefield. That’s all."

He paused for a breath.

Rodel sighed. "I see. As for me, the two I’m looking for haven’t shown up, so I’ve just been taking out my stress on soldiers and adventurers. When are they going to get here? Those bastards…"

His face twisted in anger as he spoke.

Danmes was about to say, ‘Haven’t you noticed?’ but if he did, Rodel would likely charge in ahead of him.

Danmes himself had come to this battlefield to fight him.

He had no intention of letting his prey be stolen.

However, with that mask, it would be a while before he noticed, Danmes thought as he gazed at the crescent moon in the night sky.



		
			Chapter 95

			Back on Earth for the First Time in a While

			The next day, early in the morning.

After leaving behind the luggage we could afford to, we packed only the monster pelts into a bag and set off. I told the soldiers we were going into town to rest for the day.

We walked for a while until we found an uninhabited cave.

Given the location, there was no chance of anyone finding us here. I drew a teleportation circle and activated it.

We arrived in front of a cave in the Republic.

This teleportation had a drawback. I couldn't go to any location I chose.

When the magic circle was activated, it would teleport to the first location where it was drawn. From there, it would teleport to the subsequent locations in order.

Honestly, it was a troublesome flaw, but it was far better than traveling for days on end.

After a few repetitions, we finally arrived in front of our house in the Kingdom.

It was still morning.

The underground auction didn't open until late at night.

"Tina," I said, "I’m thinking of spending the day on Earth. What do you want to do? Coming?"

Tina nodded in response.

We headed to Earth together.

The house was unchanged, the surroundings were unchanged; nothing had changed. Being away for a month hadn’t made a difference, which was to be expected.

I turned on the TV in the house, and a special program was on.

The topic was the World Precious Metals Exposition. It was an event showcasing metals and gems that have been discovered around the world.

This piqued my interest.

Given my skills, the more types of metal I knew, the better. The venue was five train stations away. Tina and I changed into casual clothes and set out.

After getting off at the station and walking for a bit, we arrived at the exhibition hall.

There was a large crowd. It seemed to be quite popular.

We bought tickets and went inside. From what I could see, various products made of metal were on display.

There were tools that seemed to be from the earliest eras, showcasing the evolution from the medieval period to the present.

Swords, spears, carriages, projectors, and 1/10 scale models of old cars and trains were also on display.

Seeing this, Tina asked, "Is there any use in displaying things like this?"

To this, I replied, "They may not be useful now, but they’re mainly here for historical study. In the past, there were things like this, and they evolved into the many things we have today. I guess you could call it creative inspiration? Seeing these things makes you think, ‘Maybe I could make something with my current skills.’ It’s a way of encouraging further development."

I gave her my thoughts on the matter.

When I was a student, we went on school trips to museums and art galleries.

After looking at various things, a staff member would give a presentation, talking on and on.

‘The people of the past were amazing. If you all study hard and put in the effort, you can create things just as good, if not better.’ That’s what they’d say.

Essentially, it was a form of indoctrination.

If you keep trying, good things will happen. Failure is the mother of success. Even if you stumble, don’t give up, keep moving forward. That was the lesson. At the time, I didn't question it and studied hard, eventually joining a company.

But the result was that I quit voluntarily.

All I got out of it was a bad memory.

That’s when I realized. What’s important in society isn’t academic ability or qualifications.

It’s endurance.

The mental strength to never give up, no matter what happens.

That’s what allows people to persevere and act. The people of the past were strong on the inside. People today are too weak. There are so many who become shut-ins just because of a little criticism or harassment.

If things had gone differently, I might have ended up living that kind of life myself.

If I'm to thank anyone from the past, it's my great-grandfather who wrote those incredible books.

With these thoughts, I continued to look around.

After we finished the history section, the next area was an exhibition of gems and precious metals.

This was the main event for me.

I decided to take my time looking around. The metal section had raw forms of iron, copper, silver, gold, and all sorts of other metals. Even when I used ‘Analysis,’ they were all genuine.

It would have been a problem if there were fakes, but since they were all usable materials, I examined them thoroughly.

Tina said, "There are so many different kinds of ore. There are a lot I don’t recognize."

She looked on with admiration.

Well, alloys are metals made by mixing others. Without the technology, materials, and inspiration, you could never create them. There was also a display of gems, with rubies, sapphires, emeralds, topazes, diamonds—every kind of gem was there.

Not only their history, but their prices were also listed.

Seeing the prices, Tina asked, "Why is the colorless stone so expensive, and the colored ones so cheap?"

She was full of questions.

This was a good opportunity, so I asked, "Over there, is it common sense that colored stones are valuable?"

Tina replied, "Of course. A colored stone is a symbol of power. The deeper the color and the brighter the shine, the greater the power it holds. Honestly, to me, it seems strange that a diamond is more expensive than an emerald."

She stated it firmly.

Emerald and diamond are both considered one of the four precious stones. But in terms of price, diamond is higher.

"Well, the value of gems in this world is based on rarity," I explained. "Essentially, the less of it there is, the more valuable it is. Something that there are only a few of in the world can be traded for hundreds of millions or even billions. Durability and beauty are also factors, but basically, things that are rare are prized. That’s the common sense of this world."

I finished my explanation.

Tina looked a little dissatisfied but said nothing. It seemed she had accepted it, at least for now.

Even in her world, Adamantite is so rare that it almost never appears on the market.

As I was thinking this, a staff member from the back announced, "Everyone, we will now introduce the main attraction of this exhibition. It is this way."

With that, a door in the back opened.

The crowd shuffled inside. We joined the line.

In the center of the room was a single display case. Other than that, there was nothing. People were gathered around it, looking at the exhibit. Was it something that rare?

After waiting for a few minutes, we finally got to see it.

Inside was a handful of white gold. Platinum? I thought, but the plate said ‘Rhenium.’

It was said to be rare both in the earth’s crust and in outer space, with very few quantities available. Furthermore, it had superior applications, with a few percent being added to jet engine turbine blades, electronic components, and parts for space exploration. Because it doesn’t sag when used at high temperatures or when shaken, it is suitable for automobiles and other uses. It is also effective as a thermoelectric generator, improving its service life. It is a metal that ranks among the hardest. However, it dissolves in highly oxidizing substances like nitric acid.

This was a good find.

It was something you would rarely handle, not only in city metal shops but even in specialized factories. It was a top-tier item.

I performed an ‘Analysis’ and completed it.

Now I could obtain it anytime with ‘Matter Conversion.’

Tina looked like she didn't quite understand, even after reading the explanation.

We finished our tour of the exhibition. For lunch, there were food stalls around the venue, so we ate something from there.

After that, we went home, and I created the various ores I had just seen. I lined them up as a contingency in case I forgot.

Night.

After having dinner at a family restaurant, we headed to that building.

It was 11 p.m.

In front of it stood a single man in a black suit.

"Kuroda’s recommendation," I said.

At these words, the man in black replied, "It has been a while. This way, please."

He guided us with polite language.

Another man in black came out of the building and took over. As usual, we headed to the basement and entered the waiting room.

The atmosphere had changed. It used to be an empty room.

Now, there were sofas and tables, and in the corner of the room, drinks were provided for free. Had the treatment gotten better? There were several others besides us. Each was relaxing.

As I was thinking this, Kuroda appeared from the back door. After his usual explanation, we waited our turn. Then, it was my turn, and I went inside.

Kuroda was there.

"It has been a while. About a month, I believe? Have you noticed the change in here?"

I nodded in response.

Kuroda continued, "The wolf pelt you gave us was traded for a considerable sum, and since all that money is ours, we obtained enough funds to renovate the building. We were also able to improve the waiting room from a place where you just had to stand. We are grateful."

He said it with a smile.

The reason the waiting room had never changed was probably because he didn't care about the sellers. The only reason he had improved it was because he decided to treat the person who brought in the star items better. But I didn't say it out loud. He probably understood what I was thinking. He didn't say anything.

I brought out my items. I presented the skins of a Wolf, an Anaconda, and a Bear.

Kuroda looked at the bear pelt. "This is… a Bear, right?"

I nodded at his obvious question.

Kuroda seemed to be in a daze for a moment before handing me a number tag.

After a while, new number tags were distributed. And then, the auction began.

The first item was a golden Buddha statue.

The auctioneer said, "This is an item said to be from the Muromachi period. Its value as a work of art is considerable. We will start at ten thousand."

A very detailed explanation wasn't given.

In other words, it was obtained through a route that couldn't be spoken of. Well, that had nothing to do with me. The Buddha statue was sold for five hundred thousand. From there, things proceeded smoothly, and then, the bear pelt came up. The crowd gasped in amazement at its size.

The auctioneer announced, "The next item is a full bear pelt. This is no ordinary bear. The texture and quality of the fur are higher than that of a normal bear, larger than the largest bear, the Kodiak Bear, and the quality is incomparable. Furthermore, the horns on its head are not decorations, but real. The appraisal results are not wrong. Moreover, the properties of the horns have been found to have ten times the components of conventional horns, and there is no doubt that they can be processed into the finest products. Truly a supreme item. The customers who came today are nothing short of lucky. We will start at ten thousand."

I was surprised by this explanation.

I thought they would mention the horns, but I didn't expect its size to be so out of the ordinary. I thought I knew how big bears were on Earth, but I hadn't realized it was that big. Between this and the wolf, the other world truly is a treasure trove for a hunter.

The price skyrocketed, eventually surpassing ten million. The auctioneer called out, "We have ten million, one hundred thousand. Any other bids? We have ten million, five hundred thousand! We have twelve million! Any other bids? The bear pelt is sold for twelve million!"

The sound of the gavel echoed, and cheers erupted.

It was sold for a considerable amount.

Following that, the wolf pelt was sold for three and a half million, and the anaconda skin for four million eight hundred thousand.

In total, nineteen million three hundred thousand. After deducting the commission, that would be about eighteen and a half million.

I wouldn't have to worry about living expenses. After the auction ended, I received the money and left the building. I thought Kuroda might say something, but he just said, "Please come again."

I was grateful, as I wanted to avoid any trouble.

The journey from the building to my home was uneventful. I had expected an attack, but it was just needless worry.

I arrived home and teleported to the other world.

I decided to go to sleep right away.

Morning would come early.

Rewind a little.

The Imperial Capital was abuzz with a certain topic.

A battle between a monster and a new weapon was held in the arena, and the result was a decisive victory for the weapon.

Grine was satisfied with this result and decided to send it to the border.



		
			Chapter 96

			Weapons and Monsters

			The next morning, after a quick breakfast, we headed back to the Empire.

There were no repercussions for our return. I had told them we’d be out all day, so it wasn’t an issue. Then, the usual briefing began.

The content was the same as always, but at the end, the soldier added, "Also, a new weapon is scheduled to arrive from the capital. It will be here at noon. You are to maintain the front line until then. This is a directive from the Commander and Second Princess Grine-sama."

With those words, the soldier departed.

A murmur of excitement filled the area.

The topic on everyone’s mind was, without exception, the new weapon.

The Empire had developed weapons before. For example, their catapults, which used to take time to load a single large rock, were now fully automated, using multiple Golem arms for everything from loading to firing. I heard there were others, but many had been damaged or broken from long-term use and were mostly mothballed.

Still, their performance had reportedly been excellent, so many held high hopes.

In the commander’s office.

Goltor wore a grim expression.

The day after the vice commander’s death on the battlefield, the front line was not in good shape.

There were delays in adapting to changing situations, and the soldiers’ defensive posture was lax—problems were rampant. He needed to select a new vice commander immediately. There were a few strategists at the base, but they lacked leadership.

That was why he had to choose someone, and quickly.

Just as he was thinking this, a messenger arrived with news that a new weapon was coming from the capital.

He had been informed beforehand what it was. He had even seen the real thing.

It was indeed incredible. A weapon worthy of being called the culmination of all their efforts.

But he also had his concerns.

In a way, it was a weapon that anyone could operate. If someone with malicious intent were to use it, no one could stop them. They had to be extremely careful in selecting who would pilot it.

It seemed today would be a day of many decisions.

Goltor took a sip of tea as he gazed out at the scenery.

In the monster horde.

The monsters were brimming with energy.

*We want to fight soon.* Even without words, their roars told the story.

Rodel was watching them.

Having become a monster himself, he could understand what they were saying.

But their thoughts were simple and uninteresting: *I want to fight and blow off steam*, or *I’m bored. I want to fight soon*.

Monster minds were truly simple.

Well, it didn’t matter to him.

He decided to head out, hoping that this time, those two would be there.

The morning’s battle was, for all intents and purposes, business as usual.

They repelled the attacking monsters at the defensive line. It seemed the strategists were devising plans to minimize casualties, but something was lacking.

The void left by the vice commander had yet to be filled.

Just as I was thinking this, a soldier from the rear sounded the signal for a shift change.

It seemed it was time for lunch.

After eating a simple ration and resting for a bit, we returned to the battlefield.

I wouldn’t call it a fierce battle, but it was a life-or-death struggle all the same.

Eventually, a soldier’s voice echoed from the rear.

"Everyone! The new weapon from the capital has arrived! Retreat immediately!"

At the cry, everyone evacuated the area.

The base gate opened, and out came…

A giant, roughly five meters tall, with gun barrels for arms. Its four legs moved like a spider’s. Its torso was a plain gray, boxy shape. And on its head, there was a person.

He was gripping the controls, so it was a cockpit, protected by transparent glass.

It was a robot.

A robot that a person could pilot.

Something like this, on Earth, would be a mere prop or, at best, have moving hands.

To see it moving so smoothly… their technology surpassed Earth’s.

The soldier inside shouted, "What do you think? Amazing, right?! This is the culmination of the Dwarves’ work: the Edgeson! A fully quadrupedal machine powered by a steam engine. And what’s more, the weapons attached to both hands are single-shot firearms modeled after matchlock guns! Witness their power for yourselves!"

After shouting, the Edgeson unit took aim and fired in unison.

*BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!*

It was a volley.

The monsters in front had huge holes blown through their chests and died instantly. The bullets that missed struck a rock. They didn’t penetrate, but they left cracks and a crater-like dent in the center.

It had considerable power.

For long-range combat, it was undoubtedly among the strongest.

The soldier piloting it yelled, "Did you see that?! This is the weapon that was completed with the funds and supplies provided by our new emperor, Grine-sama!"

At his cry, a soldier chief asked, "Grine-sama is the new emperor? What do you mean?"

The pilot in the cockpit replied, "Hmm? Oh, you haven't been notified? She became emperor this morning in recognition of her achievements in completing and mass-producing this weapon. The majority of the nobles consented, and even Lady Yorune acknowledged it."

At this, not only the other soldiers but also the adventurers were surprised.

Everyone had thought the first princess would be the next emperor.

But she had contributed so much to the development of something like this. It wasn’t strange that the second princess would become emperor.

The Edgeson unit advanced. The reloading was automatic. The mechanism was like that of a sniper rifle. I only knew it from manga, but I was pretty sure that’s what it was.

Firing while advancing… I thought this war was over.

Until that moment.

On the monster side.

They were a little shaken.

*What is that thing?* *What an incredible attack.* They hesitated to advance.

Amidst them, Danmes was swinging his iron club, warming up. It had been a while since he’d had a chance to go on a rampage. And this was a more than worthy opponent for a warm-up. Rodel, on the other hand, wasn’t very enthusiastic and decided to watch from the sidelines.

Besides these two, several dozen monsters were preparing to face the new weapon.

A Cyclops, Rock Wolves, a higher-tier Ogre—a Great Ogre—and a higher-tier Goblin—a Goblin Guardian.

Those confident in their own defenses stood up and descended onto the battlefield with Danmes.

On the human side.

The Edgeson unit’s advance was relentless. We adventurers followed behind, ready to pick off any stray monsters, but there were none at the moment.

Just as the adventurers were thinking this would be an easy job, the Edgeson unit suddenly stopped.

When we looked ahead to see what was wrong, we saw multiple monsters standing defiantly before them.

Seeing the monsters, one of the adventurers said, "You’ve got to be kidding me. A Cyclops, Rock Wolves, a Great Ogre, a Goblin Guardian… and a Minotaur. Higher-tier monsters are showing up? This has to be a joke."

He was trembling as he spoke.

Higher-tier monsters. A type one rarely encountered.

Even an A-rank adventurer would struggle to defeat one. And there were several of them. It was only natural to be terrified.

One of the Edgeson pilots shouted, "Don’t flinch! We have a powerful new weapon on our side! What are a few high-tier monsters?! Open fire!"

With that cry, they unleashed a volley.

The bullets hit the monsters. But they didn’t draw blood.

They hit their bodies, but their hides were too tough to inflict a fatal wound.

Still, it was clear from their faces that it hurt a little.

Among them, only one—the Minotaur—remained completely unfazed even when hit. He looked at his own body with an expression that seemed to say, *Did you do something?*

The soldiers were shaken.

Taking a direct hit from their new weapon without a scratch seemed to be a heavy blow to their morale.

The adventurers felt much the same.

The soldier in the cockpit yelled, "D-Don't lose your nerve! There’s no way it had no effect! Keep firing until you’re out of ammo!"

He shouted as he reloaded.

The Minotaur raised its iron club and charged.

The soldiers and adventurers braced themselves.

Its target was the Edgeson. Everyone thought so.

But the Minotaur passed it by.

While the others stood there, stunned, its target was revealed: me and Tina.

I was surprised, but I instinctively took a defensive stance. The iron club came at me in a horizontal sweep.

Sword and club clashed.

I braced myself, but I was easily sent flying.

I was blown from the battlefield to the wall on the left side, a distance of about three hundred meters. That was quite a ways. I checked my body. My back hurt, but it wouldn't hinder my ability to fight. My mask had broken from the impact of being thrown.

I tried to hurry back, but an object was approaching from the front, kicking up a cloud of dust.

It was the same Minotaur from before.

He went to the trouble of chasing me? As I was thinking this, the Minotaur stopped about thirty meters in front of me.

And then he spoke.

"My name is Danmes the Minotaur. A warrior under the command of Sidoor-sama!"

He introduced himself.

"Sidoor?!" I asked. "Are you here on his orders?"

At this question, Danmes’s expression changed. "Not on Sidoor-sama’s orders. I requested this myself. To see if you are truly a man worthy of fighting Sidoor-sama."

He raised his iron club.

I see. So it was a kind of jealousy, stemming from the fact that someone he revered had taken an interest in someone else.

It was a common thing on Earth.

The feeling of being ignored after doing all sorts of things to be liked by your boss. It might be a little different, but I concluded it was something like that.

"If that’s the case," I said, "then I have to answer the call!"

I filled my body with magic, strengthening it, and raised my sword.

We glared at each other, and just as we were about to move—

"I FOOOOUND YOU!!!!"

A shout came from above.

We both looked up to see something falling. It landed between me and Danmes.

As it kicked up a cloud of dust, I felt an extraordinary killing intent. This was a powerful foe.

The view cleared, and what appeared was… the upper body of a human in armor, and the lower body of a horse.

A Centaur.

It was the first time I had seen this monster, yet its face was somehow familiar.

The Centaur said, "*Kukukuku*. We finally meet. It’s been a while. Do you remember me?"

To this, I replied, "Y-You’re… Who was it again?"

I thought I recognized him, but I couldn't remember.

The Centaur trembled. "You bastard! Don’t you dare tell me you’ve forgotten the face of Lord Rodel!"

At that name, I remembered.

That overly self-conscious A-rank adventurer, Rodel.

I knew I had seen him somewhere before, but it just came back to me.

However, I asked, "You… you were a monster?"

It was a natural question.

Rodel replied, "I cast aside my humanity. All to kill you. I sold my soul to a demon!"

He let out a roar that was also a cry of rage.

I’ve only ever seen lines like that in manga. I was impressed that people actually said them, but this was a very bad situation.

After all, it was two against one.

And my opponents were high-class monsters.
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			Their Respective Battlefields

			The situation was as bad as it could get.

A Minotaur and a Centaur. A battle against two high-level monsters—and exceptionally tough ones at that.

Was it time to accept my fate?

Just as I thought so, Danmes the Minotaur spoke.

"...Hold. A two-on-one is dishonorable. I was the one who made the first move. You will stand down."

In response to this command, Rodel the Centaur shot back.

"...What was that? I became this thing just to kill him! You're the one who should back off!"

To this declaration, filled with a deep-seated grudge, Danmes replied.

"...I am well aware. However, I too have something I cannot yield. If you refuse to withdraw..."

As he spoke, Danmes unleashed a wave of killing intent.

Rodel, though slightly intimidated, prepared to stand his ground.

A tense silence enveloped the clearing.

It was then that a voice called out from in front of me.

"...Shinsuke! Are you alright?!"

It was Tina.

It seemed she had chased after me when I was sent flying.

Both monsters reacted to her voice and turned to look.

Seeing his chance, Rodel scoffed.

"...Tch. Fine. You can have him. In exchange, I'll take that woman."

To this proposal, Danmes replied without hesitation.

"...I have no objection."

It was an instant agreement.

Rodel turned back to me, laughing.

"...Heh heh heh heh. I'm going to hurt that woman, humiliate her, and drag her before you like a worn-out rag. Go on, regret it all you want—regret ever making me angry."

With that, Rodel charged toward Tina.

I wanted to go after him, but with Danmes standing before me, I couldn't move.

Danmes spoke, his words seeming to see right through me.

"...Are you worried?"

Worried... Yes, that was true.

But I declared,

"...I believe in Tina. She won't lose to the likes of him."

I was worried, yes. But danger is a constant companion for an adventurer; we are always prepared to lose our lives. For me to interfere would be the same as insulting her.

Hearing the conviction in my voice, Danmes nodded.

"...Is that so. Then let us begin as well. Allow me to introduce myself once more. I am Danmes of the Minotaur. I request a duel to the death!"

He readied his iron club.

"...I, Shinsuke the hunter, accept your challenge. Let the battle begin!"

As I raised my sword, I activated my lightning magic.

I unleashed `Thunderclap Incarnation`, which enhanced my entire body, without an incantation.

The training I had been practicing had finally borne fruit.

In the silence that followed, we clashed.

***

*Tina's Perspective*

I chased after Shinsuke the moment he was sent flying by the Minotaur.

He was some distance away, but not so far that I couldn't reach him. I have to get there quickly to provide rescue and support, I thought as I ran, but then something approached from ahead.

A monster? As the thought crossed my mind, it came to a sudden halt before me.

It was a Centaur.

This was the first time I had ever seen one. Rumor had it they were already extinct. I was surprised a survivor existed.

But... I recognized its face.

As I stared, the Centaur spoke.

"...It's been a while, Tinaaa. You remember me, don't you?"

He spoke with a lecherous grin.

Seeing it, I pieced it together.

"...Don't tell me you're Rodel?"

At my words, Rodel's grin widened.

"...That's right. So you do remember me. Did you have a thing for me or something?"

He asked with a vulgar laugh.

I had no idea how he could have possibly arrived at that conclusion, but it was clear Rodel's mind was completely warped.

With a look of utter disgust, I replied.

"...Someone as unpleasant as you is impossible to forget, no matter how much I might want to. Filth, after all, tends to stick around."

My words were dripping with sarcasm.

Humans often have fear and unpleasant memories seared into their minds.

Forgetting is difficult.

My jab must have hit its mark, because Rodel's face twisted.

"...What did you say? Filth? You're calling me filth?!"

I met his enraged glare with one of my own.

"...That's right. What else would you be? And to think you were still alive... and as a monster, no less. So this is what it means to sink as low as one can go. I don't even have the energy to say anything more. Let's just get this over with."

I drew my sword and took my stance.

My equipment consisted of silver armor and a longsword. It looked the same as my initial gear, but the materials were different now.

The armor was now made of Mithril mixed with Orichalcum and Weightless Stone. My sword had been enhanced with Orichalcum and a small amount of Adamantite. All of it had been processed using Shinsuke's skills.

My original gear wouldn't have been reliable against the powerful enemies that had begun to appear. We had been adjusting it little by little.

At first, it was just the sword, but now my armor's properties had been altered as well, increasing my defense. Furthermore, I had mastered water and wind magic, expanding my tactical options.

I had obtained a strength that was completely different from my old self.

But I would not let my guard down. No matter how incredible my equipment was, if I died, it was all over.

Rodel, unaware of any of this, sneered.

"...You bitch. Fine. After I'm done immobilizing you, I'll inflict every humiliation imaginable. I'll drag your tattered body before that man and defile you even more. It's going to feel so damn good!"

It was a bit nonsensical.

But it's only natural for someone whose rage has surpassed its limits to start spouting gibberish.

I looked at Rodel and sighed.

"...Don't make me repeat myself. Just come at me already, you idiot."

That single word was the gong that started the fight.

Swords clashed, and sparks flew.

***

*Meanwhile, on the Main Battlefield*

The high-level Minotaur had sent an adventurer flying and then chased after him.

No one understood what was happening. But they quickly snapped back to reality and glared at the horde of elite monsters before them.

Dozens of them. Under normal circumstances, it wasn't an impossible number, but the problem was their composition.

Every single one was a high-level monster. None could be defeated single-handedly. But we had our new weapon, the Edgeson units. We wouldn't be defeated so easily.

The monsters, for their part, weren't thinking much. Even as high-level creatures, their intelligence wasn't particularly advanced—at the level of a middle schooler, at best. And more often than not, they acted on instinct.

And that instinct was telling them:

*Only we can destroy these iron behemoths.*

The monsters readied their respective weapons, roared in unison, and charged.

The moment they heard the cry, the human forces prepared to intercept. The Edgeson units had finished loading. As the monsters closed in, they unleashed a simultaneous barrage.

The adventurers and soldiers charged the faltering monsters. Even if they couldn't defeat them, they fought in a way that kept the creatures from getting too close to the Edgeson units.

Since the new weapons were our only real chance of victory, it was a natural strategy to fight a defensive battle.

A fierce conflict, incomparable to any battle of the past, had begun.

And so, the battlefield was split into three.

Everyone who witnessed this thought the same thing.

If even one of these fronts fell, humanity would be defeated.

Watching this ferocious battle were seven shadows.

The Seven Demon Lords were all present.

Daios the Sea General spoke.

"...To take a blow like that and still be standing. Does that mean he's stronger than he was back in the Republic? What do you think, Sidoor-dono?"

To this question, Sidoor the Sword Demon replied.

"...I have nothing to say. All will be revealed when the battle is over."

Daios simply nodded as if to say, "I see."

Amidst their exchange, Lates the Thousand Poisons commented.

"...Changing the subject, but the technological prowess of the Dwarves is quite something, isn't it? To think they could improve upon that so-called matchlock gun I brought from Owari Village to such an extent."

To this candid observation, Harynair the Corruptor added.

"...Well, it just goes to show how much effort Grine put into it. Creating something like that in such a short time would be impossible with her previous budget. She was boasting about how much money she poured into it."

Rumby the Fateweaver chimed in, agreeing.

"...Oh, totally. That princess seemed like she'd do anything for her own sake. She didn't feel any guilt about tormenting her own sister, either."

She giggled as she spoke.

The conversation seemed to jog Harynair's memory.

"...Speaking of which, I heard the monsters here were modified as experimental subjects. Do you know anything about that, Redorza?"

To this question, Redorza the Sage mused.

"...Hmm. I feel like I might have been involved. The Orc King I was researching a while back... I was confident its durability would make any experiment a success, but it failed. I do recall administering a drug during that process to control it. Now that I think about it, I always wondered where that drug came from... So it was from that time."

She smiled faintly as she spoke.

She seemed to have remembered something, but she said no more.

Watching this exchange, Bamhal the Dragon King spoke.

"...Everyone, it seems the main event is about to begin. Let us watch quietly, shall we?"

With that, he turned his gaze to the battlefield.

At his words, the other six fell silent.
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			The First Battlefield: Tina vs. Rodel

			Rodel swung his sword in a wide arc, carried by his momentum.

Tina, sword at the ready, dodged to the right. Rodel's blade slammed into the ground, kicking up a cloud of dust and carving a gash in the earth. In that opening, she unleashed a blade of wind from her sword. But Rodel simply swatted it away with one hand.

His stats were on a completely different level than before.

At first, Tina had assumed he was only slightly stronger than his human self.

After all, she had never heard of anyone's stats increasing so drastically. The Orc King of the past was an inherently strong monster that had simply gotten a little stronger due to some catalyst. That was all she had thought. But Rodel was different. His power had risen to an abnormal degree, as if he had been enhanced by a master magician. Tina renewed her focus, channeling magic into both her sword and her body.

Rodel sneered.

"...What's wrong, is that all? If so, try this on for size!"

He shouted as he formed a blade of light magic.

"`Raging Light Demon Slash (Fury Saber)`!"

A slash of pure light shot toward Tina.

With a calm response, Tina activated her own skill.

"`Aqua Roller`!"

She enveloped her feet in rollers of water.

Her speed was equivalent to a car traveling at forty kilometers per hour. She vanished from her spot in an instant, and the sword of light sliced through empty air. Rodel couldn't comprehend what had just happened.

He had swung with enough force to take her head clean off. There was no way she should have been able to dodge it—at best, she could have ducked. From there, following up would have been easy.

But Tina was now standing far in front of him.

Rodel stammered.

"...What the hell was that? Why are you over there?"

To his question, Tina replied coolly.

"...The answer is simple. I am stronger than I was back then. That is all."

It was a concise explanation.

Of course, she had learned this technique from a book Shinsuke had. It was only natural that Rodel wouldn't know it. Tina was in awe of the creativity that existed on Earth. The magic in this world was primarily for long-range attacks, with very few close-quarters applications.

That alone had been powerful enough, and she had managed to adapt to a certain extent.

But the books from Earth described imbuing oneself with magic, changing its form to increase movement speed, levitating, or even burrowing underground.

The variety of ideas was something that neither Tina nor any other magician in this world could have ever conceived of.

Because of this, Tina had practiced relentlessly.

To get even a little closer to Shinsuke's level. To stop being a burden.

It was that resolve that had made Tina strong.

"...Are you not coming? Then it's my turn. `Gale Strike`!"

From a thrusting stance, she unleashed a tornado-like drill attack.

Rodel dodged to his right. With his equine agility, evasion was simple. He continued his charge without pause. The sword of light had vanished, returning to a normal blade.

Since Tina was stronger than he'd expected, it was better to conserve his magic. Rodel's inner, calmer self had made that call—a natural thought for any warrior, as you never know what might lead to your defeat. With no loss of speed, he swung his sword horizontally. Tina immediately ducked.

Rodel galloped past her. Tina did not miss the opening.

As Rodel turned, Tina unleashed her counter.

"`Aqua Lance`!"

She thrust with a spear of water magic.

The pillar of water shot straight for him, but Rodel simply twisted his upper body and swatted it away.

Tina was shocked.

His body's structure was too bizarre. He had rotated his torso a full one hundred and eighty degrees.

No normal human could do that, and among monsters, only the most flexible types could manage it. But Rodel was neither. It would be better not to think of him as a normal monster.

Tina calmly analyzed the situation.

Rodel grinned.

"...Here I come."

With that, he charged *just like that*.

It was a sickening motion, like he was advancing backward and forward at the same time.

Seeing the incomprehensible movement, Tina reacted instantly.

"`Aqua Roller`!"

She enveloped her feet in water and retreated.

The two of them raced across the field.

But Rodel was faster. Even though Tina could move at forty kilometers per hour, she was moving backward.

Retreating was a frightening prospect, and that slight hesitation proved decisive.

As Rodel closed the distance, he swung his sword. Tina blocked it with her own. The impact slowed her down even further. However, after parrying his blade, Tina spun her entire body.

Like a top, she spun with her sword held horizontally, slicing across Rodel's lower half.

Rodel screamed in agony. Tina stopped spinning and took a deep breath.

It was a technique she had never attempted before. A wave of relief washed over her from its success.

It was a perfectly good reason to pause and catch her breath. The pain must have been immense, as Rodel twisted his upper body back to its normal position.

"Y-You bitch! That hurt, you know!"

He screamed as he charged again.

Tina pushed her `Aqua Roller` to full throttle and moved.

This was the true beginning of their high-speed battle.

Tina's incredible speed and Rodel's mobility created a clash that a normal person could barely follow with their eyes. Tina moved in every direction, employing hit-and-run tactics. Rodel, in turn, moved with an agility that belied his horse-like form, his movements erratic and unpredictable.

They would distance themselves, clash swords, and then immediately disengage.

It was a repeating cycle. If they stopped, it would be over.

That was the cause of defeat that flashed through both their minds.

Amidst it all, Rodel was laughing inwardly.

He had not yet unleashed his demonic blade, Dainsleif, in the past few days. Because of that, all the blood it had absorbed was stored within it. Normally, the blade's sharpness would be so immense that it would have shattered his opponent's sword upon impact.

But instead of breaking, their swords were evenly matched. That meant Tina's sword was made from exceptionally fine ore. The only material he could think of that could withstand a demonic blade was Adamantite.

Dismissing the thought as impossible, Rodel waited for the perfect moment to unleash his sword's power.

Tina felt a sense of dread.

The reason was the greatsword Rodel wielded. It glowed with a blackish-red light and radiated a sinister aura of madness. She wondered where he had obtained it, but more than that, she found it strange that he wasn't attacking more aggressively.

The Rodel she knew before wouldn't have engaged in such a prolonged fight.

He was the type who preferred to end things quickly. Just get it over with and go home. That was his entire philosophy.

It was an absurd reason, but she could at least sympathize with the idea of finishing things quickly.

However, the monstrous Rodel didn't seem to share that mindset. Which meant he was planning something. Reaching that conclusion, Tina decided to make her move.

She dispelled her `Aqua Roller`, focused magic into her legs, and leaped.

High in the air, Tina wreathed her sword in wind, generating a small tornado, and descended in an overhead stance.

Looking up, Rodel saw his chance.

The attack from her wind-enchanted sword would be incredibly powerful. A direct hit would mean serious injury. Even if he dodged, the shockwave could send him flying, leaving him open to a finishing blow. That meant he had no choice but to face it head-on.

Besides, in the air, her only option was to fall.

Rodel plunged his demonic blade into the ground.

"`Bloody Hell`!"

He unleashed its power.

In a five-meter radius around him, countless thorns made of blood erupted from the ground. They shot upwards, reaching a height of seven meters.

Normally, Tina would have had no choice but to fall and be impaled on the bloody thorns.

However, Tina wreathed her feet in wind.

"`Dash`!"

She used the air pressure to fly through the sky.

Manipulating the wind, Tina escaped the range of Rodel's attack.

From the very beginning, Tina had no intention of attacking with her sword.

She had gambled that if she assumed a finishing stance, Rodel would undoubtedly pull some trick.

Her gamble paid off brilliantly.

Rodel's attack hit nothing but air. Tina landed on the ground and reassessed the greatsword's ability. It seemed to be a technique that used a medium—water, or rather, blood—to attack.

A disgusting technique.

It was probably the blood of all the people he had killed. To make his sword drink it... he was truly insane.

After the blood thorns receded, Rodel began to tremble.

"Y-You bastard! Why did you dodge?! To refuse a clash of techniques—do you have no warrior's pride?!"

To Rodel's roar, Tina replied calmly.

"...Pride? My pride is in protecting what is important to me. To that end, I will execute what I believe to be the best possible course of action, even if I am showered with insults for it. That is all."

She declared it with a cool expression.

In the past, Tina had always acted as a model adventurer. But that meant prioritizing not only etiquette but also the survival of her comrades.

In the case of the Orc King, she had fought with the resolve to die because many would have perished if it wasn't defeated, but she generally operated in a way that ensured survival. It seemed Rodel didn't know that about her.

His rage reaching its peak, Rodel let out a roar and charged.

An emotion-fueled horizontal swing was easy to read. His overextended posture was full of openings, and Tina did not fail to capitalize on it. She struck his foreleg with a horizontal slash, but she couldn't sever it completely, merely drawing a spray of blood.

Ignoring the pain, Rodel brought his sword down from above. The speed was so great that dodging was impossible. Tina blocked it with her own blade. Swords clashed, and Rodel pressed down with all his might, intending to crush her.

Tina planted her feet firmly, straining to keep from being overwhelmed. Realizing the situation was dire, she activated her water magic. However, with all her concentration focused on blocking, she couldn't mount a proper attack.

All she could create was a water ball the size of a fist.

She launched it at Rodel's wounded foreleg. The sting of the impact on the fresh wound was enough to make Rodel's strength waver. In that instant, Tina disengaged and created distance.

Tina felt a slight sense of unease. His last attack lacked its earlier sharpness. Until now, she had felt that their clashing blades could shatter her own at any moment and had continuously channeled magic into her sword. But now, she no longer felt that danger.

Only one thing came to mind: that blood technique.

She wondered if it was related. But Tina quickly cleared her head and focused on Rodel. If she wasn't careful, he might retreat to recover his strength and posture.

*I will end this here.*

With that resolve, Tina spoke.

"`Diamond Dust`."

Particles of ice glittered around her.

Rodel felt the pain subside and was about to press his attack again when he noticed something shimmering around her. Unconcerned, he wreathed his sword in light and charged.

He thrust his sword at Tina. She parried it with minimal movement, dodging while glaring at him, but not counterattacking. Rodel, thinking she was starting to tire, pressed his assault relentlessly.

The fierce onslaught of his sword was tremendous, and Tina was forced onto the defensive.

At this rate, Tina would be mercilessly cut down and killed. Anyone watching this battle would have thought so. And then, Rodel's sword inflicted a thin cut on Tina's left cheek.

Seeing this, Rodel sneered.

"...Aha! That pretty face of yours is ruined now, isn't it?"

To his taunt, Tina replied.

"...And what of it? Getting injured is a matter of course for an adventurer. It's pointless to worry about every little thing. Or does it bother you? A woman with a scar on her face?"

She looked at him with a hint of anxiety.

"...No. If you don't mind it, then it's fine. No matter what happens, I will never abandon you."

She spoke with a hint of disappointment in her eyes.

As Tina said, the adventuring profession was one that walked the line between life and death.

Getting injured was a daily occurrence.

In fact, Tina's body bore a number of such scars. They just weren't visible.

Rodel took her gaze as an insult and attacked again.

An attack fueled by anger is easy to read. She continued to evade Rodel's sword by a hair's breadth.

It seemed the battle would drag on.

However, Rodel's movements gradually became sluggish, and his breathing grew ragged.

The light from his sword also began to fade.

And then, Rodel's movements stopped completely. His body was trembling, and he could barely move, his face contorted as if he were freezing.

Rodel stammered.

"...Y-You bitch... Wh-what did you d-do?"

To his trembling question, Tina replied.

"...I won't reveal my hand. Not even to someone who is about to die."

She stated it with a calm demeanor.

Tina had used a composite water and wind magic she developed based on a phenomenon described in one of the books from Earth. She froze water particles and slowly spread them in the air around her. Anyone who entered this space would inhale the ice particles with every breath, gradually freezing them from the inside. Eventually, their body would be wracked with a debilitating chill, rendering them unable to move.

However, this technique required immense concentration.

She couldn't even perform the motion of an attack while maintaining it. On top of that, its effective range was only about two meters. It was useless unless the enemy was close.

Tina had brilliantly overcome these difficulties through her experience and intuition.

Tina mercilessly lopped off Rodel's head. After confirming his death, she headed toward Shinsuke.

Watching the battlefield, Lates the Thousand Poisons spoke.

"...Are you sure about this? Wasn't that one quite the masterpiece?"

To this question, Redorza the Sage replied.

"...It's not a problem. I'll collect the corpse. It still has its uses."

She said it with a smile.



		
			Chapter 99

			The Second Battlefield: Humans vs. Monsters

			The fierce battle between the Edgeson units and the high-level monsters had begun.

The Edgeson units primarily fought with ranged attacks, while the soldiers and adventurers stood their ground, determined not to let the monsters get close.

The monsters, on the other hand, charged forward, convinced that victory would be theirs if they could just destroy the iron behemoths. They were confident that their own defenses would protect them from harm. This was war—a primal, pure struggle for survival between humanity and monsters.

It was a far cry from the conflicts humans waged against each other over land, money, or power.

The human side was struggling. They had the advantage in numbers, but the monsters were superior in individual strength. Both sides were fighting in a way that maximized their strengths.

The result was that the monsters held the advantage. After all, the creatures that had appeared were simply rampaging with brute force. A single sweep of their weapons sent several approaching humans flying.

The Rock Wolves were not only tough but also agile, making it impossible to land a clean hit. But they had a weakness. A large amount of water would slow them down.

The magicians anticipated the Rock Wolves' movements.

"`Big Waterball`!"

A massive sphere of water struck the Rock Wolves. Their movements dulled, their hardened fur softened. The soldiers moved in and finished them off in unison. But there were other monsters. There was no joy on the soldiers' faces, for the hard-fought battle continued. Meanwhile, a group of adventurers was managing to hold back the monsters' advance.

It wasn't that they were overwhelmingly strong; they were simply dealing with the charging enemy with cunning tactics. That was all. Magicians would use earth magic to make the ground erupt, and in the brief moment the monsters faltered, close-range fighters would strike before immediately disengaging. Hit and run—a basic tenet of combat.

The soldiers saw this and began to imitate them.

Even if they couldn't defeat them, they could keep them at bay. It was the ideal way to fight.

And the Edgeson units, as soon as they finished reloading, fired immediately. Their shots struck a massive monster, managing to draw a little blood. They were now certain: if they could get close, they could inflict damage.

However, amidst all this, the Goblin Guardian alone remained unscathed.

It was an evolved being from among the countless Goblins—a shield-bearing monster specializing in defense, possessing overwhelming durability and a body harder than steel. Its attack power was lower than other high-level monsters, but to the humans, it was still formidably strong.

One of the adventurers shouted an order.

"Use oil on the Goblin Guardian!"

Hearing this, the soldiers retrieved oil from the large supply of tools they had brought on their horse-drawn carts and threw it. The Goblin Guardian's face contorted in annoyance. Just then, a magician launched a fireball.

Instantly, its body was engulfed in flames, turning it into a living torch.

Even as a high-level monster, it was still a Goblin. And its large size made it an easy target.

Carried by this momentum, the soldiers were about to throw oil at the Great Ogre, but—

"Wait! Great Ogres have strong fire resistance! Throwing oil at it won't do anything! The Edgesons can handle that one!"

An adventurer shouted.

The soldiers instantly stopped. Normally, soldiers wouldn't listen to adventurers.

No matter how much experience they had fighting monsters, they were still just civilians.

Soldiers often saw them as a nuisance. However, because their advice on dealing with the Goblin Guardian had been so effective, they readily listened to the shout.

The Great Ogre unleashed a blast of fire from its mouth.

The earth was stained crimson. The humans raised their shields and somehow managed to defend against it. There were injuries, but no one was incapacitated. The Edgeson units, however, took the flames without flinching.

Their armor was made from Mithril, Orichalcum, and a small amount of Adamantite.

It was not only strong but could also withstand magical attacks. Amidst the flames, one of the Edgeson units charged the Great Ogre.

The machine and the monster collided.

As the Great Ogre struggled to push it away, the Edgeson unleashed a shot at point-blank range.

The direct hit tore a large hole in the Great Ogre's chest, killing it instantly.

They had to get that close to kill it. It was incredibly dangerous.

And that soldier who had calmly executed such a maneuver—was he insane? It was a truly reckless act.

The other members of the Edgeson team had no intention of imitating him anytime soon.

Failure meant an almost certain death. They would only attempt such a move if a monster showed a major opening.

The Cyclops was intelligent for a high-level monster and possessed the ability to send telepathic messages.

Perhaps because of this, it was wary. It recognized that not only the iron behemoths but also the humans were quite experienced in battle. It sent a telepathic message to the other monsters.

*Prioritize eliminating the humans.* The monsters received the order and executed it without question.

The monsters' movements changed completely as they began to act independently.

The Edgeson units were thrown into confusion. Until now, the monsters had only charged straight ahead, making them easy targets. But now, they couldn't react quickly enough to the creatures scattering in every direction. The Edgesons moved on four legs, which made turning a bit cumbersome.

Moving in a straight line was no problem, but sharp turns were impossible.

One of the Edgeson commanders shouted.

"All units, disperse! Act on your own judgment!"

Following that command, the Edgeson units moved out.

It was a chaotic, swirling melee.

At this point, whatever happened next would be a natural consequence of the battle—a fact that everyone there could accept.



		
			Chapter 100

			The Third Battlefield: Shinsuke vs. Danmes

			My battle with Danmes had begun.

Danmes was fast, and the swing of his iron club was incomparably swift compared to any enemy I had faced before. I dodged it by a hair's breadth. Evasion was all I could manage; I had no opening to counterattack. After dodging, I unleashed my fire magic.

A fireball shot toward Danmes.

Having just attacked, he couldn't intercept it in time, and it scored a direct hit.

A fierce explosion roared. But I didn't think for a second that I had finished him.

Sure enough, Danmes emerged from the smoke unscathed.

Taking the hit, Danmes taunted me.

"...Is that all?"

I replied, "...Just a greeting."

With that, I switched to a two-handed grip on my sword.

My body was enhanced with lightning, my sword filled with magic. My speed was still inferior to Danmes's, but it would be difficult for him to dodge.

Danmes held his iron club in his right hand and met my charge.

Our weapons clashed, sending a spray of sparks into the air.

Danmes, who had been wearing a relaxed expression, now looked a little sour.

Then, Danmes unleashed a powerful horizontal swing, sending me flying.

But it wasn't a blow that broke my stance—it only forced me back a few steps.

I immediately closed the distance again.

A fierce exchange began. I swung my sword relentlessly, a flurry of strikes so fast a normal person couldn't follow them.

Meanwhile, Danmes swung his iron club with equal ferocity. His speed was slightly greater than mine, and his strength superior.

His attacks were like a tempest. And he was doing it all effortlessly with just his right hand.

His free left hand was just hanging loosely at his side.

I felt a surge of irritation.

I was going all out, yet he was acting like this was a walk in the park. But I quickly calmed myself. If I attacked recklessly now, I would create an opening. That would mean my death.

This situation was perfectly described by the saying, "The true enemy lies within."

Our weapons clashed again and again. My sword showed no signs of chipping. The iron club had no noticeable damage either.

I had used `Analysis` on the club beforehand and understood its composition: one hundred percent Adamantite.

Honestly, its construction was so absurd it felt like a joke.

But my sword was just as durable.

The proof was that it could still fight after so many impacts. After dozens of exchanges, we were locked in a stalemate again, neither of us able to move an inch.

In the midst of it, Danmes spoke.

"...Not bad. I see why Lord Sidoor has taken an interest in you. But you're still naive!"

As he shouted, his left hand shot out and grabbed my right shoulder.

A searing pain erupted. His grip was incredible. He forcefully threw me sideways.

A brief feeling of weightlessness, followed immediately by the shock and pain of impact.

My consciousness threatened to fade.

But I quickly shook my head and regained my senses.

When I looked at Danmes, he was right beside me, his iron club raised high. And then, a merciless blow descended upon me.

I instinctively blocked it with my sword. The ground beneath my feet didn't just dent; it caved in. His strength was overwhelming. My posture was terrible, making it impossible to retreat. I was on one knee, unable to move properly, and trying to push back was useless as he was far stronger. It was a truly desperate situation. In that deadlock, I considered using `Turmoil`.

If I used it now, I could escape, but my magic would drain uncontrollably afterward.

Since I still didn't know the full extent of his power, making such a gamble was not a wise move. I thought of another way to escape. But there was no time.

He was gradually overpowering me. I had to decide now.

I took a breath.

"...Haaaaah... `Flame Daruma`!"

Flames erupted violently from my body.

Danmes took the full force of it. His face showed a flicker of surprise, but he didn't let go. He was still pinning me down. I had expected as much. An attack of this level wouldn't be enough to make him move.

But the true purpose of this attack wasn't to burn him to death. In this inferno, it was difficult to breathe. If he couldn't breathe, he would have no choice but to let go. The same applied to me, but I was somewhat used to this.

It was a battle of endurance. The flames showed no sign of weakening.

Danmes's face gradually grew strained. And then, he let go.

Seeing that, I dispelled the flames and stood up. I was a little tired, but I still had plenty of energy left.

Danmes was breathing heavily, taking several gasps of air.

"...What was that? What did you do?"

To his question, I replied.

"...It's simple. You can't breathe inside a fire. That's all."

I gave him a blunt answer.

Hearing this, Danmes smirked.

"...I see. As expected of an Otherworlder. Your way of thinking is different."

He said something that caught me completely off guard.

"...How did you know about that?"

I was so taken aback that I blurted out my true thoughts.

Danmes's smirk widened.

"...Want to know? Then you'll have to defeat me."

With that, he once again took a thrusting stance with his iron club.

I readied my sword.

Tension filled the air.

And then.

Danmes shouted.

"...`First Strike`!"

Suddenly, my sword shattered.

The impact sent me flying backward. I skidded across the ground before coming to a stop.

I didn't know what had happened, but I could guess.

An attack, too fast to be seen, had struck my sword.

Danmes called out.

"...What's wrong? Is it over already?"

To his words, I replied.

"...Not yet. It's just getting started."

I sheathed my broken sword and drew my katana.

I charged. I felt that keeping my distance would be meaningless.

The best defense is a good offense.

I brought my katana down with all my might. Danmes countered with a horizontal swing of his club. A fierce shower of sparks erupted.

Danmes was momentarily surprised by the flash, which was far brighter than before. I didn't miss that opening.

I launched a ferocious assault, and Danmes was forced onto the defensive.

But that wouldn't last long.

Danmes found an opening in my onslaught and countered. It seemed the same trick wouldn't work twice.

The intensity of the sparks from our clashing weapons was something no ordinary observer could comprehend. I wreathed my katana in lightning, and fierce flames erupted from it.

But I didn't try to control them. I just attacked with that momentum.

Danmes used his club as a shield to block. The scorching flames could burn through anything. But the Adamantite club showed no signs of melting.

Danmes parried my katana. He returned with a horizontal swing of his club, and I met it head-on.

If I dodged, I would create an opening. I couldn't afford to waste stamina like that.

It was an exchange of pure offense.

Dodging, defending—none of it mattered.

Just keep attacking. That was all this battle was.

There wasn't a shred of intellect in it, but for some reason... it felt incredibly fun.

The breathless battle came to a sudden end. We both swung our weapons in a wide arc.

The impact of the collision broke both our stances.

Our breathing was heavy and ragged. We were both gasping for air, shoulders heaving.

I panted.

"...Hah, hah, hah... This is fun, somehow."

The words escaped me before I could even catch my breath.

Danmes replied.

"...Hah, hah... Same here. I think I finally understand... a little."

He said it with a smirk.

I didn't know what he understood, but it seemed he had no intention of elaborating.

Fun, huh?

I rarely felt that way in a fight. When I was hunting, I'd feel a sense of enjoyment after it was over, but never during. That's because I always thought it was disrespectful to feel such a thing in a life-or-death situation.

But this was different. One wrong move, and I would surely die.

I felt fear, but at the same time, I felt an undeniable sense of enjoyment.

Living creatures are strange.

But that's enough introspection for now. We had both caught our breath.

The battle would continue.

I declared.

"...From here on out, we're settling this. Skill: `Turmoil`!"

I activated my trump card.

Considering my remaining magic, holding back any longer would be more dangerous. I was betting everything on this.

My eyes glowed red, and power surged through my body.

I readied my katana. Seeing this, Danmes readied his club.

And then, I moved. Literally faster than the eye could see.

In an instant, I was behind Danmes. A thin line appeared on his face, and from it, a red liquid—blood—began to trickle. Danmes looked surprised, turned around, and touched his face.

He saw the blood on his fingers and broke into a grin.

"...Now I see why Lord Sidoor acknowledges you!"

With that shout, he charged.

He brought his club down. His speed hadn't changed. But to me now, it looked slow. I dodged it by a hair's breadth and slashed horizontally at his exposed midsection.

A small spray of blood, but Danmes ignored it and threw a punch with his left hand.

I crossed my arms to block.

The impact was tremendous. I was sent flying, kicking up a cloud of dust, but I remained standing.

Danmes took a thrusting stance with his club.

"...`Second Strike`!"

A double thrust from his club shot toward me.

I couldn't see the first one, but I could see this one. I parried it with my katana.

The katana, enhanced to its absolute limit with magic, didn't shatter or even chip.

Seeing this, Danmes roared.

"...Yes! Yes! This is how it should be!"

Magic erupted from his entire body.

It was like steam from boiling water.

Danmes took his stance again.

He was overjoyed. At first, he had thought I was just a reasonably skilled human. But as the fight continued, a feeling of enjoyment he hadn't experienced in a long time welled up inside him.

As a sign of his gratitude, he would unleash a special technique.

A technique he had witnessed from a human who had come near his village long ago—a swordsman named Okita Souji.

He had seen that technique, refined it, and made it his own.

"...`Third Strike`!"

Three high-speed thrusts.

No one who had faced this had ever lived. But what Danmes saw next was something he had never expected.

When I saw Danmes take his stance again, I knew this one would be powerful. Using a technique you've already shown once is a foolish move. The fact that he was doing it anyway was proof that it was much stronger than before.

I readied my katana. And then, the three thrusts were unleashed.

Their speed was too great to follow with my eyes.

I decided to rely on my combat instincts to block. Three consecutive attacks, each one a killing blow. I managed to block them all. To be honest, I can't even remember how I did it.

But more importantly, I noticed that my katana was incredibly hot.

It must have been the impacts. The ferrocerium alloy must have reacted.

At that moment, an epiphany struck me.

What would happen if I used this heat to create a blade of flame? I immediately used my fire magic, adding even more heat to the heat already dwelling in the blade. Then, the yellow flames turned blue.

It was the color of the very pinnacle of flame.

But normally, no metal could withstand this flame. However, at an exhibition I visited on Earth the other day, I saw a metal called Rhenium. It was the hardest metal in the world, a substance that could withstand a boiling point of about five thousand degrees.

After I returned, I immediately added it to my katana.

The result was a blade made of 40% Tamahagane, 40% ferrocerium alloy, 10% Adamantite, and 10% Rhenium. A truly composite metal.

And the blue flame was ten thousand degrees. Rhenium alone couldn't withstand it.

But by fusing it with Adamantite, its strength and heat resistance increased exponentially. With this, it could endure.

I declared.

"...Here I come, Danmes! This is my ultimate technique: `True Inferno, Kagutsuchi`!"

With that, I leaped into the air.

Kagutsuchi, also known as Kagutsuchi-no-Kami. The god of fire from the Kojiki.

One of the children born to Izanagi and Izanami, but during childbirth, he burned Izanami, causing her death.

A flame that kills gods. That is Kagutsuchi.

It's a rather grandiose name, but I couldn't think of anything better.

I will deliver a blow with all my soul. That is all.

Danmes saw the blue flames emanating from Shinsuke's weapon.

That was a demonic flame. A flame said to be usable only by the pinnacle of the Seven Demon Lords, Bamhal the Dragon King.

He wondered why a human could use it, but that didn't matter now.

Shinsuke leaped into the air.

This would be the final blow.

Danmes roared.

"...Interesting! I accept your challenge! `Demon Combat Club`!"

As he shouted, his black iron club turned crimson.

This was a characteristic of the Minotaur race: by imbuing their weapons with magic, they could change its attribute to whatever they desired. However, the altered attribute was exclusively for close-range combat. It couldn't be projected. Of course, there were exceptions.

Danmes readied the fire-attributed club in both hands and waited for Shinsuke.

The clash of their ultimate techniques.

And then.

"Cheeeeeeest!"

"Kieeeeeeeeeeeeh!"

They collided.

A violent impact. The very atmosphere trembled, and anything that came near was repelled.

The two combatants roared.

But it would soon be over.

Shinsuke's katana was melting the iron club.

In the midst of the struggle, I felt it.

I was pushing him back, just a little.

I roared.

"...Ooooooooh. Aaaaaaaaah!"

I poured every last bit of my strength into it and cut through the iron club.

With that momentum, my blade bit into Danmes's left shoulder and sliced it off.

Danmes cried out in agony and fell to his knees.

The match was decided.

Danmes clutched his left side with his remaining right hand, enduring the pain. His iron club was split in half.

I raised my katana to deliver the final blow.

At that moment, I felt a killing intent from somewhere.

I turned to look and saw something in the sky above. I couldn't see it clearly.

I calmed myself a little.

"...Danmes. I was once spared by Sidoor. For that reason, I will not kill you."

I dispelled the flames and sheathed my katana.

Danmes, his face contorted in pain, replied.

"...To be shown mercy is a warrior's shame. But Lord Sidoor would not wish for that. You have won, Shinsuke. I will depart peacefully."

With that, he picked up his club and stood up.

His face showed that just standing was a struggle.

"...You can have this left arm. Use it as you see fit."

With those final words, he left the battlefield.

It was only then that I remembered. How did he know I was an Otherworlder?



		
			Chapter 101

			Interlude: The End of the Battle

			And so, the battles on the three fronts came to a close.

The damage was immense for both the human and monster sides.

Half of the Edgeson units were destroyed, and while the rest were still mobile, the damage was so severe that it would take a long time for them to return to combat. The soldiers and adventurers also suffered many casualties. On the monster side, the high-level Rock Wolves were annihilated, and half of the Goblin Guardians and Great Ogres were killed. They were unable to defeat the Cyclops, but they did manage to inflict a grievous wound.

Meanwhile, the two who fought their individual battles...

Tina's only noticeable injury was the cut on her face; she had no others. Her armor was dirty and scratched in places, but it was still functional. However, her magic was almost completely depleted, making it impossible for her to continue fighting for some time. She headed toward Shinsuke.

As for Shinsuke, the effects of his `Turmoil` skill wore off, his magic vanished, and he collapsed on the spot. But there were worse things. When Danmes had grabbed and thrown him, several of his bones had been fractured. Furthermore, when he had blocked that final blow, one of his ribs had broken. But Shinsuke hadn't noticed any of it, fighting on through the pain. He had been too exhilarated to feel it.

No one was in any condition to fight. Everyone thought that the border conflict would cease for a while. Everyone, that is, except for seven certain individuals.

The Seven Demon Lords watched from above.

Their faces were all filled with satisfaction. It had been a long time since they had observed such a battle.

And then, for the finishing touch, they headed for the Empire.



		
			Chapter 102

			The End of the Emperor

			The Empire. The Royal Castle.

Grine's Office.

Grine, the new emperor, was receiving a report in her newly acquired office. The Edgeson units had suffered considerable damage, but in exchange, they had dealt a heavy blow to the high-level monsters.

Grine was delighted by this report.

It was proof that the Edgeson was a powerful weapon.

It was the moment all her long years of hard work had paid off.

It was then that two clouds of black mist appeared.

From them emerged Harynair the Corruptor and Rumby the Fateweaver.

Grine smiled.

"...Welcome, you two. How was it? Did you enjoy yourselves?"

To this, Harynair replied.

"...It was more than enough. Thanks to my cooperation with you, I had a very good time."

Rumby chimed in.

"...Totally. It was sooooo good. I can't even remember the last time I was this excited!"

They both smiled at Grine. But their eyes were not smiling.

Grine, oblivious, continued.

"...I'm so glad to hear that. It's only going to get more interesting from here on out. Once I've mass-produced the Edgesons and declared war on all the other nations."

A wicked smile spread across her face.

Hearing this, Harynair tilted her head.

"...Oh? Wasn't your goal to retake the north?"

To this question, Grine scoffed.

"...If I said that, Father wouldn't oppose my development of weapons, would he? If the monsters have made the north their stronghold, they're welcome to it. My goal is to rule over all nations. That's why I've been gathering the nobles to my side."

At these words, Rumby nodded.

"...Heeeh. So if you made that declaration now, no one would oppose you. That's why you had Harynair subtly influence the nobles, right?"

She muttered as if impressed.

Grine confirmed.

"...Exactly. Everything I've done up until now has been for that purpose. If possible, I'd like to borrow your power just a little longer."

At these words, Harynair mused.

"...Hmm. I can't imagine what else we could do, but I suppose I could hear you out."

Grine explained.

"...First, we'll manipulate the royal family of the Republic to start a war with the Church. The Church will naturally protest and take a defensive stance, but only against the Republic. In that opening, the Empire will launch a simultaneous invasion of both nations. It will be difficult for them to respond to a sudden surprise attack. Once they have fallen, we can slowly invade the Kingdom. They haven't invested much in their military, after all."

She laid out her grand plan.

Rumby looked intrigued.

"...Heeeh. World conquest, huh? What will you do after you've conquered it all? Isn't that the hardest part?"

To this question, Grine replied.

"...After I've conquered it? I haven't really thought about it. I just want to see people fight. I have no interest in governing. I suppose I might institute a system of slavery. If anyone defies me, I'll kill them as an example. That should be enough to make them obey. Other than that, I won't do anything."

She took a sip of her tea.

The two of them exchanged a look, then turned to Grine. Their eyes were cold and empty.

Harynair spoke.

"...Grine. What you're trying to do certainly sounds interesting. But what comes after isn't. We meddle with humans because their changes are what we find amusing. We have no interest in a world without change."

As she spoke those words, Redorza the Sage appeared behind Grine and injected something into the back of her neck.

After it was done, Grine clutched her neck in pain.

"...Gah! Wh-what did you do?"

To this question, Redorza replied.

"...Oh, nothing. I just injected you with the blood of a certain monster I resurrected. In a few minutes, you'll become a monster yourself. That's all."

She said it with a sly grin.

Grine's face turned pale.

"...Wh-what do you mean? W-weren't you my allies?! What about our promise?!"

To the distraught Grine, Harynair replied.

"...Oh? But we kept our promise, didn't we? The promise to make you emperor. Now that you are, our business is concluded, right?"

Harynair let out a small laugh.

Grine grew even paler.

"...Wh-why? Why would you do this? To stop my world conquest?"

Was it to stop the plan she had just laid out?

As Grine thought this, Harynair corrected her.

"...No, this was our plan all along. We can't let it be known that we were involved. Any human who knows must be eliminated. It's as simple as that."

She answered nonchalantly.

Grine's face twisted with rage.

"...Y-you monsters. Do you feel nothing?! Have you forgotten all the good I've done for you?!!"

To the screaming Grine, Harynair replied.

"...Nothing at all. We just wanted to see those two certain individuals suffer and fight. As a finishing touch, this is perfect. What will those two do when an unbelievably powerful monster appears? Just thinking about it sends shivers down my spine."

She said it with a smile of pure ecstasy.

Rumby and Redorza were also smiling.

Grine seethed.

"...Y-you fiends. So you never intended to join forces with me at all?"

To Grine's resentful face, Harynair replied with a cold expression.

"...What are you talking about, at this late stage?"

With those final words, the three of them vanished into a cloud of black mist.

Grine was screaming. Pain and a headache wracked her entire body. A sense that she was no longer herself. A dark, murky something was expanding within her at a terrifying rate. The agony was so great that she began to rampage, destroying everything in the room one after another.

The knights who heard the noise burst in.

"Your Majesty! What is wrong?!"

"Q-quickly, call a doctor!"

Several of the knights were in a panic.

Grine stammered.

"...Y-you all... q-quickly, h-help... m-me..."

With those final words, Grine's body was enveloped in black mist.

The mist swelled like a balloon, and just as they thought it would burst, it cleared to reveal Grine's transformed body.

Her skin had turned black, three horns had sprouted from her head, and her body had grotesquely enlarged.

The moment the knights saw this, they realized Grine could not be saved and fled.

Grine, in immense pain, smashed through a window and went outside.

And then, she completely transformed into a monster.

One hundred meters in length, three horns on its head, a face like a Triceratops, sharp claws, and quadrupedal.

The knights in the courtyard saw her change into a monster unlike any they had ever encountered.

Whether Grine's consciousness was completely gone or not, it smashed through the castle walls and entered the city.

At that time, high above.

The seven were watching the scene unfold.

Daios the Sea General asked.

"...Sage-dono. What is that monster?"

To this question, Redorza replied.

"...That monster is a legendary creature said to have existed long ago, a Behemoth. It was said to possess unrivaled strength on land. It went extinct because it was unable to sustain its species. In other words, it's a monster that is virtually impossible to defeat. Isn't that right, Bamhal-dono?"

To this question, Bamhal the Dragon King replied.

"...Ah, it boasted considerable strength. The humans of that time judged that they could not defeat it and decided not to engage with it, leaving it alone. The result was fortunate for the humans, it seems."

Bamhal spoke with a hint of nostalgia. Hearing this, Lates asked.

"...But is it wise to resurrect such a monster? It would be no fun if our observation subjects died, you know?"

To this question, Redorza replied.

"...There's no need to worry. That is an incomplete being. It will die naturally in two days. This is merely a measure to ensure no traces of us are left behind. Except for the Otherworlder, of course."

Redorza smiled. The other six smiled as well.

It was a scene that could be described as the end of the world. The citizens were in despair. But the monster did not rampage through the city; instead, it moved in a straight line, smashed through the wall protecting the country, and went outside.
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			The Border.

The Forward Operating Base.

A frantic atmosphere filled the base. Wounded were being transported and treated. In the medical bay, almost no one could move. The only ones active were the doctors and nurses.

Many were wrapped in bandages, unable to move, or had yet to regain consciousness. They were being treated with potions, but those mainly healed wounds; they did not restore lost stamina or magic.

Because of this, they couldn't move even if they wanted to.

And among them, lying on a bed, was me. Tina was by my side.

Her only visible injury was the cut on her face; she had no others.

Tina smiled faintly.

"...Neither of us is okay, but we managed to survive. It's all thanks to you improving my equipment, Shinsuke."

I looked at her.

"From the looks of it, you don't seem to mind it much? The scar on your face?"

At my words, Tina touched her cheek.

"...Not really. Getting injured is something every adventurer goes through. There's no point in worrying about every little thing. Or does it bother you? A woman with a scar on her face?"

Seeing the slight anxiety in her eyes, I replied.

"...No. If you don't mind it, then it's fine. No matter what happens, I will never abandon you."

I said something a little embarrassing.

I turned away, feeling my face flush. Tina's face was also red, but I didn't see it.

The other adventurers watching this thought:

(*Dammit! What's with this lovey-dovey married couple talk?!*)

(*Flirting like that... you're not doing it on purpose for us to see, are you?!*)

(*Son of a bitch! Why is such a beautiful woman with such a plain-looking guy?!*)

(*There are female adventurers here too, but they won't give me the time of day! Teach me your ways!*)

Such were the resentful thoughts and glares directed at us.

Of course, neither Tina nor I could sense them.

Come to think of it, I feel like I'm forgetting something. I was trying to remember when a commotion erupted from the hallway.

Another emergency case? I thought at the time.

***

*The Commander's Office*

Goltor was summarizing his reports.

The performance of the Edgeson units, the bravery of the soldiers and adventurers, the weakening of the monsters. Never in the history of warfare had such a great feat been accomplished.

He would be able to give a good report to Lord Yorune. But for now, delivering it to Emperor Grine was the top priority.

He had already sent a messenger with a brief report; all that was left was to submit the detailed one.

It was then that the door suddenly burst open and a soldier appeared.

"Forgive the intrusion, sir! We have an emergency! A monster has suddenly appeared in the royal capital! It has half-destroyed the city, broken through the great wall, and is now heading straight for us!"

At this report, Goltor shot up.

"Wh-what?! What kind of monster is it?!"

To this question, the soldier replied.

"W-well, sir... it's a monster unlike any we've ever seen before. The report says it's shrugging off attacks from the Edgeson units stationed in the capital and is destroying them one after another."

The soldier was utterly bewildered.

Goltor clutched his head. Why did one misfortune after another keep piling up?

The death of the former emperor. The increased activity of monster hordes. The appearance of high-level species. And to top it all off, an unknown monster.

He had never heard of them coming in such large numbers. But now was not the time to be thinking about that.

Goltor ordered.

"Immediately gather all able-bodied men! We are abandoning this base! Get the wounded out of here at once!"

At this command, the soldier was aghast.

"?! Y-you're abandoning the base, sir?! If you do that, your position as commander..."

Before the soldier could finish, Goltor cut him off.

"That doesn't matter! With our current strength, there's no way we can defeat an unknown monster! The casualties will be immense! Lord Yorune would not wish for that."

Hearing those last words, the soldier snapped back to his senses.

Lord Yorune. A man who always put his people first. A man who considered any death other than by old age to be unacceptable.

The soldier straightened up.

"...Understood, sir. I will relay the message to all soldiers immediately."

He saluted and left the commander's office.

Alone now, Goltor stood up and took the great hammer hanging on the wall into his hands. The wounds he had received at the castle were fully healed.

He left the room to do what needed to be done.

***

*High Above*

The Seven Demon Lords were watching this scene.

The Behemoth, resurrected using Grine's body as a medium. It was supposed to rampage with overwhelming power and destroy everything, but for some reason, it had left the capital and was heading for the forward base.

Harynair the Corruptor spoke.

"...Hey, Redorza? Why is it heading for the base? Wasn't it supposed to annihilate the capital?"

To this question, Redorza the Sage replied.

"...That's strange. If it had lost its reason, it should have been programmed to kill any living thing it sees. Why isn't it attacking?"

Redorza was puzzled.

The other six pondered this.

Sensing something, Bamhal the Dragon King spoke.

"...It seems its reason hasn't been completely erased. I can sense a faint human presence from the Behemoth."

At these words, Lates the Thousand Poisons exclaimed.

"What?! It still has reason even after becoming a monster? Unbelievable. It should be impossible for the human mind."

The other five nodded in agreement.

Even a seasoned warrior would lose their reason if they were one hundred percent transformed into a monster. All their past experiments had proven this. In Rodel's case, Redorza had left the crucial human brain untouched, fusing only his lower body with that of a monster. That was why, although he had gone somewhat insane, they had managed to stabilize him with drugs and culture fluids.

And that had taken a considerable number of days.

And this one had overcome it in a matter of minutes? To this question, Bamhal replied.

"...That human, Grine, was it? She originally possessed an abnormal ambition and the patience to wait for a long time. Because these two traits were honed over a long period, her mind became slightly stronger than that of an ordinary person. As a result, she succeeded in retaining a sliver of her reason even after becoming a monster. That is most likely what happened."

At this explanation, Sidoor the Sword Demon added.

"...In that case, why is it heading for the base? The 'two people' Harynair mentioned at the end... did it sense they were at the base and go there to kill them?"

To this question, Bamhal replied.

"...That is a possibility. She was a sharp-witted princess, was she not? She probably reached that conclusion from the few words she overheard. It would not be difficult."

At those words, Rumby the Fateweaver whined.

"...Isn't that, like, really bad? If that Otherworlder dies, all the fun will be gone. I don't want that! It was so exciting when he was fighting the Minotaur at full strength. If he dies now while he's all exhausted, it'll be so boring!"

She was throwing a tantrum.

They all felt the same. Whether a desperate, all-out battle resulted in victory or defeat, it was bound to be entertaining. In Sidoor's case, there was meaning only in fighting him himself, which was why he had sent Danmes.

To see if he had gained the strength to be worthy of fighting him. For it to end like this...

It was truly unacceptable.

Sidoor spoke.

"...Shall I dispose of it?"

He said as he drew his sword.

Bamhal stopped him.

"...You will not. We did this to erase our tracks. If you show yourself, it will be meaningless. Surely, the Otherworlder understands the state of his own body. He will choose to flee. Besides, the Behemoth will die in two days, will it not, Redorza?"

At these words, Redorza replied.

"That is certain. I mixed a drug into it that will cause it to die naturally. Clinical trials have been completed. It is a certainty."

This response brought a sense of relief.

In that case, they decided to watch until it died naturally. This was truly an unexpected turn of events.

How would the situation unfold?

The Seven Demon Lords were enjoying this in a different way.

***

*The Forward Operating Base*

Soldiers were busy transporting the wounded.

Suddenly, they had appeared in the infirmary, announced that an unknown monster was heading for the base, and that it had been decided to abandon it. The evacuation began. Those who couldn't move were placed on stretchers and carried away. I was walking with a crutch.

The broken bones had been healed with a high potion, but the pain still lingered. On top of that, my magic was depleted, and walking was all I could manage. Tina was supporting me, her shoulder under my arm, as we walked together.

It was pathetic.

No matter how strong the enemy I had just fought, to flee from a monster that appeared afterward without even fighting...

But I couldn't drag Tina into my own selfish desires. I decided to evacuate in silence.

When almost everyone had been evacuated, Commander Goltor appeared.

"...Men. We are currently facing the worst possible situation. As of this moment, we are abandoning the base and evacuating to the nearby territory. We able-bodied soldiers will form the rear guard and do everything in our power to ensure your escape. That is all."

With those final words, Goltor and several dozen soldiers headed back toward the base.

Everyone knew what it meant. They were serving as the rearguard. The retreat was silent. Everyone wore an expression that suggested it was the end of the world.

Several minutes after the retreat began, the ground began to tremble.

A sound could be heard from far away. The battle had begun.

I was frustrated. I felt utterly pathetic. If only I had more power. If only I had the strength to move even in this state...

The moment I thought that.

Suddenly, the world turned black and white.

And then.

【Skill, 'Awakening' has been acquired.】
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			A little while earlier, in front of the forward base.

Goltor and several dozen soldiers had taken up battle positions.

In front of them were numerous tents, but they were all empty. The air was still and silent. But that silence did not last long.

Suddenly, the ground began to tremble. A vibration from a distance where only a shadow could be seen. Everyone here knew what that meant. An overwhelming presence. An instinct that screamed they couldn't possibly win. But they couldn't leave.

If they fled from here, the monster would go elsewhere, and innocent people would become its victims.

They had to inflict a fatal wound, to stop or at least slow its advance. This was their place to die.

The monster's form became clearly visible as it drew closer. Just as the report had said, it was unlike anything they had ever seen.

It was huge, powerful, and intimidating. This was the first time they had ever felt such a thing.

The other soldiers were trembling so much with fear that they couldn't move.

Goltor wiped the sweat from his brow.

"...Anyone who wants to run, run. I won't blame you. I'm staying. Make your choice here."

He was so terrified that he couldn't speak as he normally would.

But his intent was clear.

The soldiers' representative spoke.

"...Commander. We want to run. But we won't. I won't say any more than that."

He said it with a face on the verge of tears from fear.

The other soldiers had similar expressions, but they did not move from their positions.

Goltor said nothing and readied his great hammer, facing the approaching monster.

"...Fire!"

Goltor's shout marked the beginning of the battle.

From behind, catapults launched massive boulders. A continuous barrage of rocks struck the monster. But it didn't seem to take any damage, nor did its speed decrease.

Goltor shouted.

"...Prepare that thing!"

At his command, the soldiers brought out several barrels.

They lit the fuses extending from them all at once. Then, they loaded them onto the catapults and fired. The barrels struck the monster. A tremendous explosion roared.

The contents of the barrels were gunpowder, a byproduct of development sent to the base by the dwarven engineers who had arrived with the Edgeson units. It was to be used as a last resort in the event that the Edgeson units were wiped out. Goltor looked up at the black smoke.

The monster had stopped in its tracks. It would be good if they had defeated it. But that wish did not come true.

When the smoke cleared, the monster stood there, unharmed. Despair. There was no other word for it.

Goltor readied his great hammer.

"...Everyone. That's an order. Run from here, now. And tell them. Tell them of the terror of that monster."

With those final words, Goltor charged toward the monster.

At this point, no one could defeat it. But if he fled here, it would bring shame not only upon himself but also upon his soldiers and his family. He knew that his family had been treated with contempt after the incident at the castle.

Thanks to Lord Yorune's consideration, the situation hadn't worsened, but any further failure would be beyond even Lord Yorune's power to smooth over.

In that case, all he could do was fight and die.

That was the only way he could protect his family and his men now.

He reached the monster's side and was once again confronted by its immense size.

Sweat poured from his entire body. Just looking up at it made him feel death's presence.

Goltor poured all his strength into his great hammer.

"...`Thunder Break`!"

He unleashed all his magic and strength in one blow.

Lightning crackled, and the great hammer slammed into the monster's skin. Goltor had put his everything into that attack.

The lightning faded. Goltor was breathing heavily.

Where the attack had landed, there was only a slight scorch mark. He had known from the beginning. That he couldn't do anything. Goltor looked up.

The monster was looking down at him as if he were an insect. It was raising its right foreleg. He could dodge, but what then?

He had no plan. No means of attack. This was the end. Of everything. Goltor quietly closed his eyes. It was then that a sudden impact and the monster's scream erupted.

Goltor's eyes shot open in disbelief. The monster had been sent flying and was now lying on the ground.

It was an unbelievable sight. What in the world had just happened?

The sky above was strangely bright, so he looked up and saw a man, glowing with red light, quietly descending.

***

*A little while earlier*

Shinsuke was in a world of black and white.

There, he had acquired the skill 'Awakening'.

I thought to myself.

(*What is 'Awakening'?*)

In response to my question.

【'Awakening' is a skill that activates when your magic is completely depleted. Upon activation, your magic is fully restored, all your wounds are healed, you can use magic as much as you want, and your stats are greatly increased. However, once activated, it cannot be deactivated, and your magic will leak uncontrollably. When your magic runs out, the skill will be deactivated, after which intense pain will wrack your entire body, and you will be unable to move for at least three days.】

That was the answer.

So, it was like an enhanced version of `Turmoil`. Every skill I acquired, except for `Discernment`, seemed to put a huge strain on my body. But right now, it was a welcome skill.

I accepted. The black and white world faded, and I returned to normal.

I said to Tina.

"...Thank you. You go on ahead without me."

At my words, Tina protested.

"...Wh-what are you talking about?! You can't do anything with those injuries! We need to escape now!"

It was a perfectly reasonable opinion.

But I replied.

"...Don't worry. I've acquired a new skill. A very dangerous one, though."

With that, I let go of her hand. And then.

"...Skill: `Awakening`."

The moment I chanted it, a red light erupted from my body.

The shockwave from it forced Tina, who was nearby, to take a few steps back.

All the pain vanished from my body, magic overflowed, and I felt more power than ever before surging through me. I leaped. I ran so fast it felt like I was flying through the air.

And then, before me, a giant monster.

So that's it, I thought, and delivered a kick.

***

*Present*

I looked at the monster I had sent flying.

Four legs, three horns, a dinosaur... a Triceratops? I've encountered an incredible monster.

The fact that a dinosaur, the number one creature I thought I'd never meet, was here, got me a little excited.

As I was thinking that, a voice came from behind.

"...Wh-who are you?"

I turned to face the speaker.

"...You're the commander, right? Please stand back. To be honest, I can't fight while worrying about someone else."

I stated it bluntly while bowing my head.

Goltor understood. If he stayed, he would only be a hindrance. Goltor nodded.

"...Understood. But I won't go far. I am a commander and a warrior who has stood on the battlefield. I cannot retreat to the rear. Therefore, I will watch over you from a distance where I will not be in the way."

With that, he stepped back and hid behind some suitable cover.

I was grateful that I could now fight without holding back. Now then, that monster, the Triceratops? It was getting back up. I drew my katana with force.

I manipulated the intense sparks and turned it into a blade of flame. A blue flame was impossible, huh? It seems it won't activate without extremely strong friction or heat. But this wasn't bad. A power with a risk attached to it somehow gets me motivated. It's the feeling of a player taking on a high-difficulty challenge.

The Triceratops seemed to have identified me as an enemy and was scraping its left foreleg against the ground a few times.

The same motion a bull makes before charging. I readied my katana. The Triceratops charged with the speed of a wild boar. For a creature of that size to move so fast was incredible. But I simply jumped to avoid it.

I was surprised by how high I had jumped, high enough to look down on the monster, but I quickly refocused and went into a steep dive with my katana in an overhead stance. The moment I made contact with the monster, I swung down. Its skin was tough. But it was no problem.

The flame blade sliced through its skin and burned its flesh. The monster screamed in agony. Its body thrashed violently. The shaking was intense, and I stabbed my katana into it to keep from being thrown off. The screams grew even louder.

I then channeled the flames into its body. Unable to withstand the heat, it let out a tremendous scream. The monster suddenly started running. In front of it was a wall. It slammed into it.

The vibration was immense, like a magnitude six earthquake.

I desperately held onto my katana, but at this rate, it would take too long to defeat it. I pulled out my katana. I tumbled across the monster's back. I quickly regained my footing to keep from falling off.

The vibrations subsided a little, so I ran. My target was its head. No matter the monster, attacks to the head, especially the eyes, were effective.

The monster pulled away from the wall and seemed to have calmed down, standing still. This was my chance. The moment I reached its head, I stabbed my katana into its right eye.

The pain must have been excruciating. It shook its head violently and slammed it against the wall.

I pulled out my katana at the last second and escaped, landing on the ground.

I aimed at the monster's right eye.

"`Lightning Cannon`!"

I unleashed a concentrated blast of lightning.

It was like a charged particle cannon. It shot in a straight line, at the speed of light, and hit its mark.

Normally, this was a technique that took a long time to activate and left me with too many openings. I had never used it before, but in my 'Awakened' state, I could use magic as much as I wanted. That meant the activation time could be shortened as well.

The monster let out a terrible scream. It was already in pain, and now another attack had been added on top of it. Nothing could withstand that. When the blast subsided, the monster stopped moving.

I added more fire to my flame blade, supplemented it with the heat of lightning, and condensed and focused it.

And then, red turned to blue.

It took a considerable amount of time, but I managed to create it.

I readied my katana.

"...`True Inferno, Kagutsuchi`."

I activated my trump card.
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			I activated True Inferno, Kagutsuchi.

The heat radiating from the blue flames was incomparable to when they were red—and so was the temperature.

From behind cover, Goltor stared in utter shock at the blue fire emanating from me. Flames of a color he had never seen before… Just who was this man? The question filled his mind.

The Behemoth sensed the danger in those flames. It knew that fire conjured by humans was supposed to be ineffective, yet for some reason, it felt a primal fear. It raised its right foreleg, intending to crush me.

I dodged backward, evading the attack.

A shockwave slammed into me from the front. I was blown away but somehow managed to right myself.

Sand swirled violently, completely obscuring my vision. And yet, a terrible premonition filled my chest.

When the dust settled, I saw lightning arcing from its three horns, converging to form a colossal sphere of energy.

They didn’t know.

Beyond its tough hide and immense strength, the Behemoth possessed another, more terrifying power.

A sphere of lightning, fired from its horns.

Once unleashed, it would obliterate the entire surrounding area, leaving nothing behind. Its destructive range was vast enough to wipe out a city the size of the royal capital.

I knew this was its trump card. Then again, anyone would realize that, seeing something like this.

The power unleashed by a blast of that size would be immense. Dodging or escaping was impossible. That left only one option: to meet it head-on. I poured every last bit of my strength into Kagutsuchi.

In my 'awakened' state, I could use magic to its absolute limit.

There wasn't much time left. This had to end here.

The blade of fire extended further, its surface area expanding until it was three times larger than before.

It was like a sword wielded by a giant.

The Triceratops-like beast stared straight at me, its gaze unwavering. And then, it fired the great ball of lightning. Its speed was about forty kilometers per hour.

To my current self, that was slow.

I took an upper stance, waiting for it to approach.

"Giant Blade… God-Slayer!!"

I yelled as I swung down.

The two techniques collided.

But I was being pushed back. My footing was unstable, and I was forced to retreat, step by step. After firing, the monster did nothing.

Was it exhausted, or was it unable to move while maintaining the attack? Either way, if I lost here, it was all over.

I put every ounce of my being into it.

"…Uuuugh… Cheeeeeeeeeeeryaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!!!"

With a final roar, I sliced through the ball of lightning.

The bisected sphere dissipated and vanished. The monster, seemingly stunned, didn't move. I wasn't about to miss this opening.

I flew toward the beast, aiming for its right eye—the one that was already injured and blind.

It was the only place where I could enter its blind spot. My blade pierced its right eye. The monster shrieked in agony.

Before it could counterattack, I yelled.

"Kagutsuchi, Flame Release!!!"

I unleashed the blue flames inside the monster's body.

From its right eye to its face, from its face to its body, the fire spread in an instant. Given its colossal size, it should have taken time for the flames to engulf it completely. But I forced it to happen in a fraction of the time.

My magic was running low, but thanks to the effects of 'awakening,' I didn't have to worry about magical limits or reserves.

All I had to do was fight until the very last drop was gone.

With that resolve, I continued to unleash the flames.

Within the monster's consciousness, a faint flicker of Grine's awareness remained.

She was in agony, surrounded by a malevolence as black as pitch, filled with the impulse to destroy. The feeling echoed endlessly around her.

She couldn't escape the suffering.

At first, she had been preoccupied with what Harynair the Corruptor had said at the end about 'two people.'

Believing she had been used for their sake, she managed to command her body just enough to head for the border. But as she progressed, she couldn't figure out who the 'two people' were, and she decided to destroy the entire base.

The humans who got in her way… they didn't matter. All she had to do was destroy everything.

Such thoughts now dominated Grine's mind. But even that will was beginning to fade.

The flames coursing through her body were burning everything away. The agonizing malevolence thinned, and she felt a little more at ease.

Grine looked at the fire and thought, *Flames that heal me.*

With that thought, Grine reached out to the fire.

And then, she turned to ash and vanished.

The monster fell to its knees.

All four of them. Then, it immediately toppled to its right.

*Dosuuun!!*

The violent sound and a cloud of dust obscured the area.

Goltor tried to grasp what had happened, but the dust was too thick to see anything. When the smoke cleared, the monster was lying on its side, motionless.

I pulled the sword from its right eye and descended to the ground.

The red light around me was fading. Time was up.

From a distance, I could hear a voice. A voice I always heard.

Immediately after, I was overcome by intense pain and lost consciousness.

High above.

The Seven Demon Lords, who had been observing the Behemoth's advance, were stunned.

When faced with such a shocking sight, one can be left speechless, frozen in place before even thinking to panic.

Rumby the Fateweaver spoke.

"What…? What was that? Was that Otherworlder really that strong?"

Daios the Sea General answered her question.

"At the very least, he was able to fight on par with my subordinate in the Republic. I would have said he was decent, even for an upper-class opponent. But not strong enough to defeat a legendary monster."

That was his assessment.

To this, Lates the Thousand Poisons added.

"B-but he actually won. Does this mean he has acquired a new skill? One that pushes his physical abilities to their absolute limit, perhaps?"

Everyone agreed with this speculation.

No matter how many skills one acquired, a power that could serve as a trump card was not easily mastered.

One would not be able to obtain a skill of that caliber unless they had severely underestimated their own strength.

Harynair the Corruptor mused.

"To think he would go this far. Perhaps I should have used Grine a little longer?"

She regretted her actions.

Redorza the Sage responded to her words.

"No, that course of action was a unanimous decision. Silencing her was essential. No one can know what the future holds."

His statement could be taken as a defense of their choice.

While everyone was sharing their opinions, Sidoor the Sword Demon spoke up.

"In any case, this matter can be considered a success, for the most part. We have witnessed that man's power, as well as Sage-dono's experiment. Lord Sea General bought us time, Lord Thousand Poisons provided the means, and Lady Corruptor devised the plan. Regardless of the outcome, I can say with confidence that it was a satisfying spectacle."

The other members fell silent at his words.

It was true that the humans had won, but the Demon Lords weren't fixated on winning or losing.

As long as it was entertaining to watch, that was enough. And in that respect, they were satisfied.

Bamhal the Dragon King then said.

"But, Sidoor, your compatriot suffered a rather serious injury. Does that not bother you?"

To this, Sidoor replied.

"To be wounded is the fate of a warrior. To use that as a reason to fight would only bring shame upon Danmes. If he had died, I would have avenged him, of course."

He stated it with a blank expression.

Bamhal thought to himself.

The Minotaur race was a species that valued pride above all else. Danmes had held a personal grudge, but Bamhal was relieved to see that Sidoor was different.

If Sidoor had also acted on a personal grudge, he could have destroyed a nation in a single day.

As a mediator, that was something he could not ignore.

Judging that the conversation had run its course, Bamhal announced.

"Well then, this plan is now concluded. While our existence has not been revealed, we cannot be entirely certain of our safety. Each of you will lay low for a while. Are there any objections?"

The other six remained silent.

Taking that as an affirmation, Bamhal said.

"Then, we are dismissed. You have done well."

With those final words, they were enveloped in a black mist, and all of the Seven Demon Lords vanished from the scene.

And so, the battle came to an end.

Numerous deaths. An incident that would go down in history.

And a hero who shone brightly.

These events would be deeply engraved in the legends of the Empire for generations to come.



		
			Chapter 106

			Interlude: A Report from the Kingdom

			The Harg Kingdom, the regional city of Alum.

In the office of the lord's manor.

Two men were present: the city's lord and the Guild Master.

The lord was reading a report he had received from the master.

It was a dispatch from Shinsuke, who was acting as their spy—the latest one, in fact. This particular report, however, had been written not by him, but by Tina. The reasons for this were also detailed within.

The lord clutched his head.

"'Speechless' doesn't even begin to cover it. What in the world… how could things have possibly ended up like this? Can you enlighten me?"

To this question, the Guild Master replied.

"My apologies. I don't understand it myself. The only thing I can say for certain is that he is a hunter, and there was a monster that needed to be hunted. That's all there is to it."

The Guild Master's face was grim.

And for good reason, considering all of Shinsuke's actions so far.

The uprising at the Church, the incident in the Republic, the assassination of the Empire's emperor, and the fierce battle with the monsters…

Any one of these events was significant enough to be recorded in history.

The lord sighed.

"Was letting him leave this country a mistake after all? If he had just stayed put, he wouldn't have gotten involved, and we wouldn't be having this headache."

To the exhausted lord, the Guild Master said,

"That would have been difficult. It was his decision to go on a journey. If we had refused, he likely would have left anyway, even if it meant losing everything. I'm sure Tina felt the same way. Besides, had he remained, it's possible that all these incidents would have occurred here, in this country."

At the Guild Master's ominous words, the lord mused.

"The Seven Demon Lords, you mean? True, it all started with the incident in the rocky mountains. It's certain that they had their eyes on him. Considering that, perhaps this was for the best. Or should I think that? It's complicated."

His final words were spoken with a sense of resignation.

The Guild Master was thinking the same thing. If Shinsuke had stayed in the Kingdom, the events that transpired in other nations might have all happened here. If that were the case, they would have been unable to cope with the successive incidents, and many lives would have been lost.

He briefly thought of it as 'good riddance,' but immediately dismissed the idea.

Shinsuke had saved their country. It was disrespectful to think of their benefactor in such a way. However, for the peace of the nation, it wasn't uncommon for one person to be sacrificed. It wasn't about right or wrong. What mattered was survival.

That was all.

The lord thought for a moment before asking,

"So? When are those two likely to return? The battle at the border… from what I've read, it seems the war is nearly over."

To this, the Guild Master replied.

"That is mentioned in this report. It seems Shinsuke sustained rather serious injuries and has not yet awakened. Even when he does regain consciousness, the report states he will require a long period of recuperation."

He handed the report to the lord.

The lord read it aloud.

"A Minotaur… A type of high-level monster, one you'd never want to encounter. To think he fought something like that… what does it take for things to turn out this way?"

He spoke with a heavy air of resignation.

He couldn't recall ever being this mentally exhausted since becoming a lord.

Would this man prove to be a blessing or a curse? At this point, he desperately wanted to believe he was a blessing.

In the royal castle of the Harg Kingdom. The King's office.

The King and the Prince were reading a certain report.

It had been sent by the Guild Master of Alum—a record of the duo's activities.

Ever since the Kraken incident, the King had given strict orders to be informed of any reports deemed important.

Initially, upon discovering the princess's unauthorized journey, the King had been in a mentally precarious state. It had taken a considerable amount of time for him to recover—his old age slowing the healing process.

Having more or less recovered, the King looked at the report and said,

"Alphonse… I wish to return to my long slumber."

As the King stared off into the distance, Alphonse replied,

"Father, please face reality. It is still too early for you to retire. The succession to the throne has not even been completed. Let us get back to work."

Alphonse's face turned serious.

The King, as if giving up, looked at his son.

Alphonse continued.

"According to the report, they were involved in the incidents in the Republic and the Church. In the Empire, it was thought to be only the battle at the border, but an unknown monster appeared, which they then subjugated. Currently, Shinsuke is unconscious and bedridden. This report was written by Tina. The Empire is in a state of chaos."

"The former emperor has passed away, and the new emperor, Lady Grine, transformed into a monster, according to the testimony of soldiers within the castle. This information is top secret, but Tina apparently overheard a conversation in a hallway while Shinsuke was resting in the castle's medical room for his meritorious service in defeating the unknown monster."

He finished reading the report.

The King, his earlier demeanor gone, was now thinking with a serious expression.

Alphonse felt a sense of relief.

When his father had this look on his face, he was dependable. At least he wouldn't need to borrow his sister's wisdom. Olivia would undoubtedly handle the situation appropriately, but if she did, the calls for her to be the next monarch would only grow louder. And she herself had no desire to be queen.

To resolve this peacefully, it was up to him and his father.

The King spoke.

"Alphonse, order a trusted soldier to investigate the Empire to confirm the facts. If the report is true, it is highly likely that Princess Yorune will become the new empress. That princess should be reasonable in negotiations. After all, it was Princess Grine who fed the former emperor unnecessary information and knowledge, causing confusion and steering the situation in a negative direction."

"Well, Emperor Dion was a wise man, so it was fortunate he did not sever ties or invade the Kingdom. But with Princess Grine gone, it should be possible for both sides to move in a better direction."

At this instruction, Alphonse replied.

"In that case, sending an official delegation would be the most prudent course of action to avoid any issues. And for that… Glad is the most suitable candidate. His strength is among the best in the Kingdom. Furthermore, the two individuals in the Empire know Glad. I can think of no one else."

To this, the King said.

"Hmm. Then, Alphonse, tomorrow you shall order Glad to serve as an envoy to the Empire. It's pointless to keep secrets from Olivia, so we will conduct the ceremony in the audience chamber during the morning assembly. Do you have any objections?"

Alphonse replied.

"None. If we make it this official, surely even Olivia will not be able to act selfishly."

He smiled, relieved.

The next morning, in front of the royal castle.

A large crowd of citizens was watching a certain procession.

About thirty soldiers, led by the shield knight, Glad.

And in the center of the column was a lavish carriage.

A figure appeared from its window, and the crowd erupted.

"Kyaaa—♡! Lady Olivia—♡!"

"Lady Olivia—! Good luck—!"

"Please take care of yourself—!"

In response to the cheers, the person in the carriage, Olivia, smiled back.

In the driver's seat, the maid Sakura skillfully handled the reins, a wide grin on her face.

The King and Alphonse, watching from a castle terrace, both had the same thought.

*How did it come to this?*

It had all happened in the audience chamber during the discussion about dispatching the delegation.

When Glad was chosen as the head of the envoy, Olivia had spoken up.

"Father, I believe it would be disrespectful to the Empire for a member of the royal family not to participate in this delegation. That country has lost two emperors, and its situation is unstable. If a delegation from the Kingdom arrives without a single royal, some nobles might take it as an insult. Therefore, I, Olivia, am the most suitable envoy."

Naturally, the King and the Prince objected to this.

But there was some logic to Olivia's argument.

When it was suggested that Alphonse go instead, Olivia retorted.

"Brother is the next king. While it is unlikely the Empire would do anything, we must consider the worst-case scenario. For the good of the country, I should be the one to go."

Her attitude was completely unyielding.

This display left the nobles deeply impressed.

The princess was concerned for the well-being of the prince, the next in line to the throne, and was prepared to embark on a dangerous journey herself.

More than anything, they saw an illusion of a formidable royal aura radiating from the princess herself.

Many nobles supported the princess's proposal. If the King and Prince stubbornly opposed it, they risked creating a strange misunderstanding among the aristocracy.

Reluctantly, the King appointed the princess as the envoy.

Inside the carriage, Olivia was inwardly overjoyed.

Now she could see the places where those two had been active with her own eyes, hear the stories with her own ears, and write a poem of their heroic deeds.

She set out on her journey, determined to complete the greatest poem of her life.
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			At the Imperial Castle

			The Empire, in the medical room of the royal castle.

A place equipped with the latest medical instruments the country could provide, where the best possible treatment was always administered.

There, a man lay in a bed. He was said to be the hero brought here by General Goltor, the one who had saved the Empire. Beside that man, Shinsuke, stood Tina.

A full day had passed since he was brought here, and he had yet to awaken.

Tina looked at Shinsuke with concern.

"You're such an idiot. Going to such lengths just for a hunt. Even for a hunter, there are limits. You'd better be prepared when you wake up."

She wore an expression that was a mix of anger and amusement.

And in her eyes, a hint of sadness.

In Princess Yorune's office.

Princess Yorune was receiving reports from General Goltor and the Captain of the Royal Guard.

The Captain reported on the incident that occurred in the castle, the General on the incident at the base. Hearing both accounts, the princess let out a deep sigh.

But it couldn't be helped. The new empress, Grine, had suddenly turned into a monster, partially destroyed the city, broke through the great wall, and headed for the front-line base, annihilating the villages in her path.

The future of the Empire was nothing but uncertain.

The General spoke.

"Your Highness, under these circumstances, if you do not ascend to the throne immediately, the chaos will only worsen, and there is no telling what the nobles will do."

The Captain of the Guard agreed with his words.

After a moment of thought, Yorune replied.

"You are right. However, our current priority should be the reconstruction of the city and the rescue of the villages. Therefore, I believe I should act as regent for now. I will ascend the throne once things have settled down."

After a moment of silence, the General and the Captain nodded in agreement.

Right now, rescue and reconstruction were the top priorities. Dealing with the nobles was important, but they could not neglect the people.

Yorune continued.

"Then, Captain, you will lead the Royal Guard to rescue the villages. Prioritize saving lives over reconstruction for now. Please bring them to the royal capital."

"General, you will assess the damage in the castle town. Please also prioritize saving lives. Report information as it comes to prevent the current confusion from escalating. Please relay this to the people."

"I will deal with the nobles. I believe none will act out of turn if I, as regent, make a public appearance."

She gave appropriate instructions.

The Captain bowed and immediately left the room.

As the General was about to leave as well, Yorune stopped him.

"And about the adventurer who is said to have subjugated the unknown monster—has he not woken up yet?"

To this question, the General replied.

"The doctor says his injuries are quite severe. He has cracks in bones throughout his body, and two broken ribs. We treated him with a High Potion, but it will take some time for him to regain consciousness."

Upon hearing this report, Yorune said,

"I see. When he awakens, I would like to award him a medal of honor as thanks for saving the country. However, his companion mentioned that he dislikes being in the spotlight?"

To this, the General replied.

"Yes. I have seen him once myself. After offering a little resistance to my aide's rampage, he was about to leave. I understand that he dislikes trouble and standing out. If that weren't the case, he surely would have said something to me."

He stated his report and speculation.

From the General's perspective as well, it seemed the man had no desire to be a hero.

During the battle at the border, he had been punished by being forced to fight in the center, but he hadn't aimed for any high-value targets, properly defending his post. When the General heard the story of him repelling the Minotaur, several soldiers had testified that the monster itself had charged at him. The result made him look like a hero who had subjugated a great beast.

But the General felt that he fought out of some kind of impulse. He didn't know what it was, but at least he didn't sense any malice.

Yorune mused.

"In that case, awarding him a medal would be a nuisance to him, wouldn't it? On the other hand, to give him nothing would be a disgrace to the royal family. It seems we will have to decide what to do after he awakens."

To this decision, the General said,

"I believe that would be for the best."

After agreeing, he bowed and left the room.

Alone now, Yorune looked out the window.

It was daytime, a time when the city should have been bustling with energy, but now a stillness was conspicuous.

She couldn't see it from here, but Yorune could somehow sense it—the people of the city had lost their vitality, and there was a coldness in the air. The former emperor was dead, and the new empress, Grine, was also dead.

No one would rejoice at this.

No matter what kind of person they were, only a madman would rejoice in someone's death. Yorune asked herself what she truly thought of Grine. When they were young, they had played together often, they were always together.

But as they grew older, she felt the distance between her and her sister growing ever wider. Not a physical distance, but an emotional one. When she consulted her father, he had said, 'That's what it means to become an adult.'

At first, she had forced herself to accept this, and Yorune had done her best in everything she could. She believed that one day, the distance between them would shrink. But reality was different.

The more ventures she undertook, the more the distance between them grew, to the point where she felt her sister was avoiding her.

While she was busy with her own projects, her sister was doing the same—but in the exact opposite direction.

What had driven her sister? Why hadn't she said anything? Why hadn't she tried to talk to her sister?

Such thoughts filled her mind.

Yorune had given a plausible reason for not being able to ascend the throne, but in reality, she was terrified.

Terrified that if she became empress, she too would change, just like her sister.

In her sister's case, there were other issues, but Yorune was overcome with anxiety that she might change later on.

However, she could not remain regent forever. She must become empress.

But before that, she had to find it—an answer of her own.

Something that wouldn't change, even if she became empress.

Yorune gazed at the daytime sky and made her resolve.

In the medical room. In Shinsuke's dream.

I was in a dark world.

I didn't know why I was here. I couldn't remember anything.

As I tried to recall, I heard a voice from behind.

"Yo, Shinsuke. Did you die to end up here?"

It was a fat man who spoke to me.

I couldn't remember who he was, but for some reason, my chest felt tight.

The man continued.

"What's with that look? Like you don't know me. You really piss me off. Looks like you're not dead yet, but I'll kill you right here and now! Muscle Manipulation!"

With that shout, the man's body transformed from a mass of fat into a mass of muscle.

I didn't understand what was happening, but I readied myself.

Just then, something flashed in my mind.

"Turmoil!"

At the moment I shouted, power surged through my body.

The man charged at me. A simple body blow. I stopped it with my left hand. For some reason, I felt I could win against this opponent. After catching his attack, I threw my right fist.

The man was sent flying.

He fell, but immediately got back up.

"It's useless! Thanks to Pain Perception Block, nothing works on me!"

With that shout, he charged at me again.

Honestly, I didn't know why we were fighting. But I couldn't die.

That feeling alone drove me.

I said.

"I don't really get it, but I'll take you on. Come at me!"

I readied myself as I shouted.

The man charged again. I dodged it without any problem, and then, I thrust my hand into his wide-open right side with all my might. The man's body was tough, but I pierced it with ease.

Blood spurted out, and the man looked surprised.

And then, on instinct, I shouted.

"Thunder Shock!"

I sent an electric current through his body.

The man didn't scream, but his face was contorted in agony. It didn't hurt, but for some reason, his body wouldn't move. That's the look he had. Just then, my own electric shock suddenly flowed back into me, and I felt a jolt.

And then, I remembered everything.

I had lost consciousness right after defeating the Triceratops-like monster.

I said.

"It's been a while, Takeo. I don't know if you're a ghost or just a figment of my imagination, but to think we'd meet again like this."

To my words, Takeo replied.

"Tell me about it. I never thought I'd see you even in hell. For the record, I don't know what I am either. A ghost or a delusion. Not a clue. But since we've met like this, there's one thing I want to ask. Are you happy? Right now?"

To his question, I answered.

"I don't know if I'm happy or not. But I'm living a whirlwind of a life."

I answered with a smile.

Takeo looked exasperated.

"What are you talking about with that look on your face? Oh well. Shouldn't you be heading where you need to go?"

He said, pointing. In that direction, a single point of light shone.

I said.

"Yeah, you're right. I'll be on my way, then. Let me just say one last thing. I'm sorry for getting you involved."

As I headed toward the light, Takeo said.

"Hmph. Either way, I would have killed someone. It was just a matter of going to prison or going to hell. That's all."

With those final words, Takeo vanished.

The moment I touched the light, the dark world disappeared.

When I woke up, I saw an unfamiliar ceiling.

And next to me, Tina was looking at me with a sad expression.



		
			Chapter 108

			The Princess's Thanks

			As soon as I woke up, Tina spoke.

"Shinsuke… thank goodness. I was so worried."

Tina's eyes were filled with tears. I'd clearly made her worry a lot.

With tears welling, she continued.

"Also, there's something I need to say…"

Her expression instantly shifted to one of anger.

What followed was a lecture so unforgettable I couldn't erase it even if I tried. It wasn't a stream of insults, but rather a torrent of her feelings—about me, about herself, about how much she had worried, and how much pain she had been through. She poured it all out for me to hear.

I listened in silence, occasionally nodding as if to show I understood.

As the lecture continued, a soldier entered the medical room.

"Uh, excuse me for interrupting. The General has ordered me to check if you're able to move now that you're awake. How are you feeling?"

To the soldier's question, I replied.

"I don't think I can move just yet. Please tell the General that I'm not well."

As I spoke with an apologetic tone, the soldier said.

"Understood. Please take your time and rest."

He bowed and left the room.

Once we were alone again, I asked.

"By the way, where is this? This room looks pretty expensive."

Tina answered my question.

"This is the medical room in the Imperial Castle. After you lost consciousness, the General had you brought here. He was very grateful. He even wanted to award you a medal of honor. I turned it down for you."

At her explanation, I said.

"That's a relief. I wanted to avoid standing out any more than I already have. Just repelling the Minotaur made me conspicuous enough."

Seeing my relieved expression, Tina said.

"If you really think so, then please refrain from acting so recklessly. If you jump into a fight just because there's a monster to hunt, of course you're going to stand out. This is a country where strength is everything, unlike the Kingdom. Whether you want it or not, if you show your power, you're guaranteed a corresponding reward."

She whispered the part about the Kingdom.

Considering the relationship between the countries, it wasn't something to be said aloud.

Thankful for her consideration, I continued to rest quietly.

In the capital, in the damaged district.

General Goltor was listening to damage reports.

The path the monster had taken was severely damaged, with many buildings completely destroyed. The number of injured was high, with many serious cases, but the number of fatalities was low. It seemed the monster had no intention of harming people, only passing through.

In a way, that was a blessing.

Buildings could be rebuilt, no matter how many were destroyed. But human life could not be brought back. Not unless one dabbled in the ancient forbidden arts. The General pushed those thoughts aside and focused on his work.

Specifically, he was listening to the reports from his soldiers, swiftly and accurately dispatching personnel, and giving instructions on the amount and transportation of supplies. He had temporary tents set up for those who had lost their homes and was overseeing the distribution of food. He was commanding the efforts on the ground.

Under the General's proper instructions, the soldiers worked quickly and smoothly.

Of course, not a single one of them complained about his orders.

As he gave instructions, the General muttered.

"Still, it's a wonder the damage was contained to this extent. Was that monster not interested in humans?"

An officer nearby answered his question.

"According to the soldiers, the monster headed straight for the great wall. During that time, the citizens were evacuating in a panic, but it seems to have marched on without even a glance in their direction."

He read from a summarized report.

The General was thinking. Why did it head straight for the great wall, and by extension, the border? Was there something there? Or was its objective the group of monsters beyond it? He could speculate endlessly, but now that the monster had been defeated, its true intentions were lost to mystery.

But the General had heard from Princess Yorune that the monster was what Empress Grine had transformed into.

At first, he couldn't believe it, but there were multiple witnesses, and above all, the fact that Empress Grine was gone was undeniable. Could it be that she still had her consciousness?

If so, it would make sense that she headed for the border without causing damage to the capital. After all, annihilating monsters was Empress Grine's objective. However, even if she was conscious, if she became a monster and attacked, subjugation was inevitable. He resolved to keep this to himself and take it to his grave.

After organizing his thoughts, a soldier approached him.

"General Goltor, the adventurer in question has awakened."

At this report, the General said.

"I see. Given his injuries, he should be resting now. Is he resting peacefully?"

To this question, the soldier replied.

"Yes, sir. He himself said he was not well. He is currently with his partner, a beautiful woman."

He reported.

The General thanked him for his hard work and gave the soldier his next orders.

After bowing, the soldier headed back to his post.

The General wondered if he would have a chance to speak with the two of them at length.

First, of course, was the matter of their reward.

Repelling the Minotaur, subjugating the unknown monster… they had accomplished such great deeds. It was only natural to give them a corresponding reward. However, the man himself seemed to dislike the spotlight.

In that case, perhaps they could work together to come up with a reward that was both discreet and satisfying. Having reached this conclusion, he continued his work, hoping to finish as quickly as possible.

In the medical room.

I re-examined my own body.

There was no pain from the broken bones all over my body. They said I was fully healed by the High Potion, and it seemed to be true. But the fatigue was overwhelming. I couldn't move properly. I could probably force myself to move, but the person next to me wouldn't allow it.

Besides, I had no reason to move right now.

I decided to take it easy and wait for my recovery. Just then, someone entered the room.

When Tina and I turned around, we saw a beautiful woman in a jet-black dress.

She said.

"I am relieved to see you have awakened. My name is Yorune. I am the first princess of the Empire, and I am acting as regent."

She held the hem of her skirt and gave an elegant curtsy.

Tina immediately stood up and bowed.

I wanted to do the same, but my body wouldn't move properly.

I said.

"Your Highness, my name is Shinsuke. I apologize for my current state."

To my apology, the princess replied.

"Please, do not concern yourself. You are the one who saved this country. I will overlook such minor things."

She answered with a smile. I was glad she seemed to be a kind person.

Both Tina and I thought so.

The princess continued.

"Then, allow me to say this again. On behalf of my people, I thank you for saving this country from the unknown giant monster."

She said, bowing her head slightly.

I was a little surprised by her gesture. For an ordinary citizen like me, it was common courtesy to bow while expressing gratitude. But for someone of high standing, especially royalty, it was not something to be done lightly.

The fact that she did so told me just how much danger the country had been in.

Tina said.

"Your Highness, please raise your head. I fully understand how grateful you are from your words just now."

She spoke on my behalf to stop her.

While still bowing her head, the princess said.

"Lady Tina, you are right. A member of the royal family should not bow their head so easily. However, before I am royalty, I am a person living in this country, and I wish to express my gratitude. Thank you."

She said with a smile as she raised her head.

After being shown such sincerity, it would be rude to argue.

Tina and I accepted it in silence.

The princess continued.

"Now, my personal thanks are over. From here, I would like to offer you a reward as a member of the royal family. However, I have heard from Lady Tina that you dislike standing out?"

To this question, I replied.

"Yes. The reason I subjugated the monster is because I am a hunter. I simply hunted a monster that threatened my livelihood and brought harm. Please do not concern yourself."

To this answer, the princess replied.

"However, this matter is far too significant. To do nothing would affect the prestige of our country. I would very much like for you to accept a reward."

The princess looked a little troubled.

I thought for a moment.

"In that case, how about this?"

I made a certain proposal.

The next day. On the castle terrace.

An announcement echoed from the royal capital.

'There will be an important announcement in the castle square.'

Upon hearing this announcement, the citizens flocked to the square.

It was common sense to attend unless there were exceptional circumstances when an Imperial Command was issued. After the square was filled with people, two famous figures appeared on the terrace.

One was Princess Grine. The other was General Goltor. (Note: Narrator seems to have misidentified the princess as Grine, it is Yorune.)

The citizens watched in silence.

The princess spoke.

"I have gathered you all here today for one reason and one reason only. To present the hero who subjugated the giant monster that attacked this country two days ago and saved us all: General Goltor."

With this declaration, the citizens erupted with excitement.
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			Keeping it Quiet and a Predicament

			The princess's declaration filled the populace with astonishment.

"Did you hear that? The general is the one who took down that monster."

"Are you serious? To think he could defeat a beast that huge."

"That's our general for you. I hear he's skilled not only in martial prowess but also in strategy."

"He was on the decline during the former emperor's time, but to achieve something great enough to make up for it all…"

The crowd was abuzz with shock and praise.

And it was no wonder. When the former emperor was assassinated, the general had been in the castle but had failed to defeat the invading monster. Because of this, he had fallen out of favor not only with the nobles but with the common people as well.

However, thanks to the goodwill he had built up over the years, no one spoke ill of him publicly. Furthermore, he had dedicated himself to the reconstruction of the monster-ravaged districts.

Anyone who dared to say anything against him now would likely get beaten to a pulp by the citizens.

Amidst the clamor, the princess continued.

"Silence! As I stated earlier, General Goltor, here with me, defeated the giant monster that headed for the front-line base. Of course, it was not by the general's strength alone."

"He utilized the terrain and his troops, executing an improvised plan devised on the spot to weaken the monster, before the general himself delivered the final blow. There were sacrifices in the process, but they too were warriors who entered the fray with resolve. We now offer our condolences. A moment of silence."

With those words, the princess closed her eyes.

The general prayed in the same manner.

At her words, the people also offered their prayers for those in the afterlife.

After a short while, the princess spoke again.

"In honor of this achievement, we shall bestow upon General Goltor the Hero's Medal. The award ceremony will be held tonight at the castle. And to commemorate this, we will hold a festival in the royal capital!"

"The soldiers and merchants have already begun preparations in front of the city hall. There will be numerous dishes available at the food stalls. Please, enjoy yourselves to the fullest!"

As she finished, an overwhelming cheer erupted from the crowd.

Cries of 'A hero is born!' and 'The savior of our country!' rose up.

The princess and the general waved with smiles on their faces.

But inside, both of their hearts were filled with emptiness.

Time rewound to the previous night.

There were four people in the medical room.

Shinsuke and Tina, and Princess Yorune and General Goltor.

After a moment of silence, the general spoke.

"I cannot accept this! Why are you announcing his achievement as my own?!"

He roared.

His anger was understandable. After the reconstruction work had settled down, he had reported to the princess and been told of the content of the public announcement. Hearing it, the general was filled with both shock and rage.

Even for royalty, to publicly announce a lie was something the honest general could not bear.

Since the princess also seemed to disagree, they had decided to hold a secret meeting in the medical room at night, when no one would be around.

In response to the general's anger, I said.

"Your anger is justified. But there is a reason. The people of this country will be more convinced if the one who defeated the giant monster was the general, not me."

To this answer, the general retorted.

"What?! Convinced?! I will not approve of telling a lie for such a reason! No matter the circumstances, the one who achieves a great deed is the one who should receive the corresponding reward and fame. Even if you dislike standing out."

To these words, the princess added.

"I agree with the general. The Empire is a meritocracy. Even an unknown person is allowed to make a name for themselves."

She gave a similar answer to the general's.

The Empire is a meritocracy. I was well aware of that.

However, I said.

"What you both say is reasonable. Under normal circumstances, I would accept. But this is not normal. That giant monster is still an unknown creature whose identity we don't understand."

"Something like that suddenly appeared and went on a rampage. The people's anxiety is considerable. In the midst of that, an unknown adventurer from another country defeated it all by himself. Do you think anyone would believe that?"

To this question, the princess replied.

"Honestly, I can't believe it. Even when I read the general's report, I was skeptical at first. But the general would not make a false report, nor does he have any reason to. It was that incredible."

The princess sighed.

The general remained silent on this matter. He knew it too—no one would believe such a report.

Not unless they saw it with their own eyes.

The general then said.

"Then, why don't we say that I and my troops fought it together, and you delivered the final blow when it was weakened?"

To this proposal, I replied.

"In that case, I think it would be better to say that you, General, were the one who delivered the final blow. It cannot be me. The people will not be convinced unless the one who saved the country from crisis is someone they know."

"Besides, even if you announce the truth with a little embellishment, they won't believe it, and some might start to think there's something shady going on. With the emperor absent, it's perfect bait for those aiming for the throne. Honestly, I want no part in being dragged into something like that."

"So, wouldn't it be better to handle this peacefully?"

At this explanation, the two of them fell silent.

It was true that no nobles were openly saying anything right now. But if they made that announcement, some would undoubtedly make a move.

Rumors that the royal family was hiding something would start to fly.

Depending on the situation, it was highly likely that some would even mention Grine's transformation into a monster, a fact that was currently under a gag order.

If that were the case, if they announced that the general had defeated it, no one would complain.

The general's family was of high nobility. No one could afford to complain.

Furthermore, no one would mention Grine's case, because if they did, they might be suspected of being involved themselves.

A powerful noble was more convenient than a powerless commoner.

In a way, the two of them were convinced.

However, the general said.

"I understand what you're trying to say. But I know the truth—that you were the one who defeated it. I would like to thank you personally at a later date. Will you accept that?"

To his words, I replied.

"As long as it doesn't make me stand out, I will accept."

I agreed.

The general also looked at Tina. She nodded her head.

And so, the secret meeting held at night came to a close.

Returning to the morning.

While the announcement was being made at the castle, Tina and I were walking through the city.

The pain in my body had disappeared this morning, and I was able to move again. I had gotten permission to take a walk around town under the pretext of relieving my fatigue. Tina was accompanying me as a chaperone and to make sure I didn't overdo it.

As far as I could see, many of the buildings were emitting steam, and though it was supposed to be a cold country, the air was slightly warm. The level of technology was so advanced that I almost suspected there was a person from Earth who had brought civilization to the Empire.

But there was no point in thinking about such things.

I could just ask the general about it later.

Amidst all this, I saw several children in front of a certain building with sad faces. Honestly, in my world, getting involved with other people's children often led to misunderstandings, like being accused of kidnapping.

Normally, I would have just walked past, but this was another world, a place that felt like the medieval era.

I thought it was unlikely that they would immediately make a fuss. Probably.

Tina and I walked over to the children.

"What's wrong? Why the long faces? Did something happen?"

To my question, a boy who seemed to be their representative answered.

"We can't think of any food to sell at the festival."

An unexpected answer came back.
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			The Taste of the Food Stall

			No food to sell at the festival.

The response was so unexpected that I had to ask.

"Why do you have to sell things at the festival? Can't you just sell things normally?"

To this, the child replied.

"We can't. The festival is being hosted by Big Sis Yorune. It would be rude for us not to participate."

The reason was a bit hard to grasp.

However, the term 'Big Sis' was intriguing. It was obvious they weren't actually related.

That must mean that Princess Yorune was the one running this orphanage.

I asked.

"What did Lady Yorune have to say about this?"

To this question, the child answered.

"We haven't said anything to Big Sis. If we did, she'd just tell us not to worry. So… because she's been so good to us… we want to be helpful, even just a little."

His voice was on the verge of tears.

So they wanted to repay her kindness. That was it.

I turned to Tina.

"Shall we help them out a bit?"

To my suggestion, Tina replied.

"I think we should. Now that we've heard their story, it would leave a bad taste in our mouths to just leave. I think we can at least help them brainstorm some ideas."

She agreed.

Hearing this, the children's faces lit up with smiles.

"""Thank you, big brother and pretty big sister!!"""

They all thanked us at once. I felt a little embarrassed, but I had already committed. I would do what I could.

First, they let us into the orphanage.

In a word, it was simple.

There were just long tables and chairs lined up, and in the back, a statue of a woman was displayed like in a chapel. Honestly, for an establishment run by royalty, it wasn't particularly clean. It gave the impression of being equipped with only the bare necessities.

I had no intention of commenting on their operating funds. They showed me their ingredients.

Carrots, cabbage, onions, daikon radishes, and green onions.

There weren't many varieties, but they had a good quantity.

When I asked, they told me they grew these themselves. To think children of this age were working… was medieval Earth like this too? But this was no time to get sentimental.

I asked if they had anything else, and they said there were livestock—cows and pigs—in a shed out back.

When they showed me, I saw some rather high-quality livestock. They were well-raised.

At that moment, I noticed a barrel full of tubers. A child explained.

"Oh, that's feed for the livestock. We can harvest a lot of it around here, but it's hard, and it doesn't taste good whether you boil it or roast it. Normally, it's a medicinal herb that nobody pays any attention to, but we always gather it for the livestock, since the other unsellable herbs are scarce."

He answered. The shape looked familiar.

I activated Analysis.

It seemed to be taro. Indeed, eating it raw would just be unpleasant. It wasn't edible unless prepared properly.

It had no adverse effects on the human body. It was no different from Earth's taro.

Wait a minute, the Empire should have ingredients and seasonings from the Republic and the Church.

I said.

"I'm going to do a little shopping. You kids listen to your big sister, okay?"

I spoke in a gentle, child-friendly tone.

The children nodded, and Tina, who was watching, also nodded.

I hurried out and went around the shops.

After a while, I had bought the necessary items.

Dried kelp, soy sauce, and salt. I wanted mirin and sugar, but they didn't have any.

I said to the children.

"I have something I'd like Tina to help with… could you butcher this cow for me?"

Before Tina could answer, a child replied.

"We'll do it. We do it all the time."

They were certainly resilient.

I left the butchering to the children and started the preparations.

First, I used my power to turn a suitable stone into iron and made a huge pot. It was large enough to easily feed ten people. I had Tina fill it with plenty of water and heated it over a bonfire.

Next to it, I made a smaller pot over another bonfire, filled it with water, and put in sliced daikon radish with cross-cuts, and let it simmer. After it had softened, I moved the entire pot, added cold water, and set it aside.

Next, I made another small pot, filled it with water, added diced taro, and boiled it. Once it was soft, I removed it from the pot and placed it on a plate. At that moment, the children brought over the beef.

What I would be using from it was the beef tendon.

Seeing this, Tina said.

"Are you going to use that? It's tough and not edible."

To her question, I replied.

"It's fine. In fact, it has to be this."

I said, continuing my work.

First, I boiled the beef tendon, and once it came to a boil, I poured out the water along with the scum that had collected. I moved the beef tendon to a wire mesh strainer, cleaned the pot, put the beef tendon back in, added the green part of the leeks, and filled it with plenty of water. I brought it to a boil over the bonfire, then reduced the heat and let it simmer for about an hour.

At the same time, the large pot came to a boil, so I added the dried kelp to make a dashi broth, then removed the kelp.

I added a generous amount of soy sauce and a little salt. The flavor was quite plain.

This was what you got with a dashi made without bonito flakes, mirin, or sugar.

But it was fine. No one in this world knew the true taste of this dish.

I added the daikon, taro, and sliced onions to the dashi broth and let it simmer slowly. I checked the beef tendon in the neighboring pot. It was soft, and the smell was gone.

I added it to the large pot and let it simmer further.

Tina asked.

"What is this?"

To her question, I replied.

"This is a traditional dish from my homeland. It's called oden."

I declared with confidence.

The ingredients were simple, but I thought the taste would be good. We immediately decided to have a taste test.

The daikon had absorbed the flavor and was delicious.

The children's reactions were:

"I've never tasted anything like this before. It's delicious."

"This taro… it's so soft. And so flavorful."

"This meat is soft and tasty too."

It was a hit. Tina added.

"The flavor is good, and the ingredients are tender. Plus, it warms you up, making it perfect for a cold region."

Her review was also positive.

Personally, I found it lacking, but it would be good enough. I didn't expect a huge crowd, but I thought it would sell reasonably well.

I said.

"Alright, let's make another batch of this. And we'll skewer the remaining beef, grill it, and sell it. Let's do our best!"

My rallying cry was met with cheers from the children.

From there, we followed the same recipe, and I made a large number of iron plates for serving the customers.

Of course, after they were done eating, we would collect them, wash them clean, and reuse them.
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			Unexpected Events

			The night of the festival.

The venue was buzzling with great excitement. All sorts of food stalls were lined up.

The most common were grilled meat stalls.

Many sold skewered monster meat of various kinds. There were also drink stalls selling a variety of alcoholic beverages. There were no sideshows or game stalls.

Perhaps eating was what brought happiness here.

Amidst all this, we also set up our stall.

The locations for the stalls were designated, and you could get permission by speaking to a soldier beforehand. This time, just saying that the children from the orphanage were setting up a stall was enough to get permission. It seemed they knew that Princess Yorune was running the orphanage.

The stall was shaped like the ones you often see at festivals in Japan, with no store name written on it. The others were similar. From my perspective, it looked a bit plain, but I didn't mind the details.

The preparations inside were also complete. The pot of oden we had made and the skewered beef were ready. All we had to do was heat them up and wait for customers to be lured in by the smell. Others were advertising to attract customers, but we weren't doing that.

Why? Because I wasn't very confident.

Exaggerating needlessly would only make us lose the trust of our customers. The children were in front of the stall, letting the aroma drift from a small oden pot. I was concerned about sales, but this was also a part of business.

After a while, a customer came. It seemed to be a family of four.

I said.

"Welcome. This is called oden, a dish that will warm you up. Would you like a bowl?"

The family smelled it and placed an order.

Their review was:

"I've never tasted anything like this before. I never knew daikon radish could be so delicious."

"It's true. This is taro, right? The stuff that was hard and useless is so soft and full of flavor."

"It's delicious. It warms my whole body."

"Mom, I want some of this beef too."

It was a hit. We also sold some beef on the side.

The children also had big smiles on their faces. I hoped that a few more customers would come just like this.

Why? Because my body was still not in good condition.

I could move without any problems, but strenuous exercise was out of the question. A booming business meant being busy. I felt bad for the children, but I wanted to do business at a leisurely pace.

But that hope was about to be shattered.

Customers started coming one after another. When I asked, it seemed that the family had been spreading the word.

Even in the Kingdom, the rumor of the Kraken's defeat had spread unusually fast.

Was everyone in this world a gossip?

The faces of the customers who had finished eating were satisfied. I had a bad feeling about this.

It was spot on.

A line had formed. Some of them were even repeat customers. The children were overjoyed and working hard. I was just as busy, and my whole body was screaming in protest.

Seeing me like this, Tina said.

"Leave this to me. Please take care of the ingredients."

She was being considerate.

I took her up on her offer and moved to a position where the customers couldn't see me. Of course, there were no ingredients there. They were all at the stall. After resting for a while, I heard a commotion.

When I peeked, I saw Princess Yorune at our stall.

Thinking this could be bad, I immediately went over. I asked a nearby child what was happening. It seemed that after giving a speech in the square, the princess had heard a rumor that a certain stall was serving a dish she had never tasted before, and had come to see for herself. It was both a taste test and a friendly gesture.

And when she arrived, she was surprised to see the children from the orphanage working and was asking Tina for the details.

It seemed the explanation was over.

Princess Yorune said.

"Tina-san, and Shinsuke-san, thank you for putting up with the children's whims. From here on, my attendants will take over. You two should enjoy the festival."

She said, and the two female attendants who had been standing behind her stepped forward.

I said.

"No, it was more like Tina and I took on a request, so—"

As I stammered, Princess Yorune said.

"What are you talking about? You two are members of the group of adventurers who cooperated in this subjugation. It would be rude to make such people work."

She declared firmly.

The people around us were whispering.

"Huh? The people who helped with the border and the subjugation of that giant monster?"

"Whoa, seriously?"

"Such a beautiful woman…"

There was no doubt that the rumor would spread.

I didn't want to stand out, but as I was about to leave with Tina, Princess Yorune said.

"Ah, you two. There's a party at the castle later. Would you like to come with me?"

To this invitation, I said.

"No, a mere adventurer at a castle party is a bit… right, Tina?"

Tina had a similar expression.

Seeing this, Princess Yorune chuckled.

"Fufu, it's alright. The party guests include not only nobles, but also the adventurers and soldiers who performed well. It's not a formal affair."

She explained reassuringly.

In that case, we wouldn't have to worry about our clothes or manners and could just eat and drink normally.

Tina and I accepted and headed to the castle with the princess.

Inside the castle. The hall.

The place we were led to was incredibly spacious.

A huge, luxurious chandelier hung from the ceiling. There was nothing in the center, but on both sides were long tables lined with a variety of dishes. The selection of alcohol was also extensive. And then there were the numerous furnishings on display.

It was truly a top-class space.

In such a space were soldiers and knights in armor, as well as adventurers. It was a bit of a mismatch, but for me right now, it was the perfect place. After all, I wouldn't stand out. I could eat my fill without holding back.

A nearby waiter handed me a wine glass, and I took it.

I took a sip. It was sour. It was probably expensive alcohol, but it didn't suit my palate.

Tina was drinking it normally. Her expression was rich and satisfied. I took a plate and enjoyed the food. The others were also putting food on their plates and eating. It seemed they knew their manners.

If they didn't, this place would be a mess with things scattered all over the floor by now.

But it wasn't an elegant atmosphere. People were talking while holding their dishes, drinking with their comrades in the corner, and soldiers and adventurers were talking loudly and cheerfully. It was like a banquet. I didn't mind and enjoyed the meal with Tina.

During that time, male knights and adventurers approached Tina and tried to flirt with her, but they were lightly brushed off and rejected. I watched the predictable outcome while I ate.

Then, the door in the back opened, and someone entered. Everyone's attention was drawn to the newcomer—it was General Goltor.

"Gentlemen, thank you for attending tonight's party to celebrate the subjugation. I know you're not fond of formalities, so I'll keep it short. I'd like to introduce the adventurers who were instrumental in this subjugation."

With that, the lights in the hall went out.

And then, a spotlight shone on me and Tina.

The General continued.

"These two are the adventurers who subjugated the Minotaur and the Centaur in the battle at the border."

As he said that, applause echoed from somewhere.

The others also applauded. I was at a loss for what to do, but the General beckoned me over.

Reluctantly, I went over.

When I reached the General, he said.

"The man here defeated the high-level monster, the Minotaur. Unfortunately, it escaped, but he secured the Minotaur's severed arm as proof of his victory."

"And this beautiful woman subjugated the Centaur that killed the former emperor, His Majesty Dion. We have recovered the corpse and the weapon it was carrying."

"They have defeated two high-level monsters that we, and even other adventurers, would have had trouble with. Furthermore, they also contributed greatly to the subjugation of that giant monster. As a reward, I bestow upon these two the rank of A and one hundred gold coins."

With that, a knight entered through the door and handed me a small treasure chest.

It was quite heavy. The moment I took it, applause rang out again.

A little embarrassed, I moved away from the General.

From there, it was a barrage of questions, but they were directed at Tina, not me. Men would naturally talk to the woman. Tina had a troubled look on her face as she answered their questions.

I had a nearby waiter select some food that I could take with me.
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			A Brief Respite

			The party soon came to an end.

I had enjoyed the meal thoroughly, but Tina had been bombarded with questions from all sorts of people and had barely eaten. There were even some who had tried to propose marriage. However, Tina rejected them all.

I had intended to step in, but Tina stopped me with a silent gaze.

She didn't want to cause any unnecessary trouble, I gathered. It seemed I had made the right choice in asking the waiter to pack some food to go.

After it was over, we were about to head to the inn we had booked during our morning stroll when a soldier approached us.

"Shinsuke-sama, Tina-sama. The General has arranged for you to stay at the castle tonight. I will show you the way."

At these words, Tina and I exchanged glances and nodded.

To refuse now would be to tarnish the General's reputation, and we wanted to maintain a good relationship. The guest room we were shown to was magnificent. The paintings and furnishings on the walls were clearly high-end items. The bed, desk, and chairs were all exquisitely crafted. It was a room designed to satisfy any visitor, but if I were to put it in my own words, it was unsettling.

It was too luxurious, to the point where I hesitated to even use it.

It was the same when I stayed at the castle in the Kingdom; I just couldn't get used to it. But Tina used it as if it were nothing. She was clearly accustomed to it. She had mentioned in the past that she had been summoned to the castle in the Kingdom quite often.

Resigning myself, I decided to relax on the sofa.

Just then, there was a knock on the door, and after I gave the signal, a voice said.

"Excuse me. I have brought the food you requested earlier."

And he brought in three dishes on a cart.

Seeing them, I said to Tina.

"You didn't get to eat at the party because you were being questioned, right? I had this ordered. Was it unnecessary?"

To my question, Tina replied.

"No, thank you. I was quite hungry, so I'm grateful."

She thanked me with a smile.

I said.

"Don't worry about it. It's my way of thanking you for dealing with them in my place."

I replied somewhat bluntly. Just as Tina was about to start eating, she said.

"By the way, a knight said something strange at that party. He said, 'I want to support this country together with a beautiful person like you.' I thought it was a bit odd, but maybe it was just my imagination?"

I thought about her words for a moment.

As a pickup line, it wasn't that strange, but the scale was too grand. It was as if he was trying to use Tina, who had just gained recognition, to secure a position for himself, as if the number of people supporting the country had decreased.

That's how it sounded to me.

I didn't want to get involved in important state affairs.

I just wanted to do my job as a hunter. I told Tina, "Don't worry about it," and decided to rest.

In the General's office.

General Goltor was sorting through documents.

Most of them were proposals for the reconstruction of the town. They varied in type, but many of them involved collecting more taxes. Reconstruction required money, he understood that. But collecting taxes indiscriminately would only make the people's lives more difficult.

The nobles were only thinking about themselves and their money. But that couldn't be helped. When Lady Grine became empress, the nobles who surrounded her were all people who only had money on their minds. With Lady Grine gone, their insolent attitude towards Lady Yorune, the acting regent, was becoming noticeable.

They would say things like, 'I only follow Lady Grine, I will not follow a regent,' or 'Lady Grine is just away for a little while.'

Even if you told them that Lady Grine had turned into a monster and died, no one would believe it.

Because a person turning into a monster was an impossible thing.

However, there was an item in the laws of this country that stated if someone went missing and their survival was not confirmed for seven days, they would be declared dead. There were no exceptions.

If the absence of the emperor continued for a long time, chaos would ensue. That was something he wanted to avoid at all costs.

Of course, Lady Yorune knew this as well. That was why I had urged the princess to be coronated.

Or perhaps, the princess herself had not yet accepted it.

The death of her younger sister.

No matter how much they were at odds, they were family, connected by blood. She probably wanted to believe she was still alive.

Just then, there was a knock on the door, and a knight entered the room.

"Excuse me for the late hour. A report from the border base has arrived."

He said, submitting several sheets of paper.

The General said.

"Thank you. Has anything changed?"

To this question, the knight replied.

"No, sir. There has been no movement from the monsters. Several soldiers have witnessed them watching from a distance, perhaps wary of the few Edgesons we have deployed on the border. Also, the food and supplies we sent to the capital are running low. We have been hunting nearby monsters to secure some, but we are requesting permission to receive supplies from the neighboring villages. What should we do?"

To this question, the General replied.

"It can't be helped. Instruct them to be careful not to take too much."

He gave his permission. The knight saluted.

As the General looked over the documents, he saw a certain item.

"Hmm? The Centaur's corpse and sword are missing? What does this mean?"

To this report, the knight replied.

"Yes, sir. The details are unknown, but the Centaur's corpse, which was left in the morgue, suddenly disappeared. Also, the sword that was being stored in the armory has also disappeared. However, the armor it was wearing was left behind. When we questioned the soldiers, no one had witnessed anything. It's unnatural that no one saw anything, given its size. However, the Minotaur's arm was still there."

He heard the report.

Indeed, the General had also seen the corpse, and it was larger than an adult. To transport it would be absolutely impossible without a cart. Of course, if such a thing were used within the base, everyone would remember it.

Although they had transported food and supplies, they had brought them from a warehouse located on the capital side, outside the base. The morgue was near the battlefield. It was in the opposite direction and would definitely have been noticed.

He had a bad feeling about this, but the only use for the corpse would be to strip it for materials.

But the Centaur had no parts that could be used as materials.

The Minotaur's arm was still more useful.

He thought for a while, but couldn't come up with an answer.

The General said.

"Contact the base. Tell them to tighten security."

To this instruction, the knight saluted in acknowledgment and left.

Alone now, the General looked up at the night sky and thought. The incidents that had occurred so far.

The assassination of the former emperor. The appearance of the high-level monster at the front-line base. The incident with Lady Grine.

It had been a whirlwind of a few days. To dismiss all of this as coincidence was too unnatural. Come to think of it, he had heard that Lady Grine's personal maid, who was in the castle, was missing.

No one had seen her since Lady Grine disappeared.

But the strange thing was that no one could remember who that maid was. They couldn't recall her physical features, and some weren't even sure if she had really existed.

The General had only met her a few times, so he couldn't be sure.

He had met her, but he couldn't remember her. In such cases, one tried not to stare at the other person, especially if they had a scar or something they didn't want to be seen. But that maid was different. Or so it seemed.

An incomprehensible feeling dominated him. Had something been done to him?

The General thought deeply about it, but then stopped. Thinking about it any further would get him nowhere. Besides, if he carelessly meddled, he could be eliminated by someone.

He had no intention of being easily killed, but he wanted to avoid being taken out of the picture in this chaotic situation.

The General returned to his work.

In Princess Yorune's room.

The princess was alone, looking up at the night sky.

Her sister's death. Following her father's death, she had lost another family member.

She put on a brave face in front of everyone, but inside, she was at her limit. Even for royalty, born to a destiny of ruling, she was still only human. She was still too immature to endure the death of a loved one.

At a time like this, it would be reassuring to have the Chancellor, but he had left the castle when Grine was coronated as the new empress.

'I serve only His Majesty Dion. Now that a new emperor has been decided, I am no longer needed.'

He had left with those words.

Honestly, it was a considerable blow. There was no one other than the General who could support the Empire as he did. But this was no time to be wallowing in grief.

According to the princess's information network, delegations from various countries were scheduled to arrive soon.

She didn't know if they would arrive at the same time or separately, but she had to prepare for their reception.

Depending on the situation, she might be able to receive aid at this meeting.

With that faint hope, Princess Yorune headed for bed.
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			Interlude: A Certain Man

			And so, the incident that occurred in the Empire came to a temporary close.

However, something else was happening that no one yet knew about.

A forest in the Empire's territory.

A forest located a little south of the royal capital.

Being a cold region, it was not a forest overflowing with greenery, but a desolate forest with many withered leaves. A single man was walking through it.

He was in his late sixties. His hair was blond, but mixed with a little white. He looked a little old, but his physique and face were such that he could still claim to be an active warrior.

His name was Vil. A man who once served as the Chancellor of the Empire.

He had a long relationship with the former Emperor Dion, and in their youth, they had raced across battlefields together, carving out their military valor together.

After retiring from the battlefield, he had settled down in the castle and devoted himself to political affairs as Dion's Chancellor.

He was searching for a place to die. Because he no longer had the will to live.

On that day, the day the former emperor died, he had been determined to fight alongside him, but at Dion's command,

'If anything should happen to me, the country will fall into chaos. You must restore order. Of course, once you feel the country has stabilized, you may resign at your own discretion, Vil.' That was what he had said.

Dion had known. He had known that Vil's loyalty was to him alone, and that he felt nothing for his two daughters. That was his final command.

And so, he wandered.

Searching for a worthy place to die.

It was then that a black mist suddenly spread throughout the area.

And before his eyes, a temple with an extraordinary presence suddenly appeared.

From here on, what will happen?

Will the Seven Demon Lords truly remain inactive?

The answer to that will come later.
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			An Audience with the Princess

			The next morning, I awoke in the royal castle. For a moment, I had no idea where I was.

Then I saw Tina sleeping in the adjacent bed and remembered. We’d been invited to the castle and even given a place to stay for the night. I stretched, got up, and opened the curtains just a crack. The sky was slightly overcast, with the sun peeking through here and there.

It was the very picture of weather in a cold region.

My movements must have woken Tina, because she sat up.

"...Good morning. You’re up early, as always," she said, her eyes still hazy with sleep.

"Morning," I replied. "Did I wake you?"

Tina shook her head.

I did a few light stretches and was about to put on my armor when there was a knock at the door.

"Excuse me. I’ve brought your breakfast."

A maid entered, carrying croissants, a bacon and lettuce salad, grilled white fish, and orange juice. A lavish five-course meal for each of us was laid out.

"Also," the maid continued, "Her Highness, Yorune-sama, mentioned that she has something to discuss with you both after you have finished your meal. When you are ready, please let me know. I will be waiting outside."

With a bow, she left the room.

Tina and I sat down to eat.

"Something to discuss?" I wondered aloud, mid-meal. "What could it be about? You think it’s about the children from yesterday?"

Tina considered my guess. "That might be part of it, but I believe it’s more likely about us. When we were brought to the castle, I gave a simple statement to the soldiers, explaining that I was an adventurer from the Kingdom. They probably don’t suspect us of plotting anything just because we’re from the Kingdom, but they must be curious. Why would we come to a place with monsters stronger than those in the Kingdom?"

She took a sip of her juice.

Adventurers take on quests and get paid. There’s nothing shady about it. But why would we purposely leave the safety of the Kingdom, where we could earn money just the same? It’s more common for adventurers to go from the Empire to the Kingdom, seeking a quiet life after growing weary of the constant fighting.

The adventurers who remain here are the ones who can’t bring themselves to abandon the money and convenient lifestyle the Empire offers. That means her questions will most likely be about me. I certainly can’t tell her the truth—that I came here as a spy. And I can’t very well talk about being from another world, either.

The only option is to mix in a little truth to make the rest believable.

Tina and I agreed on our story.

After we finished eating, while the maid cleared the table, Tina and I prepared to meet with Princess Yorune. Which is to say, we just took off our armor and changed into more comfortable clothes. It’s not like we had any courtly attire with us.

I wore my work clothes, and Tina wore a slightly high-quality version of a village girl’s dress.

Once we were ready, the maid said, "This maid will now guide you."

A new maid appeared, bowed in greeting, and led the way.

After a short walk, we arrived at an impressive set of doors flanked by two knights. The maid spoke with them for a moment, and the knights stepped away from the doors.

The maid stood before the entrance.

"Your Highness, Yorune-sama. I have brought our two guests."

From inside, a voice replied, "...Let them in."

At that single command, the maid opened the doors. She glanced inside, then turned to us. That was our cue to enter. Tina and I stepped into the room.

Inside, a magnificent desk stood at the far end of the chamber. In front of it, sofas were arranged on either side of a coffee table. The walls were adorned with paintings worthy of being called masterpieces, and there were several expensive-looking vases as well.

It was a room worthy of being called an office.

Princess Yorune, who was seated at the desk, spoke. "Welcome, Shinsuke-san, Tina-san. Please, don’t stand on ceremony. Have a seat."

She gestured toward the sofas. When someone insists like that, it’s best to comply. We quietly sat down. Princess Yorune moved to sit on the sofa opposite us. Three cups of tea were placed on the table, and the maid withdrew.

The princess took a small sip of her tea before being the first to speak.

"Well then, long-winded pleasantries are a bore, so let’s get straight to the point. What I want to know is this: can the current Kingdom be trusted?"

Her question took me by surprise. "...Trusted? Are you not well-informed about the Kingdom’s affairs?"

The princess answered my question with one of her own. "To my shame, no, we do not negotiate directly with the Kingdom. We always go through the Republic as an intermediary. However, we have received intelligence that the various nations will be sending envoys regarding this recent matter."

"As royalty, it is common sense for us to welcome these envoys. But the Kingdom and the Empire have a long history of poor relations. There’s no telling what they might try to do, taking advantage of the Empire’s current weakness. That said, I cannot let baseless speculation cause offense to our guests."

"And so, I want to ask the two of you, who have come from the Kingdom. Is the royal family of the Kingdom worthy of trust?" she asked, her expression serious.

I exchanged a look with Tina. This was not what we had expected, but I figured cooperating could help future relations between our nations.

"Well," I began, "I’ve only met the king once, but I found him to be a gentle person. When he spoke with me, his tone was kind, not commanding."

Tina added, "I agree. To elaborate, he can be quite strict when he feels it necessary, correcting injustices or punishing those who act against the country’s interests. While some nobles fear him, I believe he is fundamentally a serious and sincere man."

She took a sip of her tea.

Princess Yorune listened intently. "I see, that gives me a good sense of the king’s character. Next, could you tell me about the princess? Our intelligence suggests she will be part of this delegation."

Both Tina and I looked surprised at her words. I was shocked that the princess herself was coming, while Tina seemed inwardly exasperated that she was visiting yet another country.

I knew nothing about the princess, so Tina answered. "Princess Olivia is a person who has contributed greatly to the country’s reforms. She also has a rather curious nature and has always been interested in the affairs of other nations. I think it’s safe to assume she volunteered for this mission herself."

It was a diplomatic answer, unlikely to cause any trouble.

"I see, that’s very helpful," Princess Yorune said. "We must be sure not to let Olivia-sama be bored when she arrives. And one other thing… I also learned that you were both A-rank adventurers in the Kingdom."

Her lips curved into a sly smile.

The words caught me off guard. "Huh? How did you—?"

I bit back the rest of my question, but it was too late.

Tina spoke up. "Why did you resort to such a roundabout method?"

Princess Yorune seemed to understand her meaning. "Sometimes, it’s easier to learn what you want to know indirectly rather than asking outright. Honestly, it’s hard to believe that two people of your skill would have trouble staying in the Kingdom. That suggests you came to the Empire for a specific reason."

"But there was also the possibility you had done something illicit and fled the country. If people with your level of power were up to no good, it would be a major cause for concern."

"So, I asked if you had ever had an audience with royalty. Only A-rank adventurers are granted such an honor among commoners. It confirms for me that you are certainly not criminals."

She had laid it all out. She knew that if she asked us directly, we might have lied. So she changed the subject to something we couldn't easily bluff our way through. She was a royal, all right. She’d clearly studied the arts of intrigue.

"...You are correct," I admitted. "Tina and I were A-rank adventurers. However, we have temporarily relinquished that title. We have since become A-rank in the Empire, though." I gave a wry smile.

The princess continued, "I’ve heard about the Guild’s policies, but why go so far as to give up your rank? Surely there would have been no problem for you to continue living there as you were?"

It was a fair question.

I took a sip of tea before answering. "I wanted to know my own limits. In the Kingdom, you rarely encounter powerful monsters. But I heard they appear almost daily in the Empire, so I came here. I wanted to see how far my strength would take me in the Empire. That’s all."

After I answered, Tina added, "To answer your other point, the temporary relinquishment of our rank was a kindness from the Guild Master. He did it so that Shinsuke and I would always have a place to return to in the Kingdom."

She had covered for me perfectly. We weren’t lying, but we were leaving out the part about being spies. Her explanation was one that the princess could easily accept.

A moment of silence passed before the princess spoke again.

"I see. So it’s a sort of trial of strength. It seems I was overthinking things. I apologize for making you uncomfortable."

She bowed her head in apology. Tina and I quickly replied, "Please don’t worry about it," feeling a little flustered.

Then, the princess said, "As a token of my apology, if there is anything you wish to ask, I will answer to the best of my ability. Is there anything?"

I decided to take her up on the offer. "In that case, I will humbly accept. The weapons deployed on the border… the ones called Edgeson. How were they created?"

The princess replied, "The Edgeson were a long-held dream of the Dwarves, I’ve heard. Apparently, a certain doctor met with the Dwarves, and the contents of their discussion were so magnificent that they promised to build it. That doctor is likely long dead by now. After all, it was over a hundred years ago."

Her answer piqued my curiosity. "...‘Likely dead’? Does that mean you don’t have confirmation of his death?"

The princess nodded. "Yes, I haven’t heard the full details. Something about him suddenly appearing in a mirror. If you’d like to know more, would you care to visit their workshop? I can grant you permission to enter."

At her offer, I replied, "Thank you very much. I’d like to get ready and head over immediately."

Tina’s expression said she’d be coming with me.

"Very well," the princess said. "I will inform a maid. Thank you for your time today."

We thanked her, bowed our heads, and spoke a few polite words of farewell. Then, we left the office and returned to our guest room.



		
			Chapter 115

			Meeting the Dwarves

			Back in the guest room, we put on our armor and equipped our weapons.

I was ready to head to the Dwarves’ workshop immediately, but Tina stopped me.

"Aren’t you being a bit too hasty? Why not relax for a little while? It’s not like they’re going to run away."

She was right to scold me. What was I rushing for? But I couldn’t help it.

After all, the name of that weapon, Edgeson, was one I knew very well from my world.

We headed to the industrial district, a short distance from the castle. It was a place where various tools were developed—items to aid people’s lives, as well as enhancements and new creations for weapons. The majority of the workers here were Dwarves.

They stood about one hundred fifty centimeters tall, with magnificent beards and messy hair, and they wore work clothes you’d see in any factory. They looked exactly like the Dwarves from stories.

At this point, I couldn’t help but wonder if elves existed here, too.

The maid who guided us was speaking with a nearby Dwarf. A short while later, another Dwarf emerged from the back. He wore the same work clothes, but he had the air of someone in charge.

"A pleasure to meet you," the Dwarf said. "I’m Lurud, the one who runs this place. The maid from the castle told me all about you. Well, no sense in standing around talking. Let’s head inside for some tea."

He led us into the workshop.

The interior was filled with workbenches, giving it the atmosphere of a place where gems were cut and jewelry was crafted. In one corner, there was a table and chairs that seemed to be for guests. Tina and I sat down, and Lurud sat across from us.

As I looked around, Lurud said, "Hahaha, you think there’s a lot of stuff for a reception room? This is a place for us to focus on our craft, so we don’t really have a space for visitors. The only decent spot is this finishing area. My apologies."

He sounded genuinely sorry.

"Not at all," I said. "We’re the ones who imposed on you. Besides, this is my first time in a place like this. It’s a refreshing experience."

I tried to offer a polite compliment. I’m still not used to these kinds of conversations. As I was thinking this, tea was brought to us. Black tea.

"Well now, our custom is to serve alcohol to guests," Lurud said, "but it seems it’s a bit too early in the day for that."

"Please, don’t worry about it," I replied. "I’ve made it a rule to only drink at night. In fact, you’ve saved me."

I thanked him, and he looked relieved.

After taking a sip of tea, I said, "Well then, may I get to the main topic?"

Lurud nodded in confirmation, and I continued.

"The weapon you developed, the Edgeson. Why did you give it that name?"

Lurud chuckled. "A strange name, you think? But there’s a reason for it. We named it after the person who taught us how to build that four-legged weapon. It was about a hundred years ago, back when I was still working in a smithy as a blacksmith…"

His words caught me off guard. "Huh? A blacksmith a hundred years ago? Do Dwarves live that long?" I muttered.

Tina leaned in and whispered, "As far as I know, some Dwarves live for three hundred years."

There were similar stories back on Earth, but there were just too many parallels. I’ll have to look into it later, I thought, and turned my attention back to Lurud’s story.

"Back then, I was working in the countryside of the Empire, smithing with a few of my comrades. We had this tool passed down through my clan, an ‘Otherworldly Mirror.’ They said it could communicate with faraway places."

"But at the time, it never worked. It was practically junk. Then one day, the mirror started to glow. When we looked into it, we saw an old man with white hair looking back at us. He was wearing strange clothes. The only thing that looked familiar was the bow tie nobles often wear around their necks. At first, I thought he was a noble, but his clothes weren’t fancy."

"The old man looked at us and shouted, ‘Success!’ He was overjoyed. Then he said something like, ‘My name is Edison. I am a genius inventor.’ I remember he was incredibly excited. After that, he seemed to talk for a long time, but I don’t remember much of it. Something about ‘spirit communication,’ and ‘you look normal,’ and other things I didn’t understand."

He paused to drink his tea.

There was no doubt. The words "spirit communication" confirmed it.

Thomas Edison. An inventor from American history on Earth. A great man called the "King of Inventors" who developed countless inventions. If I recall correctly, he dedicated his later years to developing a spirit communication device. I’d never heard that he succeeded, but it’s possible he did and just never told anyone. His life was famous for its alternating successes and failures. He probably thought if he announced it, someone would undoubtedly steal it.

"So," I said, "did you get a hint for developing that weapon from this Edison fellow?"

Lurud replied, "At first, we were trying to build a bipedal machine for agricultural use, but the balance was terrible. It was impossible. But when we taught that man about our technology, he said, ‘We can make an even more amazing invention.’ He disappeared from the mirror for a bit."

"A few days later, he reappeared in the mirror and showed us a blueprint. It was a four-legged weapon. Initially, it had no hands and was designed to run on electricity."

"Edison was quite particular about electricity. We couldn’t have a single conversation where he didn’t mention the word ‘electricity’."

He spoke with a nostalgic air.

That made sense. Edison was obsessed with electricity, especially direct current, to the point that he started the "war of currents" with Nikola Tesla over alternating current. I guess even at an advanced age, he couldn’t let go of the things he had researched for so long.

"But," I said, "I believe a soldier told me that weapon runs on a steam engine. Why the switch to steam?"

Lurud’s face soured. "Agh… at first, we designed it to run on lightning magic, but there was a flaw. The output was completely unstable. Even with a mage on board, just moving it required a massive amount of power. It could move, but it would run out of magic after just a few steps. It was a completely unmarketable product."

"We shelved the blueprints for a while. About fifty years later, I suppose, an envoy from the capital heard rumors about me and I came to work here. The technology here was something called a steam engine, developed by a man named James. Apparently, he just vanished one day."

"I thought we might be able to power that weapon with this engine, so after a lot of trial and error, we finally completed it. But the higher-ups wanted a combat weapon, and the one I built was deemed unsuitable for battle. I didn’t know how to make it combat-ready."

"That’s when Princess Grine brought a weapon called a matchlock gun and ordered me to attach it to the machine. I disassembled and analyzed it, then succeeded in scaling it up and mass-producing it. We named the finished product Edgeson. I wasn’t sure about giving a combat weapon that name, but it was born from his ideas. So, that’s what I named it."

He downed the rest of his tea in one gulp.

I see. They changed the power source because it wasn't strong enough. It was a logical conclusion. Any machine requires a corresponding amount of energy to operate. Edison must have thought this world was the spirit realm, a world overflowing with limitless energy. I could understand that feeling. In the beginning, I also felt that this world was full of the unknown.

I finished my tea.

"That was a fascinating story. Thank you for sharing it with me. And, if it’s not too much to ask… may I tour the factory?"

Lurud replied, "I don’t mind at all. It’s an order from Princess Yorune-sama, after all. Feel free to look around as you please."

With his permission, I smiled, thanked him, and began to walk around the factory. I paid particular attention to the weapon development area. Ores were processed and refined using steam engines, then forged with hammers.

It was a level of craftsmanship I’d rarely see even on Earth.

I studied everything carefully, thinking it would be a valuable reference for my own future smithing work.

At that moment, I was more grateful than ever to have witnessed the Dwarves’ craft. I never imagined it would become so relevant to me later on…



		
			Chapter 116

			Materials and the Library

			As I toured the Dwarves’ factory, I was moved. The bursting flames, the ringing of metal on metal, the delicate handiwork—and a palpable sense of passion and spirit. It was a place truly worthy of being called a craftsmen’s sanctuary.

Above all, the atmosphere was incredible. The air itself was filled with the drive to create something great. There was an abundance of ores being worked, some of them quite precious. It was clear how much had been invested to gather such materials. Back on Earth, everyone has the desire to make good things, but the corporate structure is the biggest obstacle.

Companies are always thinking about money, and to earn even a little more, they’ll switch to cheaper materials and cut corners, then sell the result to customers. I can understand the sentiment, to some extent. If you’re drowning in debt, any work that doesn’t produce results is just a waste. But if you become a miser, you’ll get complaints about declining quality. Earth has become a difficult world for craftsmen to live in.

Alright, enough with the dark thoughts. I decided to look around a little longer. Just then, Tina approached me.

"Are you bored?" I asked. "If so, you can go somewhere else."

Tina sighed. "I’d like to, but I can’t help but worry you’ll get into some kind of trouble if I leave you alone."

Am I really such a handful? I thought about it, but looking back on my actions, I couldn’t really argue.

I fell silent and continued to watch. Suddenly, there was a commotion among the Dwarves.

I asked Lurud, who was nearby, what was going on.

"Hm? Oh, word just came that the materials from the giant monster that appeared in the capital the other day have arrived. It was so big they had to cut it up, but the pieces are still huge. We’re getting everyone together to work on it. Want to come see? You two were involved with that monster, weren’t you?"

Tina and I both nodded. The materials from that monster? I was curious to see how useful they would be.

We headed to the site.

It was a wide-open area in the industrial district. Various goods brought in from outside were temporarily collected here before being distributed to their respective locations. Normally, this place never fills up; I was told they usually only use about half the space despite the large volume of goods. But right now, it was packed.

Materials from the giant monster were laid out, and every single piece was massive. The smallest was the size of a minivan, and the largest was as big as a two-story house.

Looking at the mountain of piled-up materials, I muttered, "All this is from one monster? What in the world was it?"

Lurud, who was standing next to me, replied, "I agree. I looked into it, and I found a picture of a similar monster in an old document. Its name is Behemoth. A monster of destruction, a being that was greatly feared." He had an unreadable expression as he spoke.

Behemoth? I’d heard that name on Earth, too. The name of a demon recorded in the book of the Old Testament. I think it was described as resembling a hippo or a rhino. This one looked more like a Triceratops, though. Well, in a way, I guess it did look a bit like a rhino.

In any case, for a legendary-class monster like that to appear… in a game, this pattern usually means some kind of conspiracy is afoot. The battle at the border, the Minotaur and the Centaur, the matchlock gun that was the deciding factor for deploying the Edgeson… it’s possible the event is already over. But it would be wise to act under the assumption that something else will happen.

As I was thinking, Lurud said, "Shinsuke, if you’d like, I can give you a portion of these materials."

His words surprised me. "Huh? Are you sure? Isn’t this stuff quite valuable?"

"Don’t worry about it," Lurud said with a smile. "You and Tina-jou worked hard to defeat the Behemoth. You’re entitled to a share."

Honestly, I was grateful. That hide didn’t even flinch despite all our attacks. It would make for excellent armor material. The armor I was currently wearing was something I’d processed heavily with `Matter Conversion`, but even that had its limits. Crafting armor from the hide of a legendary monster was a good idea.

I smiled. "In that case, I will gratefully accept."

Lurud beamed with satisfaction, went over to the pile, and brought back a reasonably sized piece of hide.

"If this isn’t enough, come back anytime. You’re always welcome here," he said.

I took the hide and used `Analysis` on it. Its properties were a composite of an alloy called Hihi'irokane and skin made of 100% carbon fiber.

Hihi'irokane? I’d never heard of it. I thought I might be able to create the alloy with my skill, but I figured it would be impossible without a full understanding of it. I put it in a nearby bag.

"Thank you, Lurud-san," I said. "I’ll be sure to put this material to good use."

Lurud replied, "Don’t mention it. Think of it as fate. If either of us is in a bind, we won’t hesitate to ask for help."

He was quite the shrewd businessman. I chuckled and shook his hand. In short, now that he was acquainted with a strong adventurer, he could ask me to go to dangerous places in his stead to retrieve materials. On the other hand, I could rely on him if I was in trouble.

Well, I’d managed to get my hands on something unexpected. I wanted to head back to my home in the Kingdom right away, but I decided to look around the castle town a bit more. I might find something unusual.

After a short walk, I entered a shopping district lined with food and tool shops. There were essentials for travel like small knives, bags, healing salves, and tents. As for food, there were fruits, medicinal herbs, meat, and seafood. The fish were all frozen solid, perfectly preserved. I’d heard about the Empire’s technological prowess, but seeing it in person was truly amazing.

As I was looking at the types of fish, I spotted one that looked like a bonito. This was an unexpected find. If I processed this bonito into katsuobushi, it would further expand my cooking repertoire. However, I didn’t know how to make katsuobushi. For now, I decided to buy the fish.

"What are you going to do with fish?" Tina asked. "Are you making sashimi?" She was asking about the fish dish I had treated her to on Earth.

"No, I have another use for this fish. For now, let’s head back to my place for a bit. My field rations are running low." I looked inside the tool pouch at my waist. I only had three miso balls left. And there was no way to get miso around here. It was time to restock.

"Alright. In that case, let’s head back," Tina agreed.

I finished my shopping and headed to a certain place: a cave in a rocky mountain about three kilometers outside the capital. I had discovered it when I got a day off at the front-line base on the border. It was a place people never came to. Using the transfer magic circle there, I returned to my home in the Kingdom.

I put the bonito I bought in town into my tool pouch, shrank the iron cart to the size of a baseball with `Matter Conversion`, and placed the Behemoth material in the smithy. Then, Tina and I headed to Earth.

The scenery was as familiar as ever, but I felt a chill in the air. The season was changing from autumn to winter. It wouldn’t be strange to start preparing for the cold.

But I had other things to do first. I changed clothes, put on a wig, and went into town with Tina.

Our destination was the library. I had three objectives: restock my field rations, learn how to make katsuobushi, and find out what Hihi'irokane was. The library was the perfect place to accomplish two of those three. I could have just looked it up online, but I wanted a change of pace and a chance to do some shopping.

First, I looked up how to make katsuobushi. I found the factory process, which took one to five months. That was obviously too long. But if there was no other way, I’d have to do it. I decided to search a little more. Then, I found a recipe for homemade katsuobushi.

First, you fillet the bonito. Next, you simmer it in ninety-degree water for about an hour until it’s cooked through. Simmering it slowly removes the fishy smell and firms up the meat. A key point is to keep it straight while simmering, or it will harden in a bent shape. Another is to reduce the heat to low if the water starts to boil and bubble, otherwise the meat will fall apart.

Next, you smoke the simmered bonito. You keep the smoker between fifty and eighty degrees Celsius and smoke it for one to six hours, drying the bonito with smoke and hot air. There are various types of wood for smoking, but oak is apparently best for bonito.

After smoking, you flip it over and let it rest at room temperature for a day. This allows the moisture in the center to move to the surface, improving the drying process. If you skip this, only the surface will dry, leaving the center moist.

Finally, you repeat the smoking and resting process seven times. So, it takes a week. And then it’s done.

The tricky part of this process seemed to be the smoker. Buying one would be easy, but there’s no fun in that. If I can build it, I want to. I wanted to expand my skillset as much as possible. I looked up how to build a smoker.

There were many types, but the one that caught my eye used a large tin can. There was even a diagram. You fix a wire mesh at a certain height, drill air holes, and place smoking wood at the bottom. I could just use a bonfire for heat.

It looked like a simple construction. Normally you’d use wire or iron rods, but I could just stick them together with `Matter Conversion`, or weld them if I had to.

After taking notes on how to make katsuobushi, I headed to the historical documents section.
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			Research and Conclusions

			I headed to the historical documents section to research Hihi'irokane. It was a metal I'd never heard of, which meant it was likely lost to modern times, and its very existence was uncertain. Of course, Adamantite comes from the Greek word *adamas*, used to describe incredibly hard substances like diamonds or certain metals. I only knew that because I once wondered if Adamantite might exist on Earth and looked it up online.

Putting together everything from the items I'd encountered and the stories I'd heard in the other world, I had come to a conclusion: the two worlds had been secretly interacting for a long time. This idea seemed plausible.

The monsters I'd met, the types of ores, the cityscapes—if you assume that the worlds exchanged information for goods, it all made sense. However, in Earth's history, any mention of other worlds is presented as fiction. In other words, there are no records of anyone traveling to another world; they've all been erased.

A similar case is Avalon, the isle of fairies—a legendary island where fairies were said to live. Some theories suggest it might be Glastonbury. If you interpret that as a reference to another world, it becomes a convincing story.

Monsters from various myths and legends. At first, I just thought, 'Oh, they exist here,' and didn't give it much thought. But after encountering so many monsters and historical figures from Earth on my journey to the Empire, I could no longer dismiss it as coincidence.

That's why I was here, in the historical documents section. Here, you could find all sorts of history, including things not taught in school and even occult topics dismissed as far-fetched. I was particularly interested in the history of legends, myths, and the occult. It has been discovered in recent years that stories deemed unbelievable are often deleted from official historical records. So, if I looked at books that recorded such tales for being ambiguous or simply interesting, I might find something related to the other world.

Sometime before, I had idly looked up the Old Testament online and saw a picture of Behemoth. The head was different, but parts of the body were similar. This suggested a high probability that a past traveler from another world saw a Behemoth and tried to leave a record of it for posterity. It seemed that past generations didn't believe them, but I could only offer my thanks.

I picked up a Bible and flipped through the pages. Besides Behemoth, there were Leviathan and Ziz, three creatures created by God to symbolize land, sea, and air. So there were two others. Lurud-san said Behemoth was extinct. A part of me hoped the other two were extinct as well, while another part wanted to meet them.

Would they look different from the illustrations? How intimidating would they be? My curiosity as a human, even before being a hunter, was piqued. But if they did appear, I wasn't sure I could win. Just because I beat Behemoth didn't mean I could beat them. Strength wasn't just about levels; location and matchups were key. Behemoth was a land creature, so we fought on the same turf, and I won. But the other two were creatures of the sky and sea. That was a terrible matchup for a human. I couldn't move freely in the water or the air. I wasn't that much of a superman.

Well then, after a thorough look at books about monsters, I started searching for the metal called Hihi'irokane. This proved to be difficult, as I couldn't find any books that mentioned it. I looked through sections on ores and precious metals, but found nothing. Just as I was about to give up, a certain book caught my eye: the *Takeuchi Documents*.

I don't know why it stood out, but I picked it up. Looking at the table of contents, I found a page on 'Hihi'irokane.' Feeling a sense of fate, I quickly took a seat.

The *Takeuchi Documents*. A collection of apocryphal texts purported to be ancient documents. They were said to be written in divine-era characters and transcribed by imperial decree. The contents covered the origins of the emperors, Jesus Christ, and the five-colored races—things that would have been considered unusual in Japan at the time. I turned to the section on Hihi'irokane.

It was described as a legendary metal used in ancient Japan according to historical apocrypha. Both its raw materials and processing techniques were lost, but it was used in the creation of the Three Sacred Treasures. Its properties were said to be lighter than gold, harder than diamond, and eternally unchanging. Furthermore, it possessed incredible thermal conductivity; when used to make a teapot, a few leaves were enough fuel to provide sufficient heat. It was also called the 'shining metal' or 'sun metal,' and its shimmering surface was said to have a fantastical presence.

'Shining,' huh? The Hihi'irokane I saw was more of a purplish color. Well, it was part of a living creature's skin and contained carbon fiber, so it must have changed. The description seemed a bit exaggerated, but this was a great find.

I had thought about using it to process my armor, but I decided to use it for my Japanese sword instead. Right now, my sword was a mix of Tamahagane, a pyrophoric alloy, Adamantite, and Rhenium. To add Hihi'irokane, I'd have to remove one of the four. Considering the effort I put into making it, it was a painful thought, but I had no choice. I decided to remove the Adamantite. I would use the Adamantite for my armor instead. Hihi'irokane would be unsuitable for armor; its superior thermal conductivity made it poor for defense.

I returned the documents and went to find Tina, who had come to the library with me. We had gone our separate ways after entering. After a short walk, I found her in the martial arts section. I couldn't see what she was reading, but she had a serious expression on her face.

As I approached, she looked up. "Shinsuke. Are you finished?"

"Yeah, I’m done. What are you reading?" I peeked over her shoulder. The book was titled *Shinkage-ryū, Yagyū Munenori*. Another famous name from Japan. Yagyū Munenori. The father of Yagyū Jūbei, an unparalleled master of his time, known as a peerless swordsman. He served the shogun, participated in famous battles like the Shimabara Rebellion and the Siege of Osaka, and achieved numerous feats. He also studied Zen under the monk Takuan Sōhō and was said to be skilled in military strategy.

He was particularly famous for an event during the Siege of Osaka. When seven assassins attacked the shogun, Hidetada, he was said to have cut them all down in an instant. A master of speed and efficiency.

"Are you interested in him?" I asked.

Tina replied, "I am. The book doesn't go into detail about his sword techniques, but it's well-written on strategy and philosophy. Especially this section on *shinpō*, the mental arts. It discusses grasping the opponent's movements and psychological state, and achieving and maintaining one's own mental state. In other words, by knowing yourself and knowing your enemy, you can move advantageously and achieve victory. It’s a book of strategy."

"I was deeply impressed by this. In our world, being constantly on guard against attacking monsters and bandits day after day is mentally and physically exhausting. I'm no exception. But this book describes how to deal with that. By applying this, I might be able to become stronger. That's what I believe."

She went back to reading her book. There were places with books in the other world, but they were mostly for preservation and weren't very open, nor did they contain techniques useful for battle. They probably only had grimoires. I hadn't been back since then, so I didn't really know.

Not wanting to disturb Tina, I decided to read another book myself. An hour later, as I was reading an encyclopedia of armor a short distance from Tina, she approached me.

"Shinsuke, thank you for waiting."

I closed my book. "Are you done?"

Tina nodded. We left the library. It was around noon. We had a quick lunch at a nearby burger shop and then went shopping. My final objective was to restock my field rations. I bought miso, preserved foods, and canned goods at a supermarket. I also bought some katsuobushi. I wanted Tina to taste a dish made with it.

After finishing our shopping, we headed home. We spent a while relaxing in the house. There was no reason to hurry.

I sat on the veranda, drinking tea. "Looking back on it, this world and the other one have been connected for a long time."

Tina responded, "You mentioned that at lunch. Is it really true? At least, in my world, there’s no knowledge of other worlds. But it makes sense if you consider that they might be hiding it. There would be a reason." She sipped her tea.

A reason, huh? In this world, the main reason it’s not widely known is that many people wouldn’t believe it. But in a world where magic exists, there must be a good reason to hide the existence of other worlds.

Speaking of which, I remembered that Minotaur, Danmes, used the word ‘Otherworlder.’ He promised to tell me more if I won, but I was so exhausted at the time I forgot. A series of troubles followed, and I completely forgot until now. Since I cut off his arm, I probably won't see him again. If I do, I can just ask him then. But that would mean Danmes's boss, Sidoor, also knows about ‘Otherworlders.’ I don't know how long he's lived, but he’s at least twice as old as a human. He had that kind of intimidating presence.

If that's the case, I have to consider the possibility of other high-level monsters, on par with Sidoor. Because Sidoor can't be the only special one. During that battle, when I thought something was in the sky, I sensed multiple presences. I don't know how many there were, but there couldn't have been that many. Like the Four Heavenly Kings or the Seven Heroes in anime and manga. Few in number, but incredibly powerful. It wouldn't be strange for such beings to exist. Even if I were to investigate, it's possible that only the top officials in the country would know about them. The medieval period is full of secrets.

I might be able to ask now, but that would be straying too far from being a hunter. I'm just someone who hunts monsters, using or selling their materials to live. I have no interest in things like the truth of the world or defeating the final boss like a hero. I did when I was a kid, but now that I'm an adult, I'm the type to avoid unnecessary trouble. It feels a bit sad, but it's far better than causing sorrow to the person I love who is right beside me.

I sipped my tea, thinking about what lay ahead.



		
			Chapter 118

			Interlude: The Movements of Three

			A mansion.

Deep within a forest stood a creepy, isolated manor that no one ever approached. Inside this deserted place, a strange sound echoed.

In the basement laboratory, Redorza the Sage was conducting an experiment.

Ever since the incident in the Empire, Bamhal the Dragon King had issued a decree for them to refrain from interfering. Taking advantage of this, Redorza had recovered the corpse of the centaur, Rodel, and the Demonic Blade Dainsleif from the border base.

He was using the corpse to create a high-level undead: a Night Zombie.

Undead monsters. They often appear in graveyards and on battlefields, the physical manifestations of individuals whose resentment and regret linger strongly after death. They are harmless if left alone, but they may perceive people passing by as enemies and attack. If they appear along highways or in populated areas, they are immediately designated for extermination. The headless warrior Shinsuke encountered at the church long ago was one such creature.

Redorza had made it a personal project to create one himself, but there was a problem: he couldn't get his hands on a corpse with strong enough resentment and regret. Corpses on the battlefield might have regrets, but they had surprisingly little resentment. Soldiers and adventurers live with death as a constant companion. When they are killed in battle, their final emotion is more often resignation—‘so this is it’—than hatred. For this reason, he had been unable to create an undead monster.

However, Rodel, who had been defeated by that female adventurer at the border, harbored a magnificent amount of resentment. His regret was also strong, making him the perfect material. He was the finest specimen for an experiment.

Since the day the Behemoth was defeated, he had been engrossed in his laboratory, preparing chemicals and tools. Repeated injections prevented Rodel's body from decaying. The ruined muscles were replaced with a custom blend of human and monster tissue, and the horse part of his body had its legs and hooves cut off and replaced with the limbs of a bear.

If he was going to modify it, he was going to do it thoroughly and in an interesting way.

And finally, it was complete. Rodel's body was now three times its original size, like a bodybuilder's. His lower half was the torso of a horse with the limbs of a bear. All that was left was to reattach the severed head with a needle and thread. He had made modifications to the face as well. On the forehead, he attached the eye of a Sitetaka, a monster with a precognitive eye that could see the future, making him three-eyed. The teeth were replaced with the fangs of a Fangwolf, a monster that could crush rocks.

Once all modifications were complete, he placed Rodel in a capsule filled with a culture medium—a mixture of various chemicals—to animate it. He then activated the liquid with lightning magic, forcing it to seep into the corpse. And then, dark magic.

A forbidden magic, lost to the ancient world. He invoked it. Black smoke coiled around the corpse and entered its body.

The next moment, the culture medium suddenly began to bubble, obscuring the inside of the capsule. The liquid level dropped rapidly, and Redorza immediately replenished it.

An hour later, after several replenishments, a crack appeared on the capsule. One… two… three. More cracks spread across its surface. And then, with a loud *bariiiin*, the capsule shattered.

The corpse that emerged slumped to the floor, motionless. It didn’t even twitch. ‘A failure,’ he thought with disappointment. Just then, it jerked. Redorza watched in silence. The corpse slowly began to stand up. Its face was expressionless, its eyes vacant. But a condensed magical power, born of negative emotions, poured out of it.

It was a success.

"It seems my theory was correct," Redorza said. "How do you feel, Rodel?"

Rodel did not answer. Whether he couldn't hear or simply couldn't reply, he remained silent. Redorza, unbothered by being ignored, smiled.

***

In the Forest of Fairies.

A forest said to exist somewhere on the continent, inhabited only by fairies. Fairies flitted about like fireflies, but there was one spot where the light was concentrated.

In the center of a spring in the forest, numerous fairies had gathered around a single one of their kind. The fairy in the center, Rumby the Fateweaver, was speaking cheerfully.

She was talking about the incident in the Empire: the succession struggle after the emperor's death, the failure of the first princess's policies that Rumby had orchestrated, the fierce battle at the border, and the end of the new emperor. It was an unpleasant topic for humans, but the fairies listened with amusement. For them, there was no greater joy than watching humans strive, only to be plunged into the depths of despair at the moment of their supposed happiness.

"That was so interesting, Rumby-sama!" one of the fairies exclaimed. "Will the humans fall into even more chaos after this uproar?!"

Rumby replied, "Hmm, I’m not really interested in that part, so I don’t know. But it’s a sure thing that the royalty of each country will make a move. After all, Redorza said this is the biggest incident in the Empire’s history. There might be even more interesting things to come!"

She answered with a smile.

Her words made the fairies smile even wider and chat amongst themselves. Some even said they wanted to visit a human country. The fairy race never reveals itself to humans. This is because they are powerless. Although they can manipulate luck and misfortune, an ordinary fairy can at best cause someone to trip over a small stone. If they are caught, they cannot escape. Rumby, however, was so powerful that it didn't matter if humans saw her.

The fairies were well aware of this, but some still wanted to go.

Rumby didn’t care what happened to other races, but she would never allow her own kind to be put in danger. So, she said, "Just so you know, you’re not allowed to go without telling me. If you do… you’ll get a special punishment from me… okay?"

She asked with a smile. Her eyes were smiling, but it wasn't her usual innocent smile. It was the smile of someone who couldn't wait to see others suffer. Of course, Rumby wouldn't do anything too terrible to her own kind, but some of the fairies were traumatized by her punishments, and just seeing that smile sent shivers down their spines.

The fairies quietly nodded.

***

In the Minotaur Village.

A commotion had erupted. Danmes had returned with one of his arms cut off. His skill was among the top in the village. Moreover, his admiration and respect for Sidoor the Sword Demon were so strong that he considered losing a battle to be a stain on Sidoor’s honor. So when they heard he had fought and lost to a human, everyone was shocked.

But no one jeered. The Minotaurs were a race of warriors. They would never laugh at or mock someone injured in battle. However, they didn’t offer words of concern either. No matter how grievous the injury, offering comfort was a warrior's shame. So, while they were surprised, no one said anything.

An elderly Minotaur who was treating Danmes said, "That should do it. Rest for a while. Still, for you to lose an arm… what kind of human was he?" he asked with a neutral expression.

It was a question everyone wanted to avoid, but the old Minotaur asked without hesitation—a privilege of age, perhaps.

Danmes replied, "Honestly, I didn’t think there could be a human worthy of Sidoor-sama’s attention. I thought it was a mistake, that it couldn’t be possible. I wasn’t careless or arrogant, but I fought him thinking he might be somewhat skilled. But he was strong. It was a close fight. I think I understand now why Sidoor-sama is interested in him."

He chuckled softly.

The old Minotaur listened without saying anything. He knew it would be tactless to press further. Something about that human must have been so enjoyable that Danmes felt it even in the heat of battle. To ask for details would be far too rude.

After his treatment, Danmes returned to his home. With only one arm, he couldn't fight properly. He decided to take his time and think about what to do next. It was then that a black mist appeared before him, and from it emerged Sidoor the Sword Demon.

Danmes was startled. "Sidoor-sama! To what do I owe the honor of your visit to such a place?" he asked, dropping to one knee.

But Danmes already knew. The only reason Sidoor would come here was because of his defeat in the recent battle.

As Danmes broke out in a cold sweat, Sidoor said, "Don’t be so stiff. I didn’t come here to blame you. I have something to ask. How was Shinsuke?"

Danmes replied, "Sir. To be frank, his skill is among the top tier for a human. However, his combat techniques seem self-taught, giving him more the impression of a warrior than a knight. But he is not yet at a level where he can fight you, Sidoor-sama."

He stated his opinion respectfully.

Danmes’s assessment was not wrong. Shinsuke’s skill had certainly improved since his time on Earth. He had been through life-or-death situations and would use his techniques and magic without hesitation to win. But that was only by human standards. Against monsters, he was at best on the level of a Great Ogre or a Cyclops. To be blunt, he was not strong enough to fight one of the Seven Demon Lords.

Sidoor listened and said, "Hmm. That sounds about right. It’s only been about a month since then, so it’s to be expected. You’ve done well, Danmes. But now that you’ve lost an arm, what will you do?"

To this question, Danmes replied, "...I do not know." He could say no more.

Sidoor thought for a moment. "Then, would you like to live as a storyteller?"

The words confused Danmes. "A storyteller? Do you mean I should pass down the story of this battle to future generations?"

Sidoor replied, "That’s right. We Minotaurs, because of our strength, tend to look down on other races. Even if they don’t say it, many think it in their hearts. So, Danmes, would you be willing to speak as a Minotaur who fell prey to his own arrogance?" he asked with a serious expression.

On the surface, it could be seen as a way to have him share his story of failure to guide future generations from making the same mistake. But from a negative perspective, he would be seen as the shameful Minotaur who lost to a human. The latter was more likely. Sidoor’s command was, in a way, a punishment.

"...I humbly accept this role," Danmes said, bowing his head.

Danmes himself understood. He knew this was his punishment. But he didn't see it as a disgrace. If it meant that no Minotaur would lose to a human in the future, he was prepared to endure any humiliation.

"I see," Sidoor said. "Live a long life."

With those words, he vanished with the mist.

Danmes sat up straight and looked at the ceiling, thinking. As a storyteller, where should he begin? How should he tell the story so that it would be understood? And so, Danmes took on a challenge he had never faced before.



		
			Chapter 119

			A Job and Smithing

			After a night on Earth, we returned to the other world. After transferring back to the Empire, I headed for the orphanage I had helped during the festival. I was there to teach them how to make katsuobushi.

The reason was something that happened while preparing for the festival. I had asked one of the children, "Why do you want to be useful?"

At the time, the child had looked sad and said, "A while ago, our livestock broke through the fence and caused trouble for the people in town. The soldier-uncles caught them all, but they had broken things at the stalls and in people's yards. Yorune-oneechan paid for all the damages. So, we want to repay her kindness, even if it’s just a little."

He looked like he was about to cry as he spoke.

As I comforted him, I realized how deeply grateful these children were to the people who raised them. That being the case, I felt bad just letting them help out. When I asked a few other children, they told me they didn't do anything other than look after the livestock and medicinal herbs. It seemed that finding work even a child could do was difficult, no matter the world.

But now that I was back from Earth, I had found a job even children could do.

Tina and I arrived at the orphanage. As soon as the children saw us, they all rushed over.

"Ah! It’s the big brother and the pretty big sister! What are you doing here today?"

"What? What is it? Are you going to tell us a story?"

"Thanks for coming! We don’t have anything to give you, though…"

They all spoke at once.

"Today," I told them, "I came to teach you a certain recipe."

At my words, the children looked at each other, then turned back to me with wide, curious eyes.

It seemed I had their interest. I headed for the kitchen. The ingredients were simple: wheat flour dough, soy sauce, katsuobushi, and green onions.

First, I rolled out the dough and cut it into thick noodles with a knife. Next, I put the noodles in boiling water. While they cooked, I added katsuobushi to another pot of hot water to make dashi stock. After removing the katsuobushi, I seasoned the stock with soy sauce to make the broth. Once the noodles were cooked, I put them in a bowl, poured the broth over them, and topped it with finely chopped green onions.

It was udon, a specialty of Japan. I served a bowl to each of the children and to Tina. At first, they looked at it with a "what’s this?" expression, but they skillfully ate it with forks. Soon, the children were slurping up the noodles with incredible speed. Tina wasn’t as fast as the children, but she ate with rapt attention.

After they had finished every last drop of the broth, the children exclaimed, "That was delicious! What is it?"

"I’ve never tasted anything like it! Are you going to teach us how to make this?!"

It was a barrage of questions.

I calmed the children down. "Hold on, hold on. What I’m going to teach you how to make is the ingredient called katsuobushi that I used in this."

I showed them a piece of katsuobushi. The children stared at the unfamiliar object.

I continued my explanation. "This is made from a fish called a bonito. I’m going to teach you how to make it, so everyone, please come outside."

I led the children out to the courtyard. Using the tools I had brought, I showed them how to make it, just as I had read in the book. They all listened intently. It was inspiring to teach such an eager audience. The children on Earth often only half-listened, wrongly believing they could do anything once they entered society. Talking to them had been painful. Adult adventurers in this world were no different from those on Earth, but the children here were sincere.

After I had explained everything, one of the children asked, "How long does it take to make this katsuobushi?"

"Let’s see," I replied. "It takes at least seven days. Can you handle that?"

The children all nodded in unison.

"We can do it! No problem!"

"No matter how long it takes, we’ll do it!"

"Thank you, big brother!"

Their voices were full of determination.

I felt a sense of relief. After helping them with the first step, I entrusted the rest of the process—the repeated resting and smoking—to them.

Tina and I left the orphanage and immediately transferred to the Kingdom. Next up was forging the Hihi'irokane into a weapon at the smithy. I lit the furnace and heated the Hihi'irokane. Then, I began the process of hammering it into shape, heating it, and hammering it again.

Three hours later, I had forged it into the shape of a longsword. After quenching it in water to cool it, it was a translucent silver, so clear it was like looking into a spring.

An `Analysis` showed it was stronger than Adamantite and lighter than gold. It was a magnificent creation. I adjusted the hilt with `Matter Conversion`, and it was complete.

I went to find Tina inside the house. "Tina, I made a sword from the Behemoth material. Would you like to try using it?"

"From that material? But wasn’t it blackish?" she asked. It was a fair question. The material had been black before I started, but as I repeatedly heated it, it had gradually turned white.

"It turned white during the forging process," I said. "It’s strange, but that’s what happened. Anyway, why don’t you give it a test cut?" I brushed aside the question, forcing a change of topic.

Tina didn’t press the issue and took the sword. We went outside, and she swung it horizontally at a nearby tree. The tree was sliced through effortlessly and fell to the ground. There was no visible damage to the sword, not even a single nick. Its strength was truly something to behold.

"This is even more amazing than I thought," Tina said. "To have this kind of cutting power without imbuing it with magic… I’ll try channeling some magic into it."

She focused her magic into the sword. It began to glow faintly red, and when she swung it horizontally at another tree, it didn’t just cut it in two—the pressure from the swing made the very air tremble. This was dangerous. If she wanted to, she could probably blow several people away with the wind pressure alone. It was powerful, but difficult to handle.

Tina was astonished. "The power is incredible. I’ll have to be very careful when I use it."

She sheathed the sword and offered it back to me, but I said, "I made that sword for you. Of course, I don’t mean you should throw away your current one. But you don’t have much equipment. This is in case your sword breaks. A dagger isn't much to rely on, is it?"

I had made her a dagger for use in tight spaces before. Even so, I felt she needed one more weapon. Any more than this would be excessive, though.

After a moment of thought, Tina replied, "You’re right. Even though my sword is made of Orichalcum, there’s no guarantee it will never break. Your sword has broken before, after all. I will gratefully accept it."

She held it as if it were precious. Her gesture was incomparably cuter than when I had given her the dagger. So much so that I found myself staring.

Sensing my gaze, Tina composed herself and returned to her usual posture. "Ahem. So, what about your sword, Shinsuke?" she asked, clearing her throat conspicuously.

I tried to remain calm. "Oh, right. I’m going to make one from the same Hihi'irokane now. After that, I’m going to modify my Japanese sword and armor with `Matter Conversion`. If you’d like, I can change your armor to Adamantite as well?"

Tina replied, "That would be great. Please do so after you’ve finished your work."

She turned and walked back into the house. She was walking quite fast. She must have been really embarrassed. I returned to the smithy and resumed my work.

Four hours later, the Hihi'irokane sword was complete. I also reconfigured my Japanese sword to be fifty percent Tamahagane, thirty percent pyrophoric alloy, ten percent Rhenium, and ten percent Hihi'irokane. Then, I converted my Japanese armor to Adamantite.

My equipment was ready. I went inside and added Adamantite to Tina’s Mithril armor. In the process, her silver armor turned a grayish color.

"I don’t really care about the color," Tina said, apparently reading my expression. "Please don’t worry about it."

I breathed a sigh of relief. I checked the time. It was five in the evening. Somehow, the whole day had passed.

"Let’s rest here today," I said. "We can go back to the Empire tomorrow."

Tina agreed.

That night, we had grilled monster meat for dinner. And as the night wore on, Tina was wearing her green armor. I brought out the crucifix from the storage room. As usual, I crucified Tina and enjoyed her body, armor and all.

This time, instead of the whip, I started tickling her with a feather duster I had made from a monster bird’s feathers. It was more delicate than using my hands, and the soft sensation made Tina unable to hold back her laughter. I continued to tickle her as I listened to her voice. Normally, I would have stopped, but my mischievous desire to tease her rather than see her suffer was greater.

When I saw tears in her eyes, I finally stopped. As she panted, catching her breath, I said, "We’re just getting started." I cupped her chin and gave her a wicked smile.

With vacant eyes, Tina pleaded, "Please… be gentle…" her breath ragged.

Her words blew away the last of my reason. All night long, I continued to tickle Tina, enjoying plays other than whips and pain, as if she were a captive knight.



		
			Chapter 120

			A Test Cut and Technology

			In the morning, I awoke in bed and looked at Tina sleeping beside me. After our fun last night, she had fallen asleep without even taking off her armor. She stirred as she sensed I was awake. We had a simple breakfast of bread and soup, then prepared our equipment.

I had my new Hihi'irokane sword and modified Japanese sword, along with my Adamantite and Weightless Stone Japanese armor. Tina had two longswords on her left and right hip, a dagger at the small of her back, and her armor made of Weightless Stone, Orichalcum, and Adamantite. We loaded the rest of our luggage onto the iron cart and transferred to the Empire.

Upon arrival, we headed for the Guild in the capital. As a hunter, I would hunt monsters without a quest, but I needed to gather information first. The only way I could enter the Empire the first time was by taking on a quest.

We arrived in front of the Guild. Its size and spaciousness were not much different from the Guild in the Kingdom. The buildings in the Republic and the Church were similar as well. I asked if the Guilds were standardized.

"The Guild operates independently from the nations, in a sense," Tina explained. "They try to avoid disparities between the various countries by keeping the size of the capital branches consistent."

Disparities, huh? On Earth, even within the same company, there are disparities between departments, leading to superiors looking down on those in other departments, and colleagues doing the same. I had seen far too much of that foolishness. They were supposed to be comrades working in the same place, yet they looked down on each other, made sarcastic remarks, and gave orders even when they weren't direct superiors. It was the pathetic state of humans who had been immersed in a peaceful world for too long. However, I had no intention of condoning war. The lesson from that company was that it's important to take a step back in all things.

Alright, enough with the unpleasant memories. Time for a fresh start and some information gathering.

Inside the Guild, the interior was also quite similar. Tina and I went to look at the request board. Various quests were posted: escorts, cargo transport, and subjugations. I had no intention of taking a quest this time, so I only looked at the monster information. Among all the notices, one monster caught my eye: a Flame Alligator.

From the name, it was probably a fire-breathing crocodile, but was there a lake or similar body of water around here?

I asked Tina. "I believe I’ve heard that Flame Alligators are monsters that live in the rocky mountains. They don’t exist in the Kingdom, but information is often shared between the Guilds. I must have heard about them then," she said.

Information sharing was a blessing. Without any prior information, I wouldn't even know where to find them, let alone defeat them. There were a few rocky mountains in the area, but we weren't in a hurry, so I told Tina we would take our time searching, and she agreed.

As we were leaving the Guild, we passed a trio of adventurers.

Outside the capital, we began our search, pulling the iron cart. We started with a nearby rocky mountain, about two hundred meters away. The result was nothing. Things never go smoothly, no matter where you are. We searched four rocky mountains and found them in the fifth.

There were three crocodiles with bright red scales. You would never see a crocodile like this on Earth. They occasionally breathed fire from their mouths. So, they were indeed Flame Alligators.

I drew my sword. "This is the perfect opponent to test this blade on. Are you in, Tina?"

Tina, her hand on her sword, replied, "What kind of question is that?" She drew her Hihi'irokane sword.

So we were of the same mind. We readied our swords and charged. The Flame Alligators noticed us and breathed fire. It was like a flamethrower. Naturally, I had no intention of taking that head-on. We split to the left and right to evade. I channeled my magic into my sword. It turned red and grew slightly warm. I had never felt such a clear flow of magic with Adamantite.

I approached a Flame Alligator with an overhand stance. It noticed me and breathed fire. The flame came in a straight line, easy to dodge. In the past, just the sight of fire would have scared me, but after countless battles, fire was just a hot attack to me. It didn’t faze me anymore. I slipped to its left flank and brought my sword down with all my might. The torso was cleanly sliced in two. It was dead.

Meanwhile, Tina, after splitting from me, had activated her water magic to counter the fire-breathing Flame Alligator's attack. Of course, she had channeled magic into her sword at the time.

"Heavy Water Cannon!"

She had planned to counter the flames with her water attack and then strike in the opening. However, the quality and volume of the water released were three times more powerful than usual. It didn't just counter the flames; it pushed them back. The Flame Alligator was sent flying by the force of the water and slammed into a wall, knocked unconscious. Tina approached and thrust her sword into it, finishing it off.

With two down, we took care of the last one with a simultaneous attack from both sides. Afterward, I looked at my Hihi'irokane sword again. Its cutting power was almost too good. It was frightening.

As for Tina, she was in awe. "Does this sword have the effect of amplifying magic? The power was far beyond what’s normal."

Of course she was surprised; no one would have thought it would turn out to be such an exceptional item. Well, no use overthinking it. I just had to chalk it up to being in another world.

Well then, we decided to take the Flame Alligator carcasses back to the capital. When we explained the situation to the gatekeeper, he said, "If you need them disassembled, there’s a place with a sign near the armory. Do it there. And whatever you do, don’t take them to the industrial district. That place is only for large and valuable materials."

So the industrial district wasn't a place you could just waltz into. We walked for a while and found the armory. We looked around nearby but couldn't find the place. Was it further away? I was about to move on when Tina pointed across from the armory.

"Isn’t that it?"

It looked like a warehouse with no sign. No, wait, there was one. A nameplate, five centimeters tall and twenty-four centimeters wide, next to the door read ‘Disassembly Shop.’ Did they even want business? I knocked.

The door opened, and a man in his thirties with glasses, messy hair, a scruffy beard, and a slight paunch appeared.

"Welcome. Disassembly?" he asked in a listless voice.

"I’d like to request the disassembly of these Flame Alligators," I said, showing him the three carcasses.

The man stared at the crocodiles, and his sleepy eyes widened.

"Hmm. Well now. I’ll take the job for three gold coins. It’ll take an hour." He had suddenly switched into work mode.

I nodded and paid the fee. The man skillfully carried the crocodiles into his shop and closed the door. A clear sign not to enter.

Since we had time to kill, we decided to check out the nearby armory. Inside, there were swords, spears, axes, great hammers, and bows, each with different shapes and in considerable numbers.

As we looked around, I muttered, "That disassembly guy, though… does he even want to do business? With a sign like that, a first-timer would never find it."

Tina replied, "Some craftsmen can be difficult. His eyes changed when he saw the Flame Alligators. We just have to accept that’s the kind of person he is."

It was a sound argument. Just then, the fat, bald old man behind the counter spoke up.

"What? You guys hired that disassembly bastard across the street?"

"Yes, we did. Do you know him?" I asked.

"Heh. More like a bad friend than an acquaintance. That guy hates crowds and being bothered by a lot of people, so he made his sign small on purpose. But how did you know about him? There are plenty of other disassembly shops."

At his question, we looked at each other. "The gatekeeper told us about it," we answered, a little confused.

The old man sighed. "That kid, huh? He was always worried about whether he was getting enough business. Well, I guess it’s a good thing. That bastard won’t work unless he’s in the mood. Flame Alligators, huh? Good on you for bringing them to him. There are quite a few shops that would want to disassemble those. The fire magic stones from alligators fetch a high price, you see."

So, there were shops that wanted a cut of the profits when the magic stones were extracted. This might be a good shop after all.

Then, I remembered something. "Come to think of it, he said he could disassemble three of them in an hour. Isn’t that pretty fast?"

Tina pondered this. "That is fast. Perhaps the Empire has some technology that allows for quicker disassembly?"

As we were thinking, the old man said, "They do. Machines and tools that can finish disassembly three times faster than normal have been distributed to every shop. Not just disassembly shops, but other stores have adapted machines and tools as well. The nobles figured that it's faster to popularize it in shops to show off the Empire's greatness to other countries. A bunch of show-offs." He grumbled.

I see. The best way to advertise the country's splendor and technological prowess is to let merchants and adventurers know. Because they are the ones who travel outside the capital the most. If they spread rumors outside, there’s no better advertising. In fact, the reason Tina, who had never been here before, knew about the Empire was because she had heard rumors.

An hour passed. We went back to the disassembly shop, and there was a box outside. Inside were the Flame Alligator hides, meat, and magic stones. I wanted to thank him, but I felt it would be a bother. The sloppy way the box was left there seemed to be a hint to take it and leave.

We bowed in front of the shop and loaded the box onto our cart. Our next destination was the base we had bought in the capital. We had found a real estate agent yesterday after leaving the inn and bought a moderately sized house. For a long-term stay, a house is better than an inn. The taxes were already paid. The shopkeeper said that paying once a year was enough. It had cost three small gold coins.

The house was a one-story, two-bedroom home with a kitchen, storage room, toilet, and a sauna instead of a bath. The concept of a bath probably didn't exist here, so it couldn't be helped.

I put the materials in the storage room. I thought about relaxing at home, but I decided to go back to the Guild to gather a little more information.

We arrived at the Guild. It was moderately crowded inside. It looked like people were finishing up their work for the day. We were heading for the request board when a man, who looked like the leader of a trio of adventurers, called out to us.

"Excuse me, beautiful lady. Could we have a word?"



		
			Chapter 121

			The Noble Adventurer

			A trio of adventurers approached us.

The first was a blond man, about 180 centimeters tall. He wore a suit of blue full-plate armor with a small shield and a blue cape on his back. A longsword with a yellow gemstone set in its pommel hung at his hip. Though lean, his physique was clearly well-toned.

The second was a woman with blue hair in twin tails, around 160 centimeters tall. She wore white leather armor, leather boots, and black gloves—all of which were far from cheap, their luster marking them as fine pieces of craftsmanship. A staff with no blade was slung across her back. Her flexible build reminded me of a gymnast. Her attire was clearly geared for agility over defense.

The third was a woman with short purple hair, standing at only 140 centimeters. She wore a large black silk top hat, a black cape, and clothes that resembled a researcher's garb. In her hands, she held a large staff tipped with a red gemstone. Her face and height gave her a somewhat childish appearance. She was, without a doubt, a magician.

A trio decked out in what was obviously high-end equipment.

*Are they some nobles' kids?* I wondered. Just then, the man who seemed to be their leader spoke.

"Ah, forgive me. I forgot to introduce myself. I am Molzi, leader of the A-rank adventurer party, ‘Lightning Flash.’ The staff wielder to my right is Loose, and the magician to my left is Dord."

He introduced them, and the two women behind him gave slight bows.

Since I wasn't addressed, Tina stepped forward.

"A pleasure to meet you. I am Tina. I recently became an A-rank adventurer. The man beside me is Shinsuke, the leader of our party, ‘Red Lightning.’"

Tina gave a quick introduction. I just nodded and said, "Nice to meet you."

Molzi wore a bored expression. "‘Red Lightning,’ is it? Well, whatever. I’d love to chat, but it's getting late, so I'll be brief. The beautiful Tina-san, would you care to join my party?"

He extended his right hand.

We glanced at each other.

With a look of sheer exasperation, Tina replied, "If I recall correctly, poaching other adventurers is strictly forbidden. It's an ironclad rule established by the guilds of every nation."

Her tone was severe. Poaching is prohibited because it breeds distrust and jealousy within parties. Selling yourself to another party, however, is permitted.

Molzi responded to Tina’s point with a dismissive wave.

"Such rules don't apply to me. I'm the son of a nobleman. A small infraction like this will be easily overlooked. Don't you think?"

He glanced around the guild hall. Every adventurer and staff member who met his gaze quickly looked away. They clearly wanted nothing to do with him. He must be from a rather high-ranking noble family.

Molzi's eyes returned to us. "So, as you can see, there's no problem with you joining my party. Understood?"

His last word was a command.

At that, Tina didn't hesitate. "I refuse."

It was the only logical response.

Molzi's eyes went wide. "A-ha-ha-ha! Goodness me! My ears must be playing tricks on me. Could you please repeat that?"

He clearly thought he'd heard the impossible.

Tina sighed. "I refuse."

She said the exact same thing.

The onlookers were no longer just surprised; a palpable sense of fear now filled the air.

Molzi began to tremble. "Wh-Why? How could you refuse an invitation from someone as noble and powerful as myself?"

He was seething with rage.

Tina replied coolly, "First of all, you and I met for the first time today. I cannot possibly trust someone like that."

Her answer was perfectly rational.

Molzi trembled even more, but Loose, the woman beside him, stepped in. "Lord Molzi, let's just go. A woman who can't even appreciate your charm isn't worth keeping alive. Besides, that scar on her face is proof of her lack of refinement."

She finished with a faint, mocking smile.

I felt a surge of anger. Rodel had given Tina that scar in our last battle. When I asked why she hadn't healed it with a potion, she had told me proudly, "Getting scarred is part of being an adventurer. I have no intention of erasing my scars unless it's absolutely necessary."

I felt a deep respect for her way of life. I was truly fortunate to be by the side of someone like her. Sensing my anger, Tina shot me a look, telling me to stand down. *She's right. Causing a scene would be a bad idea.*

Indeed, talking to these people was a waste of time. I decided to keep my mouth shut.

Molzi responded to Loose's comment. "What are you talking about? A woman with a scar is even more arousing. If I mark her up with my own hands, it'll feel like she's my pet for life, wouldn't it? Even more so if she's beautiful."

He answered with a lecherous gaze.

The absolute scum of the earth. I felt sick.

But before I could say anything, Tina spoke. "Let's go, Shinsuke. Wasting our time talking to this trash is pointless." With eyes devoid of any emotion, she turned and walked toward the quest board.

I followed her lead.

Being ignored, Molzi called out, "Hey, hey, are you sure about this? Ignoring me means you won't be able to stay in the Empire, you know. You just scraped your way to A-rank by some fluke. Are you really going to throw that away?"

His words were a clear provocation. So he knew about us.

This time, I was the one who answered. "We don't really care about ranks. And we don't care if making an enemy of you means we can't stay here. We'll just go to the Kingdom or the Republic."

I didn't even bother to look at him. Tina did the same, her eyes fixed on the board.

Our attitude clearly infuriated Molzi. "Huh? Who the hell asked you? Shut your mouth, you idiot in the weird getup."

He spat the words out with a sigh.

*Weird getup?* My Japanese-style armor?

I could tolerate insults directed at me, but I wouldn't stand for him bad-mouthing Tina or my armor.

I spun around. "That's enough, you damn brat. I don't know what noble family you're from, but if you say one more word, I'll consider it a challenge."

My face was contorted with anger.

My attitude only made Molzi angrier. "You… You said it, didn't you? Fine, then. It's a duel. Be at the arena at nine tonight. Team battle. Any objections?"

He said it with the face of a common thug.

My expression was just as furious. "Bring it on. And don't you dare run."

I taunted him, my voice thick with rage.

His face still a mask of fury, Molzi stormed out of the guild. The other two followed him.

Silence reigned in the guild hall.

Tina looked at me apologetically. "I'm sorry. It was because of my skill…"

Before she could finish, I cut her off. "Don't worry about it. I can't stand guys like that."

He had been captivated by Tina's ‘All-Round Perfection,’ but his vile personality had shone through far more brightly.

Something was still bothering me, though. His two companions. They had spoken up to their leader, but not with any real conviction. At the same time, I didn't sense any sympathy or apology toward us either.

Which means those two…

*No, stop.* Anything beyond this is just speculation. Jumping to conclusions could get me hurt.

I checked the time. "Six o'clock. We have three hours. Shall we head over to this arena?"

Tina agreed with my proposal, and we left the guild together.

After an hour's walk through the capital, we arrived. The scale and detail were twice that of the Kingdom's arena. The surrounding area was lined with simple stalls—a weaponsmith, an armorer, an item shop… and even food vendors.

It was clear a lot of money had been poured into this place.

I couldn't help but mutter, "I think I understand how Bardos feels now…" A sigh escaped my lips.

Tina nodded silently and placed a hand on my shoulder.

Two hours later.

The arena was roaring with cheers. Do people really come out this late for entertainment? Is this a fight to the death? As I pondered this, I finished my preparations in the waiting room, pouring my blood into a scapegoat doll.

We entered the sandy dueling grounds. It should have been nighttime, but it was incredibly bright. Spotlights, like those used for stages, were installed beneath the spectator seats.

Imperial technology. A leak from Earth? Haven't there been a lot of those lately?

As I was thinking, the trio emerged from the opposite side.

The cheers were moderate at best, with no real shouts of support. That alone told me everything I needed to know about his popularity.

"I'll give you credit for having the guts to show up," Molzi sneered. "And beautiful Tina-san, I won't be letting you sleep tonight!"

What an idiot, acting like he's already won.

I activated ‘Discernment’ just in case.

Individual: Human.

Nature: None.

Ability: Super Hearing.

Magic: Fire, Thunder, Water, Wind, Earth.

Weakness: Overconfidence, Recklessness.

I was actually impressed. Even a guy like him had mastered all five elements and possessed a skill. It seemed he hadn't climbed the ranks on connections alone.

I turned to Tina. "Tina, you might be in trouble if you let your guard down."

I had to be careful what I said. With Molzi's ‘Super Hearing’ skill, I had no idea how far his range was.

"If you say so, Shinsuke, then he must be more than just an idiot," Tina replied. "I'll handle the other two. You focus everything you have on him."

She declared this with a rising battle aura.

That was a huge help, honestly. I might have trouble with that moron on his own; if even one of the others had joined in, I could have lost.

Just then, a voice from above the arena called out. "The match between ‘Lightning Flash’ and ‘Red Lightning’ will now begin! The winning party will be granted any wish, except for those related to political power! Are both sides ready?"

We both nodded in unison.

"Then, begin!"

*Clang!* The gong signaling the start of the battle rang out.

Both parties charged forward simultaneously. I went for Molzi, while Tina engaged Loose and Dord.

My sword clashed with Molzi's. Tina's blade met Loose's staff. Dord maintained a careful distance from Loose.

My contest of strength with Molzi was even at first, but gradually, I began to push him back. It seemed I had the upper hand in raw power.

Molzi gritted his teeth. "You… Wind Pressure!"

The moment he shouted, a blast of wind erupted from his sword, sending me flying backward. I quickly righted myself in midair and landed smoothly.

Several meters now separated us.

"Ha! You're not half bad, but you're just a commoner in the end," Molzi sneered. "A cheap sword like that is no match for my blade, Durandal!"

He brandished his sword. Its blade was a mix of yellow and white. A truly beautiful and magnificent weapon.

If it weren't held by such a piece of trash, I might have found myself admiring it. I activated ‘Analysis.’

Composition: 70% Orichalcum, 20% Adamantite, 10% Thunder Stone. A Thunder Stone, huh? I remember hearing those were extremely rare and hard to come by.

What a complete waste…

I muttered, "It's a pity for the sword to be owned by trash like you."

Molzi's eyes widened. "What did you say? A commoner like you called me trash? I'm going to kill you."

His killing intent flared.

So his ‘Super Hearing’ can pick up whispers from this distance. Good to know.



		
			Chapter 122

			Two Matches

			While Molzi and I were locked in combat, Tina was dealing with Loose and Dord.

The clash of sword and staff. In terms of strength, Loose seemed to have a slight edge, gradually pushing Tina back. Sensing this, Tina took a breath and parried the staff to her right. The move left Loose's right side wide open, and Tina slammed her left palm into her opponent's ribs.

A sword strike would have ended the match, but in that brief window, Loose might have counterattacked or defended. For a quick strike, her bare hand was faster than her sword.

Her gamble paid off perfectly.

Loose clutched her side, doubling over in pain.

Just as Tina moved in to finish the fight, a voice called out. "Fireball!"

A ball of flame shot toward Tina from her left. It was about the size of a volleyball. Tina instantly leaped back to evade it. The fireball struck the ground and exploded. The considerable force of the blast put Tina on high alert.

The magician, Dord, was likely intermediate or advanced. An explosion of that magnitude from a spell of that size was unthinkable otherwise. While not an overwhelming threat, she couldn't be ignored.

Dord approached Loose. "You're being too careless. She's the woman who took down the centaur at the border."

Her expression was blank.

Loose looked shocked. "What? I never heard that! Where did you hear it?"

"The adventurers who attended the party were talking about it over drinks," Dord explained flatly.

Loose's voice was a mixture of surprise and anger. "Why didn't you tell me?! Something that important?!"

Dord's expression remained unchanged. "Because you accepted the duel before I could. Telling you wouldn't have changed anything."

She said it as if it had nothing to do with her.

Loose sighed. "Haaah… you're right. Well, in that case… I guess we just have to do what we can."

With newfound resolve, she pointed her staff at Tina.

Dord likewise readied her own staff. As the two took their battle stances, Tina felt a strange sense of unease. She couldn't feel anything from them.

Normally, party members develop some attachment to each other. Their leader, Molzi, had been provoked and was furious, yet these two showed no similar anger, nor any fighting spirit on his behalf.

It was all too strange.

Even Rodel's companions, who had been with him under the guise of surveillance, had possessed the will to fight for their leader. In fact, when Tina had briefly teamed up with them for a monster subjugation, she had felt their desire to bring victory to their leader. It meant that, despite his selfishness, he had been a decent person in his own right. But these two had absolutely no regard for their leader.

Suspicious, Tina asked, "May I ask something? What do you two think of your leader?"

The two women looked at each other. "Nothing, really."

That was their answer. Dord nodded in agreement.

Hearing this, Tina's face fell slightly. "I see. Well then, shall we continue?"

She readied her sword, looking a little exasperated. The two seemed confused by her question but quickly returned to their fighting stances. The three of them faced off. Loose was the first to move.

She charged, her staff held in a thrusting position. Without slowing, she aimed for Tina's stomach. She was faster than before. Yet, Tina calmly sidestepped to the left. As if predicting this, Loose swung the staff around at Tina.

But this, too, was within Tina's predictions. She deftly parried it with her sword.

This time, it wasn't a deadlock but a momentary exchange. Loose continued her momentum, spinning her body like a top, and the staff came swinging at Tina once more. Tina parried it again and took a step back. Loose was clearly trying to lure her in. If she tried to close the distance, Dord's magic would fly. It was a nasty strategy.

Ordinarily, taking out the magician first would be the standard approach. But today's battle wasn't worth risking lives over. This was a quarrel between Shinsuke and Molzi.

Tina needed to keep both of them occupied for as long as possible.

If she went for Dord, Loose would go after Shinsuke. Conversely, if she focused only on Loose, Dord might make a move. She had to fight both of them simultaneously, keeping Loose engaged while keeping an eye on Dord. It was her only option.

Loose stopped spinning and swung her staff sideways at Tina. The moment Tina moved to block it with her sword, the staff split into three sections, connected by a chain. It was a three-section staff. It coiled around Tina's sword, and Loose pulled with all her might. The sword was torn from Tina's grasp and clattered to the ground.

As she moved to retrieve it, Dord chanted, "Earth Hammer!"

The ground beneath Tina suddenly swelled up and slammed into her stomach. She was thrown back slightly and coughed, but the defensive power of her Orichalcum and Adamantite armor prevented any fatal damage. Tina quickly got to her feet and assessed the situation.

Her sword was at Loose's feet, impossible to retrieve. Her remaining weapons were a shortsword and her Orichalcum Sword. Tina hesitated for a moment.

The shortsword was one thing, but the Orichalcum Sword was incredibly powerful and she wasn't yet used to handling it. Although this was an arena duel and her opponents wouldn't die, using a strong spell could lead to a loss of control. If that happened, the audience could be harmed. But these two weren't opponents she could beat with beginner-level magic.

Hesitantly, Tina decided to take a gamble.

She drew the Orichalcum Sword and took a thrusting stance. As she poured magic into it, preparing to cast a spell, the sword began to glow red.

Dord saw this. "She's about to cast a spell. Be on your guard."

Though her face was blank, Dord looked troubled.

Loose said, "I don't know what she's planning, but we just need to respond in kind. Dord, let's do our usual."

She readied her staff in a thrusting stance.

Dord channeled her magic. "Flame Dagger Addition."

She cast the spell. A twenty-centimeter blade made of fire appeared at the tip of the staff.

Then, Loose declared, "Activating skill: ‘Charge’."

She activated her skill and began to run. This was their winning strategy: Loose's skill would block the enemy's attack, and the flame dagger would deliver the final blow.

Tina held her stance, watching her opponents. She had anticipated they would do something if she feigned casting a spell, and her guess was spot on. The flame sword appeared, and the skill ‘Charge’ was activated. She had experienced that skill in her fight with Altorine.

Without panicking, Tina became as calm as still water and unleashed her specialty, water magic.

"Heavy Water Cannon!"

A torrent of water erupted, its power even greater than the one she had used against the Flame Alligator. Faced with the raging flood, Loose was terrified. But she trusted that the invisible wall of ‘Charge’ would protect her and charged head-on.

However, the moment she collided with the torrent, her feet stopped. She couldn't advance against the rushing water.

The wall of ‘Charge’ nullified a certain amount of damage, but anything beyond that was difficult to block. Loose had been using it all this time without knowing its limits.

Overwhelmed by the water's force, Loose was brought to a standstill, then pushed back. Cracks appeared in the invisible wall, and then it shattered. Loose was swallowed by the flood, and Dord, who was behind her, was caught in it as well.

The straight blast of water slammed into the arena wall, denting it and leaving cracks. When the water subsided, the two women were gone, leaving only two dolls in their place.

Tina's match was over.

Meanwhile, in Shinsuke and Molzi's duel, the clash of swords was my clear advantage. His strength was so lacking that I could easily block and push him back. Frustrated by the situation, Molzi started casting spells—wind, water, and earth, one after another, just to regain his footing.

Growing tired of this, Molzi roared, "I'll end this now! Durandal, release!"

As he shouted, lightning crackled around Durandal's blade. It seemed to be the effect of the Thunder Stone. I calmly imbued my own sword with magic. It glowed red and grew hot. I effortlessly blocked Molzi's overhead strike as he charged.

The moment our blades touched, lightning coursed through me. *Bzzzt bzzzt!* Molzi watched with a grin. However, I simply brushed it off with a cool expression.

Thanks to my repeated use of ‘Thunderclap Incarnation,’ the lightning barely affected me. I felt a slight tingling, but it wasn't enough to immobilize me. If anything, it was pleasantly relaxing, like it was loosening up my stiff shoulders.

Seeing this, Molzi put about ten meters between us. "You… you bastard! Making a fool of me! Take this! Random Shot!"

The moment he shouted, a ball of fire shot from his hand. I calmly sliced it in half with my sword.

Molzi laughed. "Ha-ha-ha! How's that?! What do you think of a spell where you never know what's coming next?!"

He laughed boastfully.

I was dumbfounded. If it's random, shouldn't you fire a continuous barrage instead of just one? Now *that* would be surprising, I screamed in my head. If I said it out loud, he would hear me.

I sighed and activated fire magic in my left fist.

Molzi saw this. "I don't know what you're planning, but do you really think you can beat my magic, commoner?! Random Shot!"

He cast the same spell. This time, a bullet of water emerged.

"Fire Shot!" I yelled.

I threw a straight punch, unleashing a barrage of fire bullets. The water bullet collided with the first fireball and was neutralized. The countless remaining fireballs flew toward Molzi. Faced with a rain of fire, even Molzi was startled and fell on his butt.

The fireballs landed near him, setting off a series of violent explosions. Molzi cowered in fear.

Then, one fireball hit him directly and exploded.

When the explosions stopped, Molzi was half-charred. He was still breathing, though. I approached him and delivered the final blow with my sword. Molzi's head was severed, and he disappeared, replaced by a doll.

My match was over in an instant. It seemed Tina's was finished as well.

After the match ended, a roar of cheers erupted. But for some reason, I felt empty. It was because the voices in the crowd lacked any real passion. It felt like they were just shouting because the match was over.

It felt like a mere formality.



		
			Chapter 123

			Case Closed?

			We left the arena and headed for the waiting rooms. As we walked down the corridor, the trio came towards us from the opposite direction.

Both groups stopped. Molzi glared at us, furious. "Do you have any idea what you've done?! Huh?!"

He was trying to intimidate me like a common thug.

I replied calmly, "I accepted a challenge from an idiot and won. That's all."

My face was a blank mask.

My answer made Molzi tremble with rage. "You…? Do you even know whose son I am?!"

To this absurd question, Tina and I both answered. "I don't know."

"I do not."

It was the plain truth.

Molzi seemed to compose himself, a wicked smile spreading across his face. "Then listen up! I am the son of General Goltor! The hero who just defended the Empire! How's that for intimidating?!"

He puffed out his chest and declared it proudly.

So he was *that* general's son. I couldn't believe that a general with such a serious and sincere image could have such an idiot for a son. Well, I suppose a brilliant parent doesn't always have a brilliant child.

Molzi puffed out his chest even further. "So? What do you say? If you get on your knees and beg for forgiveness, and offer up that beautiful woman, I might just consider forgiving you."

His face was a mask of pure malevolence. How ridiculous. 'Might consider' meant he had no intention of forgiving me at all.

Just as I was about to say something, a voice came from behind Molzi.

"Oh? My, how important you've become. Whose son did you say you were?"

Molzi jumped in surprise. He slowly, fearfully, turned around. There stood General Goltor, dressed in noble attire.

Molzi broke into a cold sweat. "W-What? C'mon, Father! I was just talking about being your son."

As Molzi groveled, the general said, "Indeed, I have two children. My eldest son is serving with distinction in the knight order. My second son, I have left to his own devices."

He spoke without a trace of emotion.

Molzi's fawning expression didn't falter. "Th-That's right! I'm your second son! More importantly, these people! They utterly humiliated me in the arena! They only became A-rank because of your great deeds, Father, yet they show no gratitude at all! They're insolent fools! You should arrest them and have them executed immediately! Oh, but I'll be taking the beautiful woman for myself."

His last words were dripping with greed.

The general approached us. "I apologize for dragging you into my second son's selfish antics."

He bowed his head.

I lowered my posture slightly. "Not at all. While it's true that parents are responsible for their children, he is a grown man. The responsibility should be his to bear alone."

I was indirectly saying that the general was not at fault, and Tina echoed my sentiment.

Seeing this, Molzi cried out, "??? Father? Why are you bowing to these commoners?! Didn't you approve of what I've been doing?!"

The general looked at his confused son. "Approve? Come to think of it, I've never said anything about what you do, have I? Why do you think that is?"

There was a hint of anger in his voice. Molzi hesitated. "W-Well… because… you never say anything about what I do, so… I thought you approved?"

"Precisely," the general roared, his voice shaking with fury. "Because you… are a worthless idiot son who isn't even worth lecturing!"

Molzi let out a small yelp and fell on his backside.

The general's anger had not subsided. "Don't get the wrong idea! Listen! The reason I've said nothing until now is because lecturing trash like you is pointless. I'd rather spend that time serving the people!"

He berated him with uncharacteristically harsh words. This was a side of the general I never expected to see. The rest of us could only watch in silence.

The general took a deep breath, composing himself slightly. "You've really changed. You used to dream of becoming an adventurer, training hard and even acquiring a skill. ‘Super Hearing’ is a skill that lets you hear even the faintest distant sounds. You used it to find hidden enemies and fight to protect your comrades."

"But once you became A-rank, you changed for the worse. You'd make up excuses to skip work. You'd use your noble status to threaten staff who tried to correct you. And to top it all off, you started womanizing. Disgusted by your behavior, your comrades left you, one after another, did they not?"

Pity laced the general's words. Molzi retorted, "B-But… even though I became A-rank, I didn't get any respect! They just kept pushing difficult jobs on me! Besides, I still have two comrades left, don't I?!"

He pointed at Loose and Dord behind him.

Seeing this, the general muttered, "If only those two had truly stayed for your sake."

His words hit Molzi hard. "W-What? You two stayed for me, right?"

At his anxious question, the two women glanced at each other.

"Not really," Loose said with a bored expression. "I only stuck around because you paid well."

Dord added, "And I just wanted to use your connections to get my hands on a grimoire."

She clutched a book in her bag protectively.

Their words sent Molzi's face into a mask of despair. He had believed the two who remained after all the others left must have held some affection for him.

But he was wrong. They had only stayed for their own selfish reasons.

Molzi pleaded with them. "This is a lie, right? Tell me it's a lie!"

Unable to accept reality, he watched as they simply said, "Goodbye," and walked away.

He stared blankly at their retreating backs.

The general spoke, his face impassive. "You're too pathetic for words. But I have no intention of overlooking your actions up to this point. Molzi, from this day forth, you will be sent to the separate estate. And you are forbidden from ever leaving it."

It was a cruel sentence for Molzi.

Before he could say anything, three soldiers appeared and led him away. Only Tina, the general, and I remained.

The general began, "I truly am sorry. I know this has been an unpleasant experience for you…"

Before he could continue, I cut him off. "Not at all. No one could have predicted something like this. Please, don't worry about it."

I ended the conversation with a vague platitude. The last thing I wanted was another reward as an apology.

The general seemed to understand. "Well, if you say so, I won't press the matter further. I shall take my leave."

He turned and walked toward the entrance.

*Finally, it's over,* I thought with a sigh of relief. But then the general turned back.

"Ah, yes, I forgot to mention. Her Highness Princess Yorune will be formally coronated as Emperor tomorrow. I have already informed the guild that you two will be participating in the escort. You can get the details at the guild."

He dropped an absolute bombshell.

Before I could say a word, the general was gone, leaving the two of us behind.

As I stood there, stunned, Tina placed a hand on my right shoulder. "We don't have a choice. It's a request from the royal family."

So there was no getting out of it.

Meanwhile, in the princess's office, Yorune had just finished organizing her documents and was rehearsing for the next day.

It was a crucial day; failure was not an option.

Satisfied with her practice, she took a short break. Staring up at the night sky from her window, she wondered if it wasn't too soon for her to become emperor.

But she knew she couldn't afford such thoughts. The delegations from other nations would be arriving the day after tomorrow at the earliest. She had to be coronated before then. Receiving dignitaries without an emperor on the throne would be a blow to the nation's prestige. It had to be done tomorrow. There was no other way.

There was also the matter of requesting those two for escort duty.

They were heroes who had saved the country; she absolutely wanted them to attend the coronation. However, they were still commoners, even if they were A-rank. They couldn't just walk in. If she had simply invited them, they would have undoubtedly found a reason to be absent.

So, she had to create a situation they couldn't refuse. It was the only way.

It felt a little forceful, but… oh well. There was also the matter of the children. The escort duty was just a pretext; she hoped they could just enjoy themselves. That's what Yorune told herself.

All the while knowing full well how much of a massive inconvenience it would be for the two of them.

And so, the frantic yet ultimately trivial incident in the Empire came to a close. But the princess did not yet know that one year after she became emperor… an event she couldn't even dream of would occur.



		
			Chapter 124

			The Princess's Request

			The next morning, I woke up in our home base.

Just when I thought yesterday's mess was resolved, a new problem had appeared: a mandatory quest from the guild. Escort duty for the coronation.

How did it come to this? It was probably pointless to think about it.

After a breakfast of bread and soup, we decided to head to the guild. I wasn't thrilled, but refusing a request from the royal family took a certain kind of courage I didn't have.

I asked the receptionist for an explanation.

"The request is for escort duty during the coronation ceremony. The ceremony will be held this evening, followed immediately by a banquet. Your escort duties will last until the ceremony is over. Your post will be in the throne room. Also, there is one other request from Princess Yorune-sama. She would like you, Shinsuke-san, to prepare at least one dish to be served at the banquet."

The final request was completely outrageous.

Bewildered, I asked, "Why do I have to cook?"

The receptionist consulted a piece of paper. "Umm… the reason is that the dish called oden you served at the orphanage was very well-received, so she would like you to serve another one of your dishes if you have any."

To think that something I did for the kids at the orphanage would turn into such a big deal. At this point, I might as well just roll with it. *Fine, I'll do it.*

I told the receptionist I would accept.

Tina and I wandered through the capital's market, looking for food. To cook anything, I first needed ingredients. However, the variety of vegetables—or rather, herbs—was limited.

There was frozen fish, but the fish dishes here were all similar to Western cuisine. The staples of Japanese fish cuisine, sushi and sashimi, were raw. This world had advanced blacksmithing and craftsmanship, but its culinary arts seemed a bit underdeveloped.

I was worried about things like parasites in raw food, so that was out.

As I was mulling it over, Tina said, "Shinsuke, what about that shop over there?"

She was pointing to a shop with a large display of mushrooms.

*Mushrooms, huh? Do they grow in the rocky mountains around here? Or are they imported from the Church?* Either way, they could be used in some kind of dish.

We entered the shop. The variety of mushrooms was impressive: shiitake, eringi, nameko, maitake, button mushrooms, and porcini.

All quite well-known mushrooms. I asked the shopkeeper, "Excuse me, where did you get all these mushrooms?"

"Hm? They grow all around here," he answered gruffly. "Adventurers eat them all the time between jobs."

I thought they only grew in mountains with plenty of trees and plants. I guess I should just chalk it up to the logic of another world. As I looked over the mushrooms, an idea came to me.

"Shopkeeper," I said, "I'll take this, this, this, and this too."

I picked up some shiitake, eringi, maitake, and porcini.

The shopkeeper calculated the price. "That'll be twenty small silver coins in total."

It was surprisingly cheap.

After we left the shop, Tina asked, "Are you going to make some kind of hot pot with these mushrooms?"

Tina had eaten mushroom dishes from Earth before, so the question made sense.

"It's a hot pot, but not a very famous one in Japan," I replied. "But this world is, in a way, like an older era of Earth, so it should be perfect. I need to buy a few more things, so could you help me?"

Tina nodded.

After that, we bought a lot: flour, soy sauce, salt, leeks, cabbage, carrots, and daikon radish. All that was left was to see if it tasted good.

We put these ingredients, along with some katsuobushi I'd brought from Earth, into a bag and headed back home.

I put water in a pot and brought it to a boil. In the meantime, I chopped the cabbage, carrots, and daikon into bite-sized pieces. In an iron bowl, I mixed flour and water. I kneaded it until it was neither too hard nor too soft, then formed the dough into earlobe-sized dumplings, making several of them.

Into the boiling water, I added soy sauce and katsuobushi, seasoned it with a pinch of salt, and tasted it. It was missing a little something without mirin, but it would have to do.

I added the herbs and let it simmer for about five minutes. Then, I dropped the earlobe-sized dumplings into the pot. After a while, they floated to the surface.

To finish, I added the various mushrooms and let it simmer a bit longer. And with that, it was done.

It was a dish few people in modern Japan know: Suitoun, a type of water-dumpling soup.

I put some in a small bowl and brought it to Tina in the dining room.

"Is this the dish you're serving at the banquet?" she asked, her tone skeptical.

I couldn't blame her; the colors weren't exactly suited for nobles and royals. I silently handed her a spoon. She took a bite.

The flavor was light, and the herbs had absorbed the taste of the broth perfectly. The dumplings were not only flavorful but also had a pleasant texture—not too hard, not too soft—and released more of the broth with every chew. On top of the soy sauce and katsuobushi, the various extracts from the mushrooms had melted into the broth, giving it a deep richness despite its light taste. Tina ate with single-minded focus.

"So? How is it?" I asked.

"It's good, isn't it?" she replied, looking slightly embarrassed. "If you can just do something about the presentation, it'll be more than acceptable."

She was blushing because she'd been eating with more gusto than usual.

It was just before noon. I needed to get this dish approved by the castle chefs.

"Do you think it's okay to go to the royal castle now?" I asked.

"It should be fine," Tina replied after finishing her bowl. "We have a request for guard duty. We also have the writ from the guild. They'll let us in if we show it."

In that case, we decided to get ready and go at once.

We arrived at the castle gate a little past noon.

When we showed our writ to the gatekeeper, he said, "We've been expecting you. Please, come in."

His attitude was far too polite for mere adventurers on an escort mission. Had someone said something to him? I decided not to overthink it.

We headed for the kitchens. As expected, they were spacious and bustling with several cooks.

One of them, a rather stern-looking man, approached us. "You're the adventurers who accepted the request. I am the head chef here. I've heard the details from the general. However, even if it is by Her Highness's order, we cannot allow a crude dish to be served."

His words were harsh, but understandable. For those who had been cooking in the castle for a long time, today was a special day. Causing them embarrassment was absolutely out of the question.

"I understand completely," I said.

With ingredients and tools in hand, I began to cook. About thirty minutes later, the Suitoun was complete.

I put a small portion in a bowl and handed it to the head chef. "Please, try it."

I placed it on the counter without another word.

The head chef took a bite without a word. He continued to eat in silence until the bowl was empty.

"The taste is not bad. It's excellent. However, the plating is too sloppy. Forgive my asking, but are you unfamiliar with proper presentation?"

To this question, I replied with one word: "Regrettably."

In these situations, it's sometimes better to be direct and honest rather than make excuses. It can even make a better impression. It was a basic rule I had learned during my job-hunting days on Earth.

The head chef thought for a moment. "Hmm. In that case, would you be willing to leave the plating to us? Of course, we will report to Her Highness that you are the one who created this dish."

He made the proposal with a stern expression.

I closed my eyes. "I'll be in your care."

I bowed my head.

After that, I gave him a detailed explanation of the proper amounts for each seasoning. The foundation of flavor is in the proportions; neglect that, and it's bound to taste bad. It was common sense.

Once I finished my explanation, we left.

In the kitchen, after we were gone, one of the cooks who had been watching the whole time remarked, "I can't believe an adventurer could make a dish like this. Honestly, I was expecting him to serve something rough."

The other cooks felt the same. Adventurers had an image of eating whatever they could just to fill their stomachs. That's because when camping outdoors, the cooking conditions are so limited that people assume they just eat whatever's convenient.

It was no wonder they felt more humiliation than surprise when they heard that the princess had commissioned an adventurer to cook. But this adventurer was different. He had presented a dish they had never seen before, one that brought out the best in its ingredients. His explanation of the recipe showed he hadn't forgotten the fundamentals, to the point that some of them felt ashamed for looking down on him.

Amidst this, the head chef mused, "Hmm. I knew soy sauce was a delicious seasoning, but this katsuobushi… I had no idea that drying that fish could produce such a deep flavor. The world is still a vast place."

He gazed at the katsuobushi the adventurer had left behind. When he had asked where he'd gotten such an ingredient, the adventurer had replied, 'The children at the orphanage are making it now.' In a way, he had done them a great service.

That orphanage was a facility run by the princess herself. It had fallen on hard times after the previous incident, but the existence of this katsuobushi would undoubtedly raise the orphanage's profile.

The head chef swore to himself that he would definitely go and buy some as soon as it was ready.

After leaving the kitchen, we headed to our designated location within the castle: the knights' briefing room. They were going over the procedures and placements for the coronation ceremony. When we entered, we were met with intense stares. It was understandable; they would never allow outsiders to be part of the escort for the princess's once-in-a-lifetime event. Their pride was even greater than that of the cooks.

Amidst the tension, a figure at the back of the room spoke. "All of you, do not cause any trouble."

It was General Goltor, who issued the warning with a stern face and sharp eyes.

The knights stopped staring at us and turned their gaze to the general. Was it because they didn't want to look at us anymore? That was fine by me. Being stared at like that was unnerving.

The briefing began. It wasn't particularly complicated. The layout of the throne and its surroundings, the deployment outside the castle, and the security patrol routes for the subsequent banquet. Nothing out of the ordinary.

But regarding the deployment, I raised my hand. "General, may I ask a question?"

"I know what you want to say," the general said. "You want to know why you've been assigned to guard the throne, correct?"

I nodded. The throne room was the most important place for the coronation. Only those with the utmost trust could be assigned to guard it. And yet, Tina and I had been given that post.

The knights were also clearly not happy about it.

"There are two reasons," the general explained, his face serious. "First, I am confident that you two, who contributed so much in the last battle, are capable of handling the position. Second, it is a direct order from the princess."

His expression was anything but joking.

The first reason was somewhat understandable. We had earned their trust through our abilities. But the second reason was baffling. The knights' discontent was only growing, but we had been given the blessing of both the princess and the general.

To say anything now would be to pick a fight with royalty and a hero. Everyone fell silent.

"If there are no other questions, this meeting is adjourned," the general announced. "You are free until you receive your orders. However, you are forbidden from leaving the castle."

The meeting ended, and everyone filed out.

As we were about to leave, the general stopped us. "Shinsuke-dono, Tina-jou. I have something to discuss with you two privately. Please come to the reception room."

He instructed a maid to guide us.

The room we were led to was neither extravagant nor overly simple.

"So, what did you want to talk about?" I asked.

"There's nothing to talk about," the general replied. "If you walk around the castle now, the knights might start some trouble. Please wait here until the coronation begins."

With that, he left the room.

Honestly, I was relieved. Seeing the looks on the knights' faces, it was clear we weren't welcome. I was grateful for his consideration.

Silence filled the space.

I found myself reflecting on my life. I'd been fired from my company, returned home, found a book in the storehouse, went to another world, and planned to live a normal, yet different, life as a hunter and adventurer. But then I lost to a minotaur named Sidoor, and on my journey to get stronger for a rematch, I somehow got caught up in a national crisis.

How did it come to this?

As I was lost in thought, Tina spoke, placing a hand on my right shoulder. "I suppose it's payback for living so selfishly."



		
			Chapter 125

			The Coronation

			Evening fell, and the emperor's coronation ceremony began.

The throne room, decorated in lavish splendor, was filled with nobles in attendance. Along both walls, knights stood at attention, draped in white cloaks. Tina and I were among them, wearing the same white cloaks. The nobles were whispering amongst themselves, but Tina and I remained silent. For guards to be chatting during such an occasion would be completely unacceptable.

Amidst the silence, the doors to the throne room swung open.

What appeared was a figure in a magnificent red cape and a dazzling silver dress. A golden crown and a golden scepter radiated the dignity and presence of a monarch. But more than anything, it was Princess Yorune's face—her expression was stoic, but her eyes held a powerful will. All who witnessed her fell silent.

She stopped before the throne, where the general was waiting.

"The coronation ceremony will now begin," he announced. "Ordinarily, the Chancellor would preside over this event. However, as that position is currently vacant, I shall be acting in his stead. Does anyone have any objections?"

No one voiced any dissent. There was no one more fitting for this grand role than the hero who had saved the nation.

The general surveyed the room. "Princess Yorune. As you take up the crown and sit upon the throne, do you have any regrets about reigning as emperor?"

It was a crucial part of becoming emperor, symbolizing the dedication of one's entire life to the Empire.

Princess Yorune declared with piercing eyes, "This body already belongs to the nation. I have no hesitation whatsoever."

The general turned to the nobles. "Does anyone object to Princess Yorune becoming emperor? If not, let your silence be your answer."

Not a single person spoke up.

The general turned back to Princess Yorune. "Take your place upon the throne and make your new declaration."

With that, he took a few steps back, clearing the path.

Princess Yorune walked forward, one step at a time, and sat upon the throne.

"To all of you! I hereby declare that as emperor, I will lead this nation not as a military power, but as a productive nation that serves its people!"

Her voice rang out, a new oath, a declaration of the Empire's future.

A round of thunderous applause echoed through the hall. Only the nobles clapped; the knights remained silent. A guard's duty is not to liven up the atmosphere, but to protect it. So, we just had to stand there, right?

Tina and I were starting to feel a little bored. While it was good that no incidents were occurring, for people like us who were used to physical activity, it was all we could do to stifle our yawns.

Thus, the coronation ceremony concluded. The nobles exited the throne room and headed for the hall where the banquet would be held.

The knights left last, after the nobles. The only ones remaining were myself, Tina, the general, and the new emperor, Yorune.

Just as we were about to leave, the general called out, "Shinsuke-dono, Tina-jou, please come here."

We exchanged a look and moved to the front of the throne.

Emperor Yorune spoke, her voice apologetic. "Thank you for accepting my request today. I hear you were made to feel rather uncomfortable."

She was likely referring to the knights' attitude.

I made a show of not minding. "Not at all. It is out of place for outsiders to participate in such a sacred ceremony. Their feelings are perfectly understandable."

I offered a safe, non-committal response. People of her type tend to blame themselves for everything when they get stressed, which can lead to neurosis. The only way to handle it was to be polite and reassure her that it was nothing to worry about.

"Thank you," Emperor Yorune said. "That's a relief. After this, there is no escort duty for the banquet, but will you be attending?"

At this question, Tina and I were in perfect sync.

"Thank you for the kind invitation, but our duties as adventurers are complete, so we must respectfully decline."

"The same for me. It has been an honor just to be able to participate in this event."

We politely refused. Any more of this would be too much. A banquet, yes, but it wouldn't be a cheerful feast. It was sure to be a place for backstabbing nobles to talk and probe each other.

"I see," Emperor Yorune said. "No, I apologize for being pushy. Please receive your payment from the general."

As she spoke, the general handed us two small pouches. A quick peek inside revealed a considerable number of small gold coins.

"Thank you again for your patronage," I said. "We'll be on our way."

We returned the cloaks we had been wearing, gave a bow, and exited the throne room.

As we walked down the corridor, I let out a long sigh. "Phew… finally over. Guess I'll just go home and crash."

I sounded like an old man after a long day at work, patting my right shoulder.

Tina said, "Don't let your guard down too much. This is the royal castle. We don't know where the knights are."

She glanced around, her face cautious. She was suggesting that the knights' dissatisfaction still lingered. Indeed, my words just now could be considered treasonous depending on the circumstances. After all, I had spoken of the honorable duty of escorting the coronation in a negative way.

It really was a pain, though.

At the banquet, nobles mingled in a grand ballroom. It was less a festive atmosphere and more a place for them to discuss how to get in the new emperor's good graces. All around them, various dishes were being served. There were tables but no chairs; it was a standing reception.

The nobles paused their conversations and began to eat.

One of them pointed to a beautifully arranged soup. "What is this dish?"

A cook explained with a smile, "This is a dish called Suitoun. It was devised under the direction of His Excellency the General to bring something new to Her Majesty the Emperor's coronation ceremony."

The noble, though suspicious, said, "Then I'll have one of those."

The cook quickly served it in a small bowl and handed it to the noble. The moment he took a bite, he fell silent and continued to eat. After finishing, he asked the cook for another helping, looking slightly embarrassed.

With the newly filled bowl in hand, the noble returned to his group and introduced the dish to the other nobles. Intrigued, they began to line up one after another to try the Suitoun.

Watching from a distance, the general commented, "It seems to have been a success."

Emperor Yorune, standing beside him, smiled as she watched the scene unfold. "It seems so. I truly have nothing but gratitude for him."

This was the first step toward a better future for the Empire, she thought. The first step toward realizing the ideals her late father had cherished.

Tina and I were walking through the streets of the capital at night. Cheerful laughter filled the air, and the faces of the people passing by were carefree smiles. It seemed everyone was celebrating Yorune-sama's ascension to the throne.

"Since we're here, why don't we grab a bite to eat at one of these places?" I suggested to Tina, caught up in the festive atmosphere.

"That sounds nice. How about that tavern over there?"

She pointed to a shop right in front of us.

I nodded, and we went inside. The noise was loud, but not unpleasant. It had the lively atmosphere of a celebration.

We took a seat and looked at the menu. "Alright, what should we get? Is this Fried Gob-frog and Stir-fried Flame Alligator any good?"

"I think they'll be delicious," Tina replied. "I haven't tried them either, but you won't find a place that serves bad food here."

A sensible answer.

I ordered the fried and stir-fried dishes, along with some rum, from the waiter.

After about a twenty-minute wait, our food arrived. The fried frog wasn't as grotesque as I had imagined. It was properly cut up and looked similar to fried chicken. The alligator stir-fry had meat mixed with chives, bean sprouts, and garlic. Tina and I toasted and began to eat.

The frog was springy, and the juices flowed out with every bite. It was quite addictive. The stir-fry meat was a bit tough, but not so much that you couldn't chew it. The taste was similar to a stir-fried liver and chives dish.

As I ate, I wondered aloud, "With food this delicious available, why did they ask me to cook?"

"Perhaps because it's commoner food," Tina suggested. "They probably think it has a bad image for nobles to eat. It's a strange hang-up, if you ask me."

She answered with a slightly exasperated look.

I had to agree with her. I think any food is good as long as it's tasty, but this might be one of those differences in thinking between commoners and nobles. I took a sip of my rum. It was sour, but with a clean, refreshing taste.

And so, the coronation ceremony ended without a hitch.

But for Emperor Yorune, this was just the beginning of a very long day.

The next day, delegations from various nations arrived.

From the Kingdom came Princess Olivia. From the Republic, Prince Lustolfo. And from the Church, Pope Aleister himself, accompanied by Captain Altorine as his escort.



		
			Chapter 126

			Interlude: The Delegations of the Three Nations

			Royalty and leaders from every nation had arrived.

I had assumed the delegations would consist of nobles, but why had they come in person?

The story goes back some time.

In the Republic of Retil, King Rukarl and Prince Lustolfo were in the throne room discussing the delegation to the Deom Empire. According to the prince's report, Grine had been crowned the new emperor but had gone missing on the same day, with rumors circulating that she might be dead. Of course, none of this had been made public. The Republic's royal family knew only because they had their own intelligence network.

"The Empire must be in turmoil," the king mused. "A fierce battle on the border, a mysterious monster appearing in the capital… I have not seen so much happen in my lifetime."

"Father, what you say is true, but let's talk practically," the prince replied. "If Grine is indeed dead, it's only a matter of time before Princess Yorune becomes the new emperor. This is the perfect opportunity to send a delegation and negotiate."

The prince was deep in thought. The Empire was in chaos and likely short on supplies. They could offer food and reconstruction materials in exchange for access to the Empire's tools and technology. To do that, they would need to select a noble skilled in negotiation.

Just then, the doors opened and Bradamante, the captain of the knights, entered. "Pardon the interruption. A delegation from the Kingdom, on its way to the Empire, has just arrived."

The prince sensed something unusual in Bradamante's demeanor. "Did someone important arrive?"

Bradamante knelt. "It seems Princess Olivia has come as the representative."

Both the king and the prince were stunned. They knew the Kingdom also had an intelligence network, so they expected them to be aware of the situation in the Empire. Sending a delegation was within their expectations. But for royalty to come themselves was not.

It was common practice for a noble appointed by the king to lead a delegation. Sending someone close to the throne was something to be avoided, given the unknown dangers. For that reason, nobles skilled in both martial arts and negotiation were usually chosen. For royalty to come in person was baffling.

The king regained his composure. "Immediately send word to the lodging where the delegation is staying. Instruct them to receive them with the utmost courtesy."

If the guest was royalty, then appropriate hospitality was required. The captain saluted and left.

Alone in the throne room, the king remarked, "To think the princess herself would come. I had assumed it would be a noble. The Kingdom has made a bold move."

If royalty were to be sent, it would make more sense for Prince Alphonse to come. The prince was known for his wisdom and martial prowess and could handle any danger. For Princess Olivia to come was unexpected. The princess was wise, but not skilled in combat. She was a worrisome choice for the head of a delegation.

As he was thinking, the prince spoke up. "Father, since the Kingdom's delegation is led by someone of high standing, I believe we must send someone of equal rank, or we will lose face."

Indeed, with royalty in the delegation, they would be subject to all sorts of gossip if they didn't send royalty as well. In that case, there was only one suitable person.

The king took a breath. "Can I count on you?"

"Leave it to me," the prince replied, bowing his head. "I will strive to meet your expectations."

To protect the Republic's honor, they had to play on the same field. The king trusted his son and was not worried. This was because Prince Lustolfo often left the castle for excursions abroad. He claimed it was to broaden his horizons, but it was half learning, half playing. Sometimes he even left the country and went as far as the Church. Naturally, he was attacked by monsters, but he was skilled in combat, possessing the strength of a B-rank adventurer.

While this was a source of concern for the king, it also meant that his son was more than capable of handling this important task. It was an ironic turn of events.

The prince was inwardly overjoyed at King Rukarl's command. In his heart, he had wanted to be the one to go in the delegation, but he had kept quiet, thinking his father would oppose it. After all, sending him to the Empire with its unstable domestic situation would be seen as too dangerous. The faction loyal to Princess Yorune would likely do nothing, but there was a chance that remnants of Princess Grine's faction could cause trouble. If royalty were to be injured within the Empire, it would become an international incident. And amidst that chaos, a civil war could easily break out.

He wanted to avoid needless conflict. The best course of action was to handle things peacefully. And then, Princess Olivia had arrived as the head of the Kingdom's delegation. This was his chance. Since the Kingdom had sent royalty, they had to send royalty as well, or they would lose face. His father was still the reigning king, so he couldn't easily leave the country. That left only one royal from the Republic. As expected, his father had nominated him. He had to hide his joy and play the part of a man dedicated to his duty.

After leaving the throne room, the prince ordered a nearby soldier, "As soon as Captain Bradamante returns, tell her to come to the conference room. And issue a summons to the other knights as well."

The soldier saluted and ran off. Now, it was time to discuss the details of the escort and the precautions for the journey.

At the headquarters of the Saint's Church, on the top floor, five men sat at a large, round marble table under a chandelier in a room decorated predominantly in white. The table was large enough to comfortably seat thirty people. Three of the men wore robes of high-quality silk; all were old men in their late fifties. They were archbishops, some of the highest-ranking members of the Church.

One of them, a white-haired old man, reported from a book in his hand, "…and that is the full extent of the situation in the Empire."

After a brief silence, a blond-haired old man sneered, "The Empire is in a state of turmoil, isn't it? For two emperors to die in such a short period of time."

"Watch your tongue," a brown-haired old woman interjected sharply. "We are followers of the god Hermes. It is unforgivable to mock the dead."

The blond old man bowed his head slightly and fell silent.

Just then, another voice cut in. "Gentlemen, that is enough idle chatter. Let us get to the main topic."

The one who forcefully steered the conversation was an old man with silver hair, wearing robes even more luxurious than the archbishops' and holding a holy book close to his body. He was Cardinal Romel, the second-in-command of the Saint's Church.

At his words, the three fell silent.

"Regarding our response to the Empire," the cardinal announced, "His Holiness the Pope has proposed that we slightly increase our trade as we have been doing. Are there any objections?"

The cardinal looked around. The three remained silent in their seats. This was expected. In the Church, the Pope's word was absolute and unchangeable. To voice an opinion or objection was a grave sin.

After a moment, the cardinal declared, "No objections. The matter is decided. Do you have any words, Your Holiness?"

The cardinal looked to his side. There sat an old man in his late seventies, bald, wearing the most luxurious robes, a gold and silver necklace, and rings with rubies, sapphires, emeralds, and other colorful gems on every finger. On his head was a 0.8-meter-tall hat with a cross embroidered on it. This was Pope Aleister, the head of the Saint's Church.

"Regarding the delegation to hear the Empire's requests," the Pope announced, "I shall go myself."

The four others were stunned. For the Pope himself to go would be a great honor for the Empire, but for the archbishops, it was a dangerous prospect. The journey was fraught with the possibility of being attacked.

"With all due respect, Your Holiness," the cardinal said anxiously, "the journey to the Empire is dangerous. Even with an escort, we cannot guarantee your safety."

"Nonsense," the Pope replied with a dry laugh. "I will have Captain Altorine as my guard. That holy knight is more than capable of fulfilling her duty. Besides, the Empire may be politically unstable, but they are not so foolish as to do something to me."

The Pope was a greedy man who thought only of money and his own safety. He was a coward who would never take even a one percent risk. When he heard the reports of the Empire's instability, he must have concluded that there would be no organized attack. A disorganized rabble was nothing to fear. Altorine alone would be more than enough, the cardinal thought.

"Furthermore," the Pope continued with a wicked smile, "the other nations will surely send delegations as well. Naturally, they will send nobles. But the Church will send me. It will be proof of how much we trust the Empire. And it will also be a way to look down on the delegations from the other two nations. Fufufu."

It felt a bit forceful, but he had a point. While the Kingdom and the Republic sent nobles, the Church would send the Pope himself. In terms of status, he was superior. It was reason enough to look down on them.

The four looked as if they wanted to say something, but the Pope's decision was absolute.

"As you wish," the cardinal said, bowing his head slightly in agreement. "We will have Captain Altorine lead a handpicked group of knights as your escort."

The Pope nodded in satisfaction, imagining the scene when he arrived in the Empire, looking down on the nobles and laughing at them. He could hardly wait.

However, his scheme would be shattered the moment he arrived.



		
			Chapter 127

			First Strike

			The next morning, I woke up with a headache.

Did I drink too much rum at the tavern? But I thought I only had three glasses. That question flew out of my mind when I saw Tina sleeping next to me. She was wearing her green armor, her hands and feet bound.

Did I do this last night? I had no memory of it.

I untied Tina's restraints and headed to the washbasin. A short while later, Tina came into the dining room.

"What happened last night?" I asked tentatively.

"You don't remember?" Tina replied, placing a hand on her cheek and blushing slightly. "After how rough you were?"

Could it be? Did I cross a line? Did I take her virginity in a drunken stupor?

Just as I was thinking that, Tina giggled. "Fufu… I'm just kidding. We just did our usual play and then went straight to sleep."

I let out a sigh of relief. I wanted to be with her, but doing it for the first time while drunk would have been far too depressing.

"That's good," I said, relieved. "I wouldn't want to take your first time like that."

I then prepared our meal.

After a light breakfast of bread and soup, we got our gear together and went out. We didn't have anything specific to do. The only thing on our agenda was to take the Flame Alligator hide to the black market auction that was happening in a few days.

As we walked for a bit, we noticed the city was buzzing with activity.

I overheard some people talking.

"Did you hear? Delegations from all the other nations have arrived."

"Yeah, I know. Apparently, they came to strengthen ties with the Empire."

"But the timing's pretty good, isn't it? Coming right when the Empire is in trouble."

"Maybe they knew and came on purpose? You never know where information might leak from."

It was the only topic of conversation.

A delegation, huh? The timing was indeed too good. The reconstruction was more or less finished on the outside, but internally, there were still long-term issues like supply shortages and a large number of injured people.

For a delegation to arrive at such a time… it was highly likely that there was some ulterior motive, like a soap opera plot where they offer to provide supplies in exchange for having their demands met.

As I was thinking, someone shouted, "Hey! This is big! Apparently, the heads of the delegations are all royalty from their respective countries!"

"Seriously?! And I heard a cardinal came from the Church too?"

"Not just a cardinal, the Pope himself!"

"That's insane. What's going on?"

They were shocked by the latest news.

I was surprised too. Normally, a noble would come, but for royalty to come in person… was there some important matter to discuss?

"Tina," I said, "I have a bad feeling about this. Maybe we should leave the country?"

Tina replied to my slightly panicked self, "I know what you mean. You think Emperor Yorune or the general will send us another request because of this, right? In that case, let's accept a quest from the guild right now. If we're already in the middle of another quest, we can avoid any nomination quests that come later."

Tina agreed with me. The last thing I wanted was to get involved with royalty again. I just wanted to live my life as a hunter. We both nodded and immediately headed for the guild.

We arrived at the guild and went inside. There were a fair number of adventurers, but the atmosphere was relaxed. It seemed the major news hadn't reached here yet. I went to the board and searched for a suitable quest. There were monster subjugations, but I skipped those. What I found was a local area survey.

A job to ascertain the types and numbers of monsters in the area. I went to the counter and declared my intention to accept the quest.

The receptionist said, "Um, isn't this quest a bit too low-level for an A-rank adventurer like yourself?"

To the bewildered receptionist, I explained quickly, "If there's a quest, it means someone is in trouble. I don't like the idea of picking and choosing based on rank."

I had rushed my explanation and made a slight mistake, but it seemed she didn't suspect anything.

The receptionist's eyes welled up with tears for some reason. "*Sniff*… I understand. Please, we'd be grateful if you'd take it."

For some reason, she handed me the writ while dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.

I didn't really get it, but now we could go to work. We quickly left the guild.

Inside the guild, another receptionist next to the first one commented, "He's an amazing person, isn't he?"

The teary-eyed receptionist replied, "Yes. Lately, adventurers have been acting like they're above it all, complaining about the pay being too low or the quest being beneath them. They don't understand the feelings of the people who post the requests at all. But that man, even though he's A-rank, he took on a simple quest. He's a wonderful person."

She said this while shedding tears. Every staff member at the counter vowed to praise that adventurer and pass down his story.

And so, a completely misunderstood and rather troublesome story was born without Shinsuke's knowledge.

Writ in hand, we headed for the gate. We needed to prepare and do some research, but time was of the essence.

We arrived at the main gate and showed our writ to the guard.

"Understood. Please be careful."

He saluted and let us through.

It seemed no orders had come down yet. We decided to leave the capital and conduct our survey so that we could return the next day.

In the throne room of the royal castle, the new Emperor Yorune was perplexed. She had been informed of the arrival of the delegations from the other nations, so she was prepared. The problem was that royalty and the Pope had come in person. That was information she could not have known.

For now, she had them relaxing in guest rooms to recover from their long journey. The welcome party would proceed as planned. Thanks to him, the flavor of the cuisine had improved with the use of the rare food item, katsuobushi. All that was left was for the royals to be satisfied, but the reason they had come was undoubtedly for future negotiations.

She didn't know how much they knew about the Empire's current situation, but they must have known it was in trouble. They would likely use that to their advantage and make demands. Especially the Church.

In that case, being passive would be a bad move. If she did that, the Empire would end up exporting more than it imported, leading down a path of poverty. She had to put on a brave face, even if it was a bluff, or there would be no future.

As she was thinking, Yorune muttered, "Should I ask those two for another request?"

The general, who was nearby, replied with a grim face, "That would be difficult. Just because the cooking was a success doesn't mean diplomacy will be as well. Moreover, with the Kingdom involved, I doubt those two would be willing to lend their wisdom for the sake of the Empire."

It was certain that the two were A-rank adventurers from the Kingdom. If so, they would be ill-suited for negotiations at a party. If they favored the Empire too much, the Kingdom would not remain silent. A-rank was an adventurer recognized by the state. They would want to avoid any action that could be seen as betraying their country, even if they had returned their titles when they left the Kingdom.

Just then, a knight entered the throne room. "Pardon the intrusion. A message has arrived from the main gate."

He handed a report to the general. The general took it. "Thank you for your hard work. You are dismissed."

The knight saluted and left.

The general read the report. "Emperor, it seems the two of them have left the capital on a guild quest."

Yorune let out a small, wry smile. "So they beat me to it. The rumors must have been flying around the city. When they heard, they must have thought I might send them a request and made their escape."

Normally, this would be an act of lèse-majesté against royalty, but she didn't seem to mind.

"This makes it impossible to send them a request," the general said. "We have no choice but to handle this ourselves."

Yorune's face was resolute. "You're right. I will protect the future of the Empire."

Night fell. In the castle's ballroom, which glittered brilliantly, all sorts of cuisine and fine liquors were arranged. In a corner, an orchestra played a violin melody. Around the walls, knights in white cloaks stood in formation. The escort knights and attendants of the various delegations enjoyed the food and listened to the music as they pleased. No one was dancing; it was not the time for it.

In the center of the hall, Emperor Yorune was greeting the representatives of the two nations.

"It is a pleasure to meet you for the first time. I am Olivia, the first princess and representative of the Harg Kingdom."

"It is a pleasure to meet you for the first time. I am Lustolfo, the first prince and representative of the Retil Republic."

"It is a pleasure to meet you for the first time. I am Yorune, the newly crowned emperor of the Deom Empire. Thank you for coming all this way."

The three exchanged greetings. From here would begin the discussions between the royalty of the nations. The wisdom of the young people who would bear the future would be put to the test.

And what was the Pope, who was in the hall but had not yet greeted the new emperor, thinking?



		
			Chapter 128

			Diplomatic Talks

			Once the three had exchanged greetings, the real discussions began.

It was Olivia who spoke first.

"Congratulations on your ascension to the throne, Your Majesty. I had hoped I might have been able to witness the occasion."

Yorune responded to her words.

"All I can say is that it is most unfortunate. Having the ruler of a nation absent for an extended period would have been a matter of honor. The circumstances required that I ascend the throne as swiftly as possible," he said, his tone apologetic.

In his heart, however, he felt no remorse.

Then, Prince Lustolfo chimed in.

"Allow me to offer my congratulations on your ascension as well. By the way, I do not see your younger sister among us?"

Lustolfo asked, feigning ignorance.

Though her death was all but certain, it was still only speculation. Without confirmation, he lacked the confidence to proceed smoothly with the coming negotiations.

Yorune replied with a somber expression.

"My dear sister was lost at the hands of the monsters that attacked the Royal Capital. You are aware of the incident, are you not?"

With this atmosphere, he could signal that any further questions would be tactless.

"My deepest condolences," Prince Lustolfo said with a slight bow. "Please forgive my impertinence, I was not aware."

With that, he had the confirmation he needed: Grine was dead. There would be no obstacles to the negotiations from here on out.

Olivia spoke next.

"Speaking of incidents, I heard there was quite a fierce battle at the border. When I was staying at an inn in the Republic, a merchant from the Empire mentioned something of the sort."

She was pressing him now.

Of course, she hadn’t heard it from a merchant. Her brother and father had told her.

Yorune replied with a smile.

"Yes, it was a difficult fight, but it was brought to a close thanks to the valiant efforts of our soldiers. For now, the monsters are quiet, and all is calm."

If the Kingdom learned how exhausted the border base truly was, they would use it as leverage to raise the price of supplies and demand other concessions. He couldn't show any weakness.

"Is that so?" Olivia said. "I had imagined the damages were severe, so I am relieved to hear you are all safe. By the way, I also heard there was an adventurer who was quite active on the battlefield."

She asked the very question the Kingdom wanted to be answered.

Though, in truth, it was a question Olivia herself wanted answered.

Yorune considered for a moment.

"Yes, there was. A pair of remarkably skilled adventurers who fought desperately to protect the Empire. In recognition of their courage and strength, I bestowed upon them the rank of A-rank."

He declared it with great confidence.

Yorune knew the pair had come from the Kingdom. Princess Olivia surely knew as well. He sensed her question was merely a pretext to learn of their current whereabouts.

"My, how impressive!" Olivia exclaimed. "To be honest, a merchant's description of their physical features and armor was so similar to an acquaintance of mine that I wondered if it might be them. So they've become A-rank here as well!"

She seemed as pleased as if it were her own accomplishment.

Her reaction surprised Yorune. For the Empire to grant them A-rank status meant it would be difficult for them to leave the country. Yet here she was, overjoyed. He couldn't fathom what she was thinking.

But Olivia was genuinely happy.

She had expected those two to either get caught up in some major incident or dive into one headfirst. Her prediction had been spot on. Olivia decided that once this party was over and she had some free time tomorrow, she would find them and get the full story. It was always faster to hear it from the source than from those around them. She wanted to compose the greatest poem, after all.

Amid these thoughts, Prince Lustolfo spoke.

"Hoh. As a matter of fact, I heard that a similar pair stayed in my country and helped resolve an incident as well. My, my, what a dreadful coincidence."

He answered frankly.

Of course, he knew exactly who they were talking about. The conversation left Yorune feeling a bit flustered.

So those two had contributed not only to the Kingdom but to the Republic as well. Did that mean they had a reason for making the Empire their base of operations? Yet asking them felt like crossing a line.

With the Empire still unstable, he wanted to avoid any unnecessary trouble. And he had no reason to drive them out.

As he was mulling this over, a voice cut in.

"Ho ho ho. It does one good to see young people so engrossed in conversation."

Someone had approached from the side.

The three of them turned to see the Pope, dressed in lavish vestments and holding a silver staff. Standing diagonally behind him was Altorine.

"Your Holiness," Yorune said, "thank you for gracing us with your presence. I should have come to greet you first, but as you can see, we were otherwise occupied."

He offered a noncommittal greeting.

It was a lie, of course. If he had truly wanted to greet the Pope, he would have had his subordinates find him. He hadn't because he wanted to avoid him as much as possible. The Pope's greed was well known. He wouldn't hesitate to make unreasonable demands to get his hands on money.

During his father's reign, when importing food, the Church had tried to gouge them even more than the Republic. Since the Church only supplied things like fruit and seasonings, it wasn't a critical issue. They had settled for about half the asking price.

The Republic, by comparison, had been relatively lenient, which made them a valuable partner.

"Not at all," the Pope said. "I was enjoying the party myself, which is why my greetings are tardy. Still, I must say I am surprised that both the Kingdom and the Republic sent their royal heirs. They must have tremendous trust in you."

He looked from the princess to the prince.

"My father has placed great trust in me, which is why I am here," the princess said. "Whether I am his heir remains to be seen."

Then the prince continued.

"'Heir' has a nice ring to it, but that is not the reason for my presence. I simply judged that a seat of such importance should be filled by a person of suitable standing."

He replied with a practiced smile.

The truth was that the Kingdom had been forced into it and the Republic had jumped on the bandwagon. But it had been the right choice. They never imagined the Pope himself would attend. It was easy to imagine the kind of snide remarks he would have made had a mere noble been sent.

"How admirable," the Pope said with a nasty smile. "However, for the kings themselves not to come—to put it bluntly, did they lose their nerve?"

Neither of them rose to the bait. To show anger would be to invite accusations of being 'small-minded.' As representatives of their nations, speaking in the heat of the moment was forbidden.

In response to his words, Olivia chuckled.

"Oh ho ho. My father gave me a message to share: 'Speak of the future.' He believed that if the new emperor belongs to the younger generation, then those who go should be of the same generation. Forgive my asking, but does the Church not have an heir? I was under the impression it was a title passed down by succession."

She asked with an innocent smile.

Her words shut the Pope's mouth. The Kingdom, the Republic, and the Empire were all hereditary monarchies, where a single family had reigned for generations. But the Church, by its very nature, had no ruling family. The titles of Archbishop, Cardinal, and Pope had always been passed down through succession.

Naturally, the Pope had no heir.

Lately, he had been so consumed with acquiring money that he hadn't given it a single thought. The most he'd considered was choosing an Archbishop or a Cardinal when he was on his deathbed.

But there were no young people in his inner circle.

"My, how embarrassing," the Pope said. "It seems no young successor has emerged to take my place, which is why I must travel myself. Well then, I shall leave you young people to your forward-looking conversation. This old man will take his leave. *Tch*."

With a final, quiet click of his tongue, he departed.

Olivia, Prince Alphonse, Yorune, and Altorine remained.

After a brief silence, Altorine spoke.

"Please allow me to apologize on the Pope's behalf for his rudeness."

She bowed her head.

"Please, don't worry about it," Yorune replied with a warm smile. "I suspected the Pope would come with some unreasonable demand. I paid it no mind." Altorine looked slightly relieved.

"Still, Princess Olivia, that was quite satisfying," said Prince Alphonse. "His Majesty Elyunpos IV certainly has a way with words."

To his words of admiration, Olivia replied, "Oh, that? It was a lie. My father never said a word of it. It was a fabrication I came up with on the spot."

She had said something utterly outrageous.

The three of them were stunned. Such a magnificent royal pronouncement had been a lie.

To which Olivia huffed, "Well, he was getting on my nerves. I wish an old man like that wouldn't meddle in the affairs of other countries."

Her slightly irritated expression made the other three smile.

"By the way," Altorine said, "I heard that two adventurers played a major role in the battle."

Yorune responded, "I believe they are the two you're thinking of. One of them was wearing armor from Owari Village."

Altorine's expression said, 'I knew it.'

Meanwhile, Shinsuke was camping for the night in the rocky mountains.



		
			Chapter 129

			Nighttime Conversation

			Outside the Empire, under a sky full of stars.

Shinsuke and Tina were making camp. The investigation requested by the guild had gone smoothly.

Nothing had changed; the monsters were still living in their usual territories. Shinsuke used Matter Conversion to build a small iron hut where they would spend the night. For dinner, they hunted and roasted a four-legged, sprinting demon pig called a 'Dashton.' With their bellies full, all that was left was to sleep.

Tina, sitting beside him, asked, "Shinsuke, what do you think will happen to us now?"

I thought about it without answering. Considering everything that had happened, we were sure to draw attention from the Three Nations. We had to assume we could no longer act inconspicuously.

"For now, we should probably stick to hunting and taking on quests," I said, stating a simple plan. "I don't want to stand out any more than we already have, and I'm not interested in shouldering excessive expectations."

I had become an adventurer who could be called a representative of the nation, but it wasn't what I'd aimed for. In fact, it was quite unwelcome. I would have accepted B-rank, but A-rank was a hindrance to moving freely. Not that I could turn it down now—that would be an act of lèse-majesté against the state.

It was too soon to leave this place; the Empire still held elements that could make me stronger.

Take the border, for example. It was calm now, but a battle could break out at any time. That place was an ideal training ground and hunting field. To that end, I wanted to avoid any missteps. Not that I intended to make any.

As I was thinking, Tina spoke up.

"I understand. If that's what you want, I'll follow you. In that case, how about we focus on finding materials for a while? There are valuable monster parts here. The Empire's technology exists because of this land, after all."

She offered her opinion.

It was true. No matter how advanced their technology was, it was useless without the materials to make it work. They imported ore from the Kingdom. They found some ore here, too, but it was mostly just iron and copper, with the rare bit of Orichalcum.

It seemed they hadn't found any Adamantite. Besides that, aside from food, they could get plenty of monster fangs, claws, and hides. It was a good place for a hunter. The Kingdom was good, of course. The Republic was so-so, as most of its activities were coastal.

"You're right," I said. "My weapon is fine since I got that legendary ore, but I'd like to do a little more work on my armor, even though it's made of Adamantite. Other than that, I guess I need to find something to sell at the underground auction."

I listed the actions that came to mind.

Tina responded to my explanation with a bitter look.

"The underground auction... I'm aware of the situation over there, but I can't say I like the sound of it."

It couldn't be helped. An adventurer like Tina, who walked the straight and narrow path, would naturally feel a resistance to a shady back-alley auction. But a public auction on Earth came with all sorts of restrictions, and worst of all, it would expose the existence of another world. The explanations, not to mention dealing with the high-ranking officials who would actually attend... it was an unparalleled pain.

The people who participated in the underground auction probably understood, at least half of them anyway. But they wouldn't speak of it, nor would they try to monopolize it. Not interfering in the seller's affairs was an unspoken rule.

That one CEO broke it, but considering he was still attending, he must have just barely stayed within acceptable limits.

"One thing is true in any world," I said as I pulled Tina into an embrace. "Wherever there are people, nothing good ever comes of it."

Even through her armor, I could feel it. Tina's body temperature was slowly rising.

"That's not fair..." she whispered, blushing slightly as she hugged me back. "A surprise attack like this..."

We didn't let go of each other until dawn.

At the royal castle, in a reception room for honored guests.

Luxurious items lined the room, at the center of which was a long table and a sofa.

Seated there were Emperor Yorune and Princess Olivia. After the party, Olivia had requested a private chat with the emperor, just between the two of them.

Sipping her tea, Olivia began.

"Well now, thank you for granting me your precious time today. It is for a personal matter of mine."

To Olivia's words of gratitude, Yorune replied, "Not at all. When the First Princess of the Kingdom says she has something to discuss outside of diplomacy, I have no reason to refuse."

He sipped his tea while exchanging pleasantries. A discussion outside of diplomacy. A personal matter. The number of topics Yorune and Olivia could discuss under these conditions was limited.

"Then I will be direct," Olivia said, starting to speak with a smile. "It concerns the future treatment of Shinsuke and Tina."

At the royal castle, in a bedroom reserved for important figures.

A room where nobles and royalty would stay when visiting.

There, Pope Aleister stared at the night sky, a glass of wine in hand, his heart filled with frustration. He had come with this diplomatic mission intending to put the Kingdom and the Republic in their place. It was supposed to be the perfect opportunity to look down on the nobles, but instead, royalty had appeared—and the younger generation at that. It was a rather bold move.

"Damn it all!" the Pope cursed, slamming his fist on the table. "*Ban!* This was supposed to be a diplomatic meeting where I held all the cards, but my expectations were completely off!"

The sound should have brought someone running, but it was the middle of the night. Aside from the patrolling soldiers, almost everyone was asleep.

The Pope paid it no mind.

"At this rate, my only option is to negotiate as greedily as I can. Otherwise, there was no point in coming. This is so infuriating."

His body trembled with rage.

The outcome was different from the ideal he had envisioned.

It was a reality that no living person could escape. However, the Pope, for better or worse, had lived a life where things always went his way—so much so that he had completely forgotten the hardships of his youth.

There was no one to witness this unsightly display.

No one, that is, except for a single insect.

In the streets of the Royal Capital, atop the roof of some house.

In the deep of night, illuminated by the stars, where most of the residents were fast asleep, there was a grotesque figure with the face of an insect.

It was Lates the Thousand Poisons.

He had been tasked by Bamhal the Dragon King to 'confirm whether any traces were left behind.' No one knew that the Seven Demon Lords were involved in this matter. But he was investigating with extreme caution, just in case. And in the process, he had made an interesting discovery.

That Pope Aleister of the Church was such an ambitious man. Lates, who had absolutely no interest in human social status, naturally had no idea what kind of person he was.

Lates was in a cheerful mood.

"*Kukuku*... To think there was another interesting one besides that princess. For now, we are all holding back, but considering his age, perhaps we should hurry things along a bit."

With those words, he was enveloped in a black mist and vanished.



		
			Chapter 130

			An Anomaly and a Reunion

			The night passed, and the morning sun rose.

I woke Tina, who was sleeping beside me, and we went outside. The weather was cloudy, but the sun peeked through from time to time. It didn't look like it would rain.

"I'll make our usual field rations for breakfast," Tina said, and quickly began her preparations.

She dissolved a miso ball to make miso soup and sprinkled some salt on hardtack. A meal in the field should be simple and quick. After we finished eating, I used Matter Conversion to turn the iron hut into a simple iron sphere and left it there.

Someone will probably take it, I thought irresponsibly as we set off to resume our survey.

We had already covered all the areas we needed to see yesterday. All that was left was to walk a bit and then report back to the guild. Just then, I saw a group of Lizardmen on the move. There were about thirty of them. The odds were against us, so we decided to hide and let them pass.

The group, armed with spears, headed north.

Once they were out of sight, I wondered aloud, "Are they heading for the border base?"

Tina consulted a worn compass.

"Their direction is a little off, though. The base should be to the northeast from here. That group is heading straight north. It's not towards the Royal Capital, of course, but..."

I'd known about the compass for a while. I'd seen sailors using them in the Republic, and Tina often checked her direction when we were traveling.

"Is there another route to a monster lair besides the one near the base?" I asked, voicing a possibility.

Tina thought for a moment.

"It's not out of the question. There might be a beast trail that only monsters know about. We should report this to the guild."

It was the most significant piece of information from our entire investigation.

We returned to the Royal Capital and went to report to the guild.

The receptionist listened and said, "A group of Lizardmen heading north... I understand. Thank you for your hard work on the investigation."

She handed us our reward of ten small silver coins.

As we left the guild, I muttered, "I hope nothing bad comes of this."

"I doubt anything will happen right away," Tina replied, offering her analysis of the current situation. "Higher-level monsters are intelligent enough to learn. They must have suffered a painful blow in the border battle. Even if their numbers are reinforced, I don't think there will be another fight for a while."

I agreed with her assessment. The border battle had taken a heavy toll on humans and monsters alike. The human side had put the Edgeson units at the forefront as a deterrent, but their actual combat strength was severely lacking due to a shortage of personnel. Having the weapons meant nothing if there was no one to fight. In short, it was just a bluff.

"You're right. No point worrying about it," I concluded. "We should be thinking about what to do now."

Tina nodded in agreement. That's when I remembered something.

"Say, about that Flame Alligator's fire magic stone... if I process it into a ring or a pendant, will it increase my fire power?"

"It will," Tina explained. "Magic stones are effective when they touch the skin or are attached to a weapon. It's an attribute I'm not skilled with, so you should use it, Shinsuke. However, if it's too large, it becomes difficult to control and consumes a lot of magic. The consensus among magicians is that a fist-sized stone is about the right maximum."

I see. So it was a good thing I crushed that wind magic stone I attached to the surfboard before. Knowing that, it was time to act. We returned to our base, retrieved the fire magic stone from the warehouse, and began working.

I wanted to go to my house in the Kingdom, but it was far, and the urge to create was strong. I had the bare minimum of necessary tools here. I decided to make a ring first.

I cut the fire magic stone down to three carats. Next, I used Matter Conversion to change a rock into Orichalcum and shaped it into a ring. Adamantite would be too conspicuous, so I decided against it. Then, to further increase its power, I carved runic characters into it. The first time, I had carved the character for the sun, but this time I added runes representing a torch, daytime, and a gift.

I had a feeling it would increase the power. I did the carving by hand.

I used a chisel and hammer imbued with magic power. It was a method I'd seen in manga and games and thought I might be able to do. The work took an hour and was more difficult than I'd expected.

After several failed attempts, I finally finished.

Lastly, I attached the magic stone to the ring. It was complete. I slipped it onto my left index finger. It felt comfortable. There was no issue even with a glove on. All that remained was to test it in a real fight. With that in mind, Tina and I headed out of the Royal Capital.

After walking for about an hour, we reached a deserted area.

First, I activated the fire magic stone by itself. The fireball was quite powerful, leaving a black scorch mark on a large boulder. Normally, it wouldn't even leave a mark. Now, it was time to test the ring's power. I fired a fireball at another large boulder.

The resulting explosion was on a completely different level—not just compared to the stone alone, but to any fireball I'd ever created.

The boulder it hit shattered, and the projectile continued through, shattering another large boulder behind it. Eventually, I heard an explosion in the distance. It must have crashed into the ground.

As I stood there stunned, Tina placed a hand on my right shoulder.

"Well, I won't say you overdid it... but let's be careful not to hit any allies."

She was right. I had no desire to earn the title of 'ally-killer.'

We returned to the Royal Capital, intending to relax at our base, when we saw three figures standing in front of it.

I knew two of them: Glad and Sakura. The third was a woman in what looked like a village girl's dress, but it exuded a certain air of quality. When I saw her face, I remembered. It was Princess Olivia, whom I'd met in the castle in the Kingdom. How typical of me to forget a man's face but remember a woman's. I was a slave to my desires, truly.

Glad spotted us.

"It's been a while, Shinsuke-kun, Tina-jou. It's good to see you both looking as beautiful and healthy as ever."

As he greeted us, I replied, "Long time no see. We haven't seen you since the Republic. I heard a royal envoy was visiting. Are you here on an escort mission?"

"Something like that," Glad answered. "We came to the Empire to negotiate about the future. The new emperor, Yorune-sama, is in favor of sharing technology. Monopolizing it too much breeds distrust, you see. The former emperor believed that sharing it would only intensify conflict. I'm confident that Yorune-sama will handle its dissemination wisely."

He explained with his arms crossed.

He had a point. If they shared not everything, but just the technology needed for daily life, it would make things easier for the common people. They probably wouldn't share military tech, but they would likely compromise to maintain a good balance between the nations. Not that it had anything to do with me.

"If you have business with us, why don't you come inside?" I offered.

"Really? That would be a great help," Glad said. "Her Highness the Princess wishes to hear your story."

Princess Olivia added, "I'm very eager to hear about your exploits."

She looked positively delighted.

We led them inside. After serving tea to all five of us, the princess mentioned that Glad had already told her about the undead incident in the Republic and that she wanted to hear what happened next. So, I told them everything that had happened since we entered the Empire.

The guild's request regarding the border. Our days at the border base. The arrival of the new weapon and the fierce battle with the monsters. The fight with the Minotaur and Rodel's transformation into a Centaur. The subjugation of the legendary monster, the Behemoth, that had come from the Royal Capital. Our life in the capital.

After I finished the whole story, Glad spoke, his face filled with sorrow.

"So that's what happened to Rodel... To think that someone I fought alongside, even for a short time, would be reduced to a monster... How pitiful."

So he didn't hate the leader with the awful personality that much.

After hearing the story, Sakura remarked, "But it's a strange tale, isn't it? I've never heard of a human becoming a monster. Could someone have helped him?"

The impact of it at the time was so great that I didn't think too deeply about it, but she was right. It would be impossible for Rodel to do that on his own. That meant a magician, and a very high-level one at that, must have lent a hand. The most depraved kind of magician, I'd imagine.

After all, the idea of turning a human into a monster isn't something a normal person would come up with. If they wanted to make him stronger, they would have kept him human. There was no need to turn him into a monster.

In that case, I should probably assume he was used in a human experiment.

As I was thinking, Princess Olivia concluded, "But as long as we don't know who this 'someone' is, there's no point in speculating. New information may come to light eventually."

The princess's point was valid. There was no use thinking about an unknown enemy. But I couldn't imagine they were finished. They would probably try something new. Maybe they were connected to the incidents in the Church and the Republic, too. The thought of a drama or anime-like development unfolding made a part of me secretly pleased, but I would never tell anyone.



		
			Chapter 131

			After It Was Over

			Having finished recounting the events so far, I took a sip of tea.

Princess Olivia was furiously scribbling notes on a piece of paper she'd brought. Glad had his eyes closed, seemingly in prayer—most likely for Rodel's soul. Sakura watched over Princess Olivia, placing fresh tea and snacks by her side.

In the midst of this, the princess abruptly stopped writing.

"That's right. There was something I wanted to discuss with you both. It's about your adventurer ranks."

Her words made me ask, "Our adventurer ranks? Is there some kind of problem?"

I was just confused.

I couldn't recall violating any rules in my actions so far. Then again, perhaps I'd done something without realizing it. I had a history of that.

"No, it's not that," the princess said with an exasperated look. "As you know, A and B-rank adventurers are generally not allowed to leave the country that granted them their title. To leave, they must either lower their rank to C or quit entirely. I'm sure you can guess why, having seen the A-rank adventurers of the Kingdom and the Empire, can't you?"

Indeed, the A-rank adventurers I had met in both countries were, to put it simply, scum.

Rodel was tyrannical and selfish, using his rare light attribute to mess around, and he had a terrible reputation among the soldiers. His companions weren't with him for his personality, but were assigned by the guild or the state to keep an eye on him. That's why Glad, despite working at the castle, wasn't shunned.

In the Empire, there was Morji, the son of a noble hero. He used his power and influence to threaten the guild, shirk his duties, and live a life of indolence. Apparently, he was diligent when he was a rookie, but he changed completely the moment he became A-rank. His disillusioned companions left him, and the two who remained were only in it for the money, showing how little respect he commanded.

Looking at those two, it was reason enough for the countries to not want them leaving.

It was nothing but a source of shame. This system seemed to have been around for a long time, so perhaps the A-rank title, while being the highest honor, also created the worst kind of people.

As I was thinking, the princess continued, "I can tell by your faces. You've only seen the foolish ones. The reason the Republic has no A-rank adventurers is that they haven't had a major national crisis, and they know that granting the rank would only create troublesome individuals."

To the princess's statement, I replied, "But Tina here is also A-rank, and she had a good reputation. Weren't there similar people among the high-ranking adventurers of the past?"

The princess thought for a moment.

"There might have been, but people like that never leave their home country. As representatives of their nation, they may have feared getting involved in unnecessary trouble or disputes. The pressure of representing a country might be stronger than one imagines."

I glanced at Tina, and she nodded. So she didn't want to get caught up in trouble either. And yet, she still followed me. I was nothing but grateful.

I took a breath.

"Getting back to the topic. What was it about our ranks?"

To this, the princess declared clearly, "Because of the kinds of incidents I've described, a new rule has been established. After discussions with Emperor Yorune, we have decided to grant you, Shinsuke and Tina, the authority to maintain your A-rank status in both the Empire and the Kingdom. In other words, you may leave and return to either country without having your titles revoked."

I had been using the transfer magic circle to go back to my house in the Kingdom, but I'd always done so without meeting anyone. Since I'd been given A-rank in the Empire, I had no choice but to return in secret.

"Therefore, your roles as spies will also end as of today," the princess announced. "Thank you for your reports up until now."

Tina was taken aback by the statement.

"Princess Olivia?! How did you know about that...?"

I was surprised as well.

Only the Guild Master and the lord were supposed to know.

"Since the incidents with the Kraken and Rodel," the princess explained, "my father has required the Guild Master and Lord Rosen von Alum to report if anything happens. We know that you left the country and about the turmoil in the Empire. That is precisely why we dispatched the diplomatic mission so quickly."

Her words made sense.

So that was why the distant Kingdom had sent an envoy, and why it had arrived at almost the same time as those from the Republic and the Church.

I thought for a moment.

"But until you report this to the Guild Master, won't we still have to keep sending reports? It takes at least a week to get to the Kingdom from here."

"No need to worry," the princess replied confidently. "I will add my signature to the report you send tonight. I am the head of this diplomatic mission, and negotiations with the Empire have been entrusted to me. The matter of an adventurer's status is a trivial affair compared to other things."

From a broad perspective, she was right. Compared to the fate of nations, the affairs of an adventurer were a small matter.

But I said, "Still, and I don't mean to be rude, but while Tina may be one, I am not a model adventurer. If anything, I'm rather selfish."

Seeing my self-deprecating tone, Tina interjected, "Please don't be so pessimistic. Considering your actions so far, your reputation isn't bad at all. I may be called a model adventurer, but I never aimed for it. It just sort of happened from acting normally."

Sensing the conversation was going in circles, the princess cut in, "In any case, your achievements so far have been wonderful. Emperor Yorune was also in full agreement."

Glad spoke with a serious expression. "This is a great honor, you know. It was made possible by a new amendment from the new emperor and a recommendation from the First Princess of the Kingdom. You understand what will happen if you break the rules, don't you?"

Of course, I understood. If I violated the terms, it wouldn't just be a matter of having my rank revoked. I could be immediately executed for the crime of shaming royalty. In a medieval era like this, it was common for people to be executed for just being witches or foreigners.

"I understand," I replied, my voice devoid of emotion. "Not that I have any intention of trying."

When I first came to this world, having just quit my stressful job, I hunted monsters. I don't like violence, but it was refreshing. On Earth, I sell the hides I hunt at an underground auction. It has a criminal ring to it, but I don't sell anything illegal. Probably.

"We are aware," Tina said, her eyes filled with determination. "Bringing shame upon them is a grave offense."

Glad nodded, satisfied.

"Your Highness, we must be returning soon," Sakura said, a sense of urgency in her voice.

"You're right," the princess agreed, rising from her seat. "Well then, we shall take our leave. We have concrete negotiations scheduled at the castle."

They headed for the entrance.

We also stood and saw them to the door.

"I apologize for not being able to offer any hospitality."

"Please, don't worry about it," the princess replied. "We arrived so suddenly. In fact, I'm glad I had the chance to hear your stories. I think I can write a good poem now."

Her last words were a murmur I couldn't quite catch.

After the three of them left, I let out a long sigh.

"Haaaah... I feel strangely tired. Let's just rest for today. The underground auction is tomorrow, I think."

"I agree," Tina said, a slight blush on her cheeks. "I'll make something for dinner. And... you'd better remember what day it is today."

Ah, that. It seemed tonight would be anything but relaxing, in a way.

But that aside, I asked, "Tina? I might be imagining it, but I feel like I've seen the princess somewhere other than the Kingdom."

"You're just imagining it," Tina said, deftly changing the subject. "In your world, I believe they call it déjà vu? More importantly, I need to get started on dinner."

I supposed that was that, and sat down to wait.

After leaving the base, the princess's party walked on.

Princess Olivia was beaming. The two's tales of valor... they were endlessly fascinating.

"To get caught up in such a commotion even after coming to the Empire..." Sakura mused. "Do they have some kind of special luck, or perhaps a curse?"

Glad felt the same. His first encounter with them was due to Rodel's stupid scheme, but after that came the riot at the Church, then the undead incident in the Republic. The timing was too perfect. It was no wonder people thought it was a curse.

Amidst their conversation, the princess said, "Well, isn't it for the best? These are incidents that were resolved because the two of them were there. If they hadn't been, it's not that they wouldn't have been solved, but the number of victims might have increased."

She was right. Both incidents would have been resolved even without them. They were of that scale. The question was whether it would have been resolved quickly or slowly. That difference alone would change the number of casualties.

Fewer was obviously better. As they talked, the princess was considering something.

The incidents that had occurred so far were almost certainly targeting the two of them. There was no other explanation. If someone was behind it, the only thing that came to mind was the top-secret 'Seven Demon Lords.'

But would those seven monsters really be interested in humans? It was highly unlikely. If so, then there must be something about the two of them, particularly Shinsuke, that would draw their interest. For example... the legendary otherworldly hero.

It was a possibility.

The dish he had served, houtou, Sakura had said tasted the same as her hometown's, but that she didn't know the dish. So where did he learn of it? The answer was simple. He learned it in a country or a world I didn't know.

Thinking of it that way made sense. It also explained why her father and brother were so concerned with his movements. But the princess was debating whether to include this in her poem. It was common sense to write the truth in a poem, but the otherworldly hero was recognized as a fairy tale. That meant she would need some cleverness.

Cleverness to write the truth in a way that would still work as a poem.

The princess's mind was ablaze with inspiration.

Night.

After a simple dinner and some conversation, I was waiting in the room when Tina entered, wearing her green armor.

I had Tina lie down, raised her hands, and bound them with rope. I tied them to the bedposts so she couldn't move. I spread her legs and tied them to the corners of the bed. A triangular restraint. I took in Tina's scent.

I sniffed every inch of her body with my nose. Tina writhed, whether from embarrassment or because it tickled. But she was restrained and couldn't move. Her squirming only fueled my desire. After I finished, I stroked Tina's defenseless belly.

Her navel, covered by a black suit visible through the gap in her armor—it was only natural to want to touch it.

As I caressed her, Tina whispered, "*Fufu*... that tickles... Stop... even if I say that, it's... n-no, use... *fufu*."

She was trying to hold back her laughter.

That only intensified my actions. From there, I thoroughly enjoyed myself, like a female knight being humiliated in her armor.



		
			Chapter 132

			The Auction's Theme

			In the morning, after our nighttime enjoyment, Tina, freed from her bonds, was sleeping next to me, still in her armor.

It was probably around eight o'clock. It seemed she had been quite tired.

I prepared breakfast, and after Tina woke up, we ate together.

After cleaning up, I said, "Tonight's the night of the underground auction. Should I bring something besides the alligator hide?"

Tina thought for a moment before replying, "Let's see. I've seen that alligator in a bestiary, but I'm quite sure there are no red-skinned ones. Let's bring a wolf or a bear."

That decided, it was better to act quickly.

As I was getting ready, Tina asked, "By the way, did you report to the Guild Master that our spying duties are over?"

"No problem," I said, recalling yesterday's events. "The princess gave me her signature on her way out, so I sent it along with a messenger pigeon. I'm sure he's seen it by now."

When she left, the princess had signed her name and stamped the royal seal as proof that it wasn't a forgery. Tina looked relieved. After getting our gear ready, we headed out of the Royal Capital.

There were wolves in this area, so we planned to hunt at least one. And as we searched, we found it: a wolf covered in red fur. A Flame Wolf.

Its red appearance was a sign of a fire-type monster.

There were no lakes or ponds to speak of in this area; at best, there was only groundwater collected in caves. Perhaps for that reason, there were no water-type monsters, but many fire and earth types. Incidentally, lightning types supposedly lived in areas with many caves, and wind types were found in high places like cliffs.

Well then. I drew my sword and went to hunt. The Flame Wolf noticed me and spat fire in my direction. A single fireball, about the size of a basketball. I dodged it with ease.

The fireball exploded on impact, gouging a hole in the ground. It had some decent power. A direct hit would mean instant death.

I channeled magic into my legs and closed the distance in a flash. There was no point in keeping my distance from an enemy with a ranged attack. The only option was to finish it up close. I imbued my sword with lightning magic. It glowed red as lightning crackled across it. A fitting look for 'Red Lightning.'

The wolf, wary of my approach, leaped backward. At the same time, it fired three fireballs. It was pretty good to be able to fire them in succession. Not to be outdone, I sliced through the fireballs with my sword. They had power, but their speed was only about ten kilometers per hour. An easy speed to cut through. After slicing them all, I closed in.

Just then, the wolf unleashed a massive fireball, ten times larger than the previous ones.

"Flame Demon Sword!" I yelled.

I instantly switched from lightning to fire.

The switch was incredibly fast, probably taking about 0.1 seconds. The flaming sword cleaved the fireball in a wide arc. I charged through the middle of the bisected fireball and, upon reaching the wolf, sliced its neck. I felt the sensation of cutting its carotid artery. Blood spurted out, and it died.

Subjugation complete.

"That was a pretty tough Flame Wolf," I commented. "To think it could fire off consecutive fireballs."

"I'm surprised, too," Tina mused. "Normal Flame Wolves can shoot fireballs, but I've never heard of one shooting them in succession. And its physique seems larger, too."

Indeed, I hadn't noticed from a distance, but up close, it was huge. About three times the normal size. I might have hit the jackpot.

"Well, it can't be helped," I decided. "For now, let's head to a disassembly shop. The last place wasn't bad, but I feel hesitant to go there again so soon. Let's try a different shop. It's important to experience how different their service is."

If you frequent only one shop, you're in trouble when it's gone. It's better to visit other shops and get somewhat acquainted with them to avoid future hardship.

Tina responded to my thoughts, "I certainly have no reason to oppose using another shop. If that's decided, let's go."

She loaded the wolf onto the cart with unusual haste.

As I helped, I wondered about her attitude. It was concerning.

As if sensing my thoughts, Tina explained, "It's because we need to hurry to make it to the auction in time. A carcass this size will take a while to disassemble. If there are other customers, it will take even longer."

It was a convincing reason.

We quickly pulled the cart towards the Royal Capital.

We searched for a shop within the capital.

There were several disassembly shops, and we entered one that looked particularly clean. The other shop was larger, but places like that tend to have more customers. In fact, we saw someone going in just a moment ago.

When we entered the shop, a clerk greeted us. "Welcome. Is this for disassembly?"

"Yeah," I said. "Disassemble this Flame Wolf. I'll decide about selling the magic stone after I see it."

The clerk's eyes widened in surprise when he saw the wolf.

He probably had never seen one this size.

"Very well," the clerk said. "It will take some time, so please wait here. As for the magic stone, we will extract it immediately."

He then called several workers from the back, and they began extracting the magic stone.

"You're taking it out quite quickly, aren't you?" I asked.

"A while ago, there was a shop that embezzled a magic stone and sold a different one in its place," the clerk explained. "Naturally, they were taken away by the guards for fraud. Since then, it's been decided that for any monster with a magic stone, it must be extracted on the spot and traded."

It was a satisfactory explanation. As I was nodding, the clerk added, "By the way, that shop was the disassembly shop across from the weapon shop. It had a very small sign. Apparently, they were pretending to be a famous shop known only to insiders."

Tina and I exchanged glances.

So it was that place. I thought they were conscientious, but it seems they just wanted to get rid of us quickly because it wouldn't be profitable. They put on such an air of craftsmanship that I let my guard down. That was a close call; I'm glad we didn't go today.

As I was thinking, the magic stone was placed on the desk. It was the size of a soccer ball and glowed a brilliant red.

"Hmm," the clerk mused. "For a magic stone of this quality... I can buy it for twenty gold coins. Of course, that's after deducting our labor costs."

To the clerk's offer, I replied with a serious expression, "Twenty-two gold coins. I'll sell, how about it?"

After a brief staring contest, the clerk said, "You win. We will purchase it for twenty-two gold coins."

He gave in and handed me the money.

Even after deducting the fees, it felt cheap for a stone of this size and brilliance. But they were running a business, so I couldn't push my luck. I decided to settle for a reasonable price. After waiting for an hour, the Flame Wolf's hide and meat were brought out, filling a bag to the brim.

The clerk handed me a bill. Thirty small gold coins. Not bad at all. I paid.

We loaded the bag onto the cart and left the shop. It was just past noon.

We hadn't eaten lunch, but we had meat. I decided to head back to the base and grill some. After that, with nothing particular to do, we strolled around town, and by evening, we returned to Earth.

Late at night.

For dinner, I ate a nourishing meal to fully restore my stamina and magic power.

The return trip from the underground auction is always dangerous. Tina and I met in front of the familiar building, gave the password, and went inside. The atmosphere in the waiting room had changed even more. There were now free drinks, and a large quantity of snacks were laid out, free to eat but not to take home. The lighting, which had been somewhat dim, was now brighter. The treatment was so good it was hard to believe this was the underworld.

Kuroda appeared, gave his usual explanation, and we waited for our turn.

When my turn came, I entered.

"*Fufu*. The atmosphere has changed even more, hasn't it?" Kuroda said with a wicked smile. "The other day, a certain investor made a large donation. Apparently, a new component was discovered in the bear fur, and he made a considerable profit. He said it was his way of saying thanks. I'm truly grateful... for products from a different place."

So he'd figured it out. No, it would be stranger if he hadn't. And yet, he still gave me preferential treatment. He probably thought I was the only one who could go there. That made sense. In current manga and anime, only the chosen ones can go to another world.

Without a word, I presented the bags containing the alligator and wolf materials.

Kuroda's eyes went wide.

"Isn't it unusual?" I asked.

"No," Kuroda replied. "I just think things are going to get quite heated."

I had a vague idea of what he meant.

I was given a number tag, and after a short wait, I was given new ones. Numbers ten and eleven. These might become quite the featured items. Through the window of the waiting room, the auction began.

The auctioneer announced, "Ladies and gentlemen gathered here tonight, you are truly fortunate. A featured item has been submitted for this auction. Please, enjoy."

With that, the first item was brought out.

"First up is a USB containing the formula for a medicine developed by a certain company. The contents appear to be a new gastrointestinal drug. The results of its efficacy are excellent. However, these are data-based results. We will start the bidding at ten thousand."

It was completely confidential company data.

It ended up selling for a hundred thousand. The auction continued, and finally, it was my turn. The alligator hide was brought out.

"And now, for today's featured item," the auctioneer announced. "An alligator hide! As you can see, its color is red, as if representing fire itself. Moreover, this hide is exceptionally heat-resistant, capable of withstanding temperatures of one hundred degrees Celsius. Furthermore, the hide's composition is different from conventional materials, making it of high quality. It has more than enough value to be used not only for bags but also for shoe material. Let's start the bidding at ten thousand."

It seemed to be a good product.

The price climbed considerably, and it eventually sold for ten million yen.

And then...

"Next up, an item that surpasses even our featured item—a grand feature! A wolf's fur! Just like the alligator hide before it, this fur is also red, and its composition surpasses any wolf fur we've seen before. Furthermore, like the alligator hide, it is exceptionally heat-resistant, and its effect exceeds that of the alligator. Please, take a look at this."

As he said that, a man with a flamethrower appeared, and a piece of the fur was attached to the wall.

The man fired the flamethrower at the fur. It was a spectacular and ruthless display of scorching heat. After a while, the fire was extinguished. The wall was scorched black, but the fur was not only intact, it wasn't even singed.

As the customers murmured in shock, the auctioneer touched the fur, showing off its fluffiness as if nothing had happened.

"As you can see," the auctioneer declared, "it is completely unscathed even after being bathed in the two-hundred-degree flames of a flamethrower. An item of this caliber is a rare sight indeed. You are all truly fortunate people. Now, let's start the bidding at ten thousand."

The performance ended, and the bidding began.

Did they go that far because it was so rare? Tina and I looked at each other and sighed.

The bidding became fierce, reaching thirty million yen. From there, after some detailed bidding, it was finally sold for thirty-nine million, nine hundred and eighty thousand yen.



		
			Chapter 133

			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords, Part Three

			In a room surrounded by blue flames.

All of the Seven Demon Lords were gathered.

After the incident in the Empire, it was decided they would lay low for a while, and it was thought that no meeting would be held. However, upon hearing that Lates the Thousand Poisons had an interesting report, they had hastily assembled.

After finishing his report, Lates said, "The Pope of the Church, like Yorune, appears to possess a considerable desire for monopoly. I believe we cannot let this opportunity pass."

To this, Daios the Sea General responded, "However, Lord Thousand Poisons, we acted too conspicuously in the last incident. Any further action would make us stand out too much, would it not?"

His concern was natural.

Acting openly was forbidden.

"Daios, let's not be so rigid," said Rumby the Fateweaver in a playful tone. "If it's interesting, we should do it, don't you think?"

To her words, Harynair the Corruptor replied, "I agree with Rumby, but... the target is an old man, right? I'm not really feeling it."

Her response was unenthusiastic.

A succubus is generally only interested in the young.

"Lord Thousand Poisons," Sidoor the Sword Demon said, "Lord Sea General has a point. We must conceal our intervention at all costs. Turning the Empire's princess into a monster was part of that effort, was it not?"

It was a valid point.

Their desire to remain hidden made eliminating Princess Yorune a necessity. Not revealing their existence to the public was an absolute rule. That was all there was to it.

Redorza the Sage chimed in, "I, for one, would like to support the idea. My new experiment has been a success, you see. I was just thinking I wanted some combat data."

"An experiment? You mean the Undead?" Lates asked with a smile. "If you had told me, I would have gladly lent some assistance."

"When I say Undead," Redorza replied with a wicked grin, "it's a bit different from what you are researching. Mine is complete necromancy. The very thing Mestie the Death Controller was doing... only without the risks."

Undead are beings that move despite being dead. That's the definition. But becoming Undead usually involves being cursed or injected with a dangerous substance while alive. The living suffer, and upon death, they become Undead.

But Mestie had been able to move the corpses of the completely dead.

That was truly worthy of being called necromancy. Redorza had been experimenting with it. With Mestie gone, there was no one to stop him, so he could do as he pleased. But there was one problem.

The corpses used as material had to be sturdy. Fortunately, he had acquired some good corpses, which had allowed him to conduct his experiments.

Bamhal the Dragon King spoke. "I understand everyone's opinions. The decision to lay low this time was my proposal. I have no intention of overturning it. However, it would be a waste to leave such a human be. Is there a way we can intervene indirectly, rather than directly?"

At this question, everyone fell silent.

With so little information, no good ideas came to mind.

Amidst the silence, Rumby murmured as if remembering something, "Come to think of it, I think I heard something about a suspicious experiment at the Church..."

Upon hearing this, Lates exclaimed, "What do you mean by that?! I would like to hear the details!"

He started to close in on Rumby with a serious expression.

Seeing this, Rumby cried out, "Hey, wait a minute! Don't come near me with that face! It's gross!"

She was openly disgusted.

It was understandable. A giant, realistic fly face getting close would be nothing but disgusting.

Lates was a bit dejected but quickly composed himself. "*Ahem*. Now then, about what you were saying."

"Hmmmm," Rumby said, trying to recall. "This is from a human subordinate to whom I've granted my power, but... apparently, the upper echelons of the Church are conducting an experiment under the Pope's orders."

At the time, Rumby had been using humans to trouble the otherworlder. She had only been half-listening to their stories.

Lates considered this. "Hmm. The credibility is low, but it's a piece of information that's difficult to dismiss as a rumor. I'd like to investigate it a bit. May I have your permission?"

"Very well," Bamhal replied to the question. "However, if you find it to be true, you are to report immediately. Acting alone is strictly forbidden."

Lates felt a pang of disappointment. He had been planning to act the moment he found out.

Amidst this, Redorza asked, "Lord Dragon King, when that time comes, I would like to deploy my experimental subjects. Would that be acceptable?"

"Hmm, I suppose so," Bamhal answered after a moment's thought. "It might also serve as an opportunity to create a trigger."

Situations can change with even the smallest things. If the experimental subjects went on a rampage, the Church might hire adventurers. In other words, the otherworlder would get involved. Bamhal felt a small thrill of anticipation.

At that moment, Daios declared his non-participation. "In that case, it seems my turn is not yet. There is no sea on the path from the Empire to the Church."

It was a convincing reason.

Next, Sidoor also declared his non-participation. "I too shall refrain from participating. If minotaurs were to rampage in succession, it might lead people to believe something significant is afoot."

Everyone somewhat agreed with this. Minotaurs were warriors, but humans recognized them as a race that did not actively seek conflict.

Next, Harynair declared her non-participation. "I'll pass, too. The otherworlder might get involved, but if the target is an old man... I'm just not interested. I'll be watching from the sidelines."

No one agreed with this reason. 'Get to work,' they all thought.

Next, Rumby declared her participation. "I think I'll join in. I did provide the information, after all. And depending on the situation, I might use my powers, too."

This was a bit of a surprise. What kind of change of heart would make the moody fairy cooperate just because she provided a bit of information?

After hearing the words of the six, Bamhal concluded, "Then, our actions concerning the Church will wait for Lates's report. Naturally, those who are participating must attend. As for those not participating, whether you attend or not is up to you individually. This meeting is now adjourned."

With those words, a black mist enveloped everything, and nothing remained.



		
			Chapter 134

			The Disassembly Shop and the Orphanage

			The auction ended without a hitch, and I received my payment.

From the 24,980,000 yen, after fees, I ended up with about 23,731,000 yen.

On the way back, just as I expected, ten thugs surrounded me.

One of them sneered, "Yo, yo, bro. You're holding that attaché case pretty tight. Made a good haul, huh? It's dangerous, so we'll hold onto it for you. Of course, we'll take the full amount as our fee for taking it off your hands."

He let out a vile laugh.

How idiotic. It was basically him saying, 'I'm going to mug you.'

Another one added, licking his lips, "And we'll take care of that pretty lady over there, too. She looks like she'd be a lot of fun."

Tina sighed with an exasperated look on her face, while I, without any emotion, punched the thug in front of me. He went flying, landing on the ground about five meters away. He didn't get up, but his body was twitching. He was still alive.

Seeing this, another thug yelled, "You bastard! You messing with us?! Get him!"

As soon as he shouted, they all rushed me at once.

Tina and I fought them with our bare hands. The outcome was obvious.

Ten thugs with no skills, no magic, and no proper physical training were no match for us. We knocked them all unconscious and left them in a dumpster in a back alley.

As we were walking, Tina asked, "Are you sure this is okay? The police might come..."

Before she could finish, I replied, "It's fine. They're just local delinquents. The police will arrest them. Even if they knew about the auction, they'd cover it up. After all, it's being held in this area. They must be turning a blind eye."

It was unlikely that the police were unaware of an event being held in a luxury building. They were probably in on it, taking some bribes in exchange for looking the other way.

Absolute justice doesn't exist in any human organization.

We returned home.

The next morning.

I watched the morning news, and there was a report that ten thugs had been arrested on suspicion of extortion. Had they been caught because of a prior conviction or a recent crime, rather than having it covered up? I pondered this as I finished my meal.

Afterward, I went to the other world through the magic circle and then used another transfer circle to get to the Empire. I wanted to find out the details of the disassembly shop's arrest that I had heard about yesterday. When I arrived at the location, the small sign was gone, and it was just an empty building.

I thought about asking for information at the weapon shop across the street, but it was closed too. I was at a loss as to what was going on when a voice called out.

"Well now, if it ain't the young lad from the other day."

It was the dwarf, Lurud, with a bottle of sake in one hand.

Seeing him, I asked, "Drinking this early in the morning? Is it your day off?"

Lurud replied with an angry look, "What are you talkin' about?! This is barely enough to get a buzz on! Can't do good work without a drink, ya know?"

Tina whispered to me, "Dwarves basically only drink alcohol. They can drink a lot and not get drunk at all."

As we were talking, Lurud asked, "By the way, what are you two doin' here? The owner of this place skipped town in the middle of the night."

"Skipped town?! What did he do?" I asked.

"What, you don't know?" Lurud said. "The story is he was in cahoots with the disassembly shop across the street, taking out valuable magic stones and giving adventurers cheap ones instead. Apparently, the owner of the weapon shop would tell adventurers that the disassembly shop owner was 'difficult and a master craftsman,' making them think, 'His personality might be tough, but his skills must be good.' Adventurers are suckers for that kind of story."

He took a swig of his drink as he spoke.

I see. When I first came, he explained about that disassembly shop, so I thought he was being kind, but that was his real motive.

"Wait, does that mean that gatekeeper was an accomplice too?" I asked.

"A gatekeeper? Haven't heard anything about that," Lurud replied. "What, you know this shop?"

I explained the whole story to him.

After I finished, Lurud drained his bottle and said with a slight smile, "I see. So you used this place. Well, you were lucky it was a Flame Alligator you brought in. Its magic stone isn't that big."

I guess I should consider myself lucky. Tina asked, "But for the weapon shop owner to escape without being caught... how?"

"It was discovered at night," Lurud explained. "An adventurer heard that the magic stone from a monster he'd hunted was valuable and decided to keep it, but he drank too much at a tavern and ran out of money. He tried to sell the magic stone instead, but was told it was a cheap one. So he reported it to the guards. While the disassembly shop was being searched, the weapon shop owner escaped. Guess he's got some rotten luck."

His bottle was empty.

He was right. If the guards stormed the shop across the street in the middle of the night, it would be normal to think you'd been found out. But to escape so quickly... he must have thought it was only a matter of time before he was discovered.

He was too well-prepared.

Having learned the situation, we left the place.

We also went to the gate where the guard was stationed. The gate we entered this morning was a different one. When we got there, the guard from that time wasn't there.

When we asked, another guard answered with an exasperated look, "Oh, him? He was so shocked to hear that the disassembly shop he cared about was committing fraud that he took a three-day paid leave. He's probably lying in bed right now. The guy's got a weak mentality."

It seemed he was just a sensitive person. I had been too suspicious.

We left the gate and strolled through the city.

Our feet led us to the orphanage.

When we arrived to check on the progress of the katsuobushi, the children saw us and ran over.

"Hey, big brother! Pretty big sister! There's someone helping us make that katsuobushi you taught us about!" one of them said cheerfully.

Him helping with that? Something seemed suspicious. We headed to the workshop.

And there was the castle's Head Chef.

Seeing us, the Head Chef said with a smile, "Oh, it's you two. I heard they were making this katsuobushi here, so I'm lending a hand. Of course, I have no intention of stealing the recipe. I'm planning to buy it when it's done."

Well, that made sense. This place was run by Emperor Yorune, so he probably knew the situation.

But for the Head Chef himself to come all this way... did he like katsuobushi that much? It was a familiar food in Japan, but this was the first time I'd met someone so serious about it. Or maybe he wanted to help the orphanage in some small way.

"Shall I teach you a few recipes that use katsuobushi?" I offered.

"I'd like to refuse," the Head Chef replied with a serious expression, "but if you know a dish I don't, even just the basics would be fine. Please, teach me."

Since he was so earnest, I taught him a few things.

I taught him various dishes that used dashi stock, like udon and boiled vegetables with sauce. The recipes themselves were simple, and the ingredients were available in this world. There were also dishes where you sprinkle katsuobushi on top, but there was a problem.

The texture.

Shaved katsuobushi feels like eating paper, and if you're not careful, it can stick to the roof of your mouth. It's not a problem for me, but it would be for nobles and royalty. Opening your mouth wide in public to remove it would be utterly embarrassing.

Therefore, I had no intention of teaching him those.

After tasting the dishes, the Head Chef said, "Thank you. Thanks to you, I think I have some good ideas for new dishes."

He thanked us and returned to the castle.

Did he have something he wanted to try so badly that he had to rush back? I wondered as we spent a little more time at the orphanage. The time after that was spent living the life of a hunter, with nothing particularly noteworthy happening.

At that time, Tina and I had no idea we were about to be dragged into trouble.



		
			Chapter 135

			Old Friend and an Acquaintance

			A week had passed since then.

I had been living the life of a hunter with nothing out of the ordinary happening.

There was something I was curious about, so I used the transfer circle to return to the Kingdom. I wanted to confirm if what the princess had declared was being put into practice.

The Guild Master came down to meet me and said he had something to discuss, so we headed to his room.

"I've heard the story from Princess Olivia. Through letters, of course. The contents of Shinsuke's previous report have become a reality. The king has also given his approval, according to a message from the prince. With this, the spy work assigned to you two is over. Thank you for your hard work until now. Now, I'd like to ask... about the various incidents written in your reports. How did you get involved in them?"

To this question, I replied, "How, you ask? All I can say is that I was just there."

It was a difficult question to answer.

In both the Church and the Republic, the incidents occurred shortly after we arrived. That was the only way I could explain it.

"Well, I suppose so," the Guild Master said, his face looking somewhat resigned. "Sorry. Forget I asked."

After that, we made some trivial reports and left the guild.

From there, we went to the house where Bardos and Leona lived to check on Leona's condition.

When we arrived, Leona greeted us at the door.

"It's been a while, Tina, Shinsuke. Come on in."

She was cradling her stomach protectively.

We stopped Leona as she was about to make tea. We didn't plan on staying long; we had just come to see how she was doing. We didn't want to be a burden.

When we took our seats, Tina remarked, "You're quite the mother now. Have you softened up?"

"That makes it sound like I was all sharp edges before," Leona replied with a sigh. "I've always been like this. If anyone's softened up, it's Bardos. He only takes on simple jobs, and he comes home early to take care of me. He's a different person from before. There's even a rumor among some of the adventurers that I've tamed him."

Well, that made sense. That battle maniac had settled down and changed dramatically. Anyone would think so.

"Well, isn't that a good thing?" Tina said with a smile. "It seems you two are getting along well as a married couple."

"You two seem to be doing quite well yourselves," Leona said. "Bardos heard from the Guild Master. A pretty intense battle in the Empire, was it?"

It seemed she knew quite a lot.

After that, I briefly explained what had happened in the Empire. When I finished speaking, Leona looked a little tired, so we took our leave. Any longer would be bad for the mother-to-be.

We then peeked into the 'Yuri' shop, which had a 'Preparing' sign on it.

Inside, Rumily and Milfy were flirting. Just as they were about to kiss, Matilda appeared from the back of the shop and started arguing with them. If we showed our faces, we would ruin the mood.

We decided to leave and returned to the Empire.

Late at night.

We had just finished dinner, and Tina was wearing her green armor, so I was about to suggest we get started when I sensed a presence outside. I activated Detection. A single blue dot. It didn't seem to be an enemy, but I couldn't let my guard down.

Tina and I attached our swords to our waists and waited quietly. Then, someone entered through the window—a suspicious figure wearing a black, hooded cloak.

Just as we were about to take a combat stance, the figure said, "Wait. It's me."

It was Altorine who removed the hood.

"Altorine?" I asked. "What are you doing here so late at night?"

I was sure the diplomatic mission had returned quite a while ago.

"Actually, I have something to discuss with you both," Altorine said, looking around cautiously. "Not here. A place with no windows or doors."

We went into the storeroom in the back. It's where we kept materials and food. There were no windows of any kind. We sat down on the floor.

"So, what did you want to talk about?" Tina asked. "Something so secret it had to be discussed here? Is it something dangerous?"

I felt the same.

"Actually, there are unsettling movements within the Church's upper echelons," Altorine said, her expression serious. "It's unclear whether it's the Pope or an Archbishop, but they seem to be conducting some suspicious research."

This was more serious than I had imagined. It involved the state.

"May I ask something?" I said. "Why are you telling this to hunter-adventurers like us? Shouldn't you be telling people you trust?"

It was a natural question. It was strange to ask another country for help when your own was in danger.

"Of course, if we knights could solve this, we would," Altorine replied, her face pained. "But if the Pope is involved, the knight order and I can do nothing. In the Church, the Pope is absolute, and defying him is not permitted. Criminals who start riots like before are a different story, but basically, we are not allowed to obstruct the Pope's will."

A dictator, in other words. That would certainly make things difficult.

Even if they did something illegal or against the laws of the country, a single word from the top would make it all go away. The actions of the powerful are the same no matter the world.

"That makes it even more of a reason not to," I said, my words harsh. "You can't just tell another country about this. At worst, it will only damage your own position. You'll be branded a traitor."

For a knight as earnest as Altorine, being called a 'traitor' would be a considerable shock.

"I am speaking to you fully aware of that," Altorine said. "However, I cannot stand by and watch when the future of the Church may be shrouded in darkness. I have come to you because, of all the people I have met, I am convinced that you are strong and trustworthy."

After a brief pause, Altorine stood up.

"Please, I beg of you. Lend me your aid."

She bowed her head.

Honestly, I didn't want to get involved. My goal was to get stronger while working as a hunter. If there was a troublesome monster, that would be one thing, but disputes between humans were outside my expertise. If it were a nominated request as an adventurer, it would be difficult to refuse, but this was not.

This was a personal request. A request I could refuse.

I looked at Tina. In her serious gaze, there was a hint of anxiety. Knowing Tina's personality, she couldn't overlook this, but it was a dangerous action that would touch upon the dark side of a nation. If we were caught, we would be arrested immediately.

Given our position of being able to maintain our A-rank status in both the Kingdom and the Empire, this was not something we should be doing.

But an acquaintance had told us about her country's scandal and had bowed her head to ask for our cooperation. If I refused here, I felt like I would lose something important as a person.

"If what you say is true," I said, accepting, "I will cooperate as much as I can."

Tina looked slightly relieved, but her expression immediately turned serious.

"Are you sure about this? This isn't an official request. In a way, we are about to assist in a crime, you know?"

She spoke with concern.

She was right. If our opponent was the head of the Church, a single word from him would decide who the villains were.

"If it's true, that is," I said, seeking confirmation. "From what I've heard, the nature of this 'suspicious research' is not yet clear. If it turns out to be research for the good of the people, we will simply withdraw. It won't be too late to act after we find out. Is that correct?"

"Of course," Altorine replied. "First, I will conduct an internal investigation. If it turns out to be malicious, then I would like to ask for your cooperation again. That cooperation would likely involve fighting alongside me, but depending on the situation, it might change to gathering evidence."

"That's fine with me," I said. "Tina, are you okay with that?"

Tina nodded.

Altorine seemed to have calmed down.

"Then I will return to the Church immediately. I would like you two to depart tomorrow morning. You should arrive at the Church in three days. I will be on a fast horse, so I should be back in one or two days. Well then."

As she was about to leave in a hurry, Altorine turned back.

"By the way, Tina-san, what's with that armor?"

She had asked a rather difficult question.

Tina panicked for a moment but replied, "Th-this is... a prototype. It would be a problem if my usual armor broke, so I was working on a spare with Shinsuke's advice."

It was a good excuse.

Altorine seemed convinced, murmuring, "I see," before leaving the house.

In the city of the Church.

The golden-haired Archbishop was walking with a tired expression. The day the Pope had returned.

He had been extremely irritable.

"Is that new drug not ready yet?!" he had roared.

The development was only about halfway through. From there, progress had stalled due to a lack of materials and data.

The Pope had drummed his fingers on the desk.

"I don't want to hear such excuses! Just finish it already!"

He was filled with rage.

He had heard from the guards what had happened in the Empire and understood the reason for his bad mood, but that didn't mean he should be a punching bag. But if he said such a thing, he could easily imagine what kind of reprimand he would receive.

As he was walking with these thoughts, a voice called out, "Pardon me, sir."

An old man in a hood running a street stall was speaking to him.

He seemed to be selling some kind of medicine. The Archbishop was about to ignore him. There was no value in trusting a medicine from a street stall like this.

As he was about to walk away, the old man said, "Are you perhaps troubled by the Pope's medicine?"

At those words, he turned back.

Seeing the Archbishop's surprised face, the old man continued, "I deal in medicines that cannot be spoken of in public. I would be happy to offer my consultation."

For some reason, the Archbishop felt a desire to listen to these words.

The old man's red eyes gleamed as they talked.



		
			Chapter 136

			Disturbance at the Church.

			The next morning, we finished our preparations and set out.

Altorine's request was a grave matter of state. If it was something that could throw the world into chaos, I wanted to stop it. As her friend, I wanted to grant her wish.

Tina looked at me. "You want to grant her wish as a friend? I understand... but of course, don't be reckless. It'll all be for nothing if you end up ruining yourself. In the end, the one you must protect is yourself. Just remember that. No... swear it to me."

She pleaded with a serious expression.

I couldn't argue. Sacrificing myself for a friend, no matter the reason, was just wrong. Only a madman or a lunatic would do such a thing. It reminded me of a common cautionary tale back on Earth—the plight of the joint guarantor. It's a system where person B has to bear the debt person A racks up, with absolutely no benefit to B. If A decides to borrow endlessly, it all falls on B. Frankly, it's a nuisance and completely unforgivable. There were even cases in the past where a joint guarantor became so desperate they committed robbery.

That story was a stark reminder that granting someone else's wish carries a high risk. No matter what it is.

Honestly, the upper echelons of the Church were the nation's core. Getting involved with people in such high positions was nothing but dangerous. It wasn't something a mere hunter should stick his nose into. But she had pleaded so earnestly. I would help her, but only to the extent that it wouldn't bring harm upon us.

That was the only way. Everyone puts themselves first; to deny that is to deny being human.

I feel like I've strayed far from the point, but I told Altorine I would help within my limits, and she accepted. After leaving the Royal Capital and traveling for some time, I created an iron cart and got it moving. We were attacked by monsters along the way, but we repelled them all, stripped them of any useful materials, and loaded them onto the cart as we went. We planned to sell them at the Church.

Three days later, we arrived at the Church around noon.

We told the gatekeepers we were there to sell materials and they let us through. We brought the partially butchered materials to the disassembly shop and received a small sum of money. Then, we walked through the city, observing our surroundings. The residents seemed to be going about their lives as usual, and the parts of the city that had been destroyed in the recent incident had been repaired, returning everything to normal.

If the higher-ups were plotting something, this would not end well. As I was thinking that, I noticed a commotion in one area.

The Church headquarters. Something had been posted on the board in the main square.

The notice read: ‘Knight Commander Altorine is under suspicion of treason and is currently being interrogated.’

Seeing this, the residents murmured amongst themselves.

"Lady Altorine, treason? That can’t be..."

"She’s a national hero who resolved the riots."

"There’s no one who cares more for this country than her."

The air was filled with expressions and words of disbelief.

This had to mean she’d failed. She probably dug too deep trying to get information and got caught. She did say she would press on with the investigation before we arrived, but it seems she went too far.

After we moved away from the crowd, Tina spoke. "What should we do, Shinsuke?" Her voice was laced with anxiety.

I remained calm. "First, let’s calm down. We need to identify where Altorine is being held. Knowing her, she probably isn’t even considering a jailbreak. That means I’ll have to be the one to go rescue her."

At my words, Tina’s eyes widened. "‘I’ll have to be the one’? You’re going alone?" she asked, shocked.

"This time, the danger is too high," I said. "If I slip up and get caught, there’ll be no one left to rescue me. You’re my insurance for that."

It was a plausible enough excuse.

To be honest, I just didn't want to put Tina in harm's way. This wasn't a flashy battle against monsters; it was a ninja's job, infiltrating without being seen. I'm no ninja, but I couldn't think of any other way.

Tina sighed. "It’s a convincing explanation, but I can tell your desire to keep me out of danger is written all over your face."

She saw right through me.

Still, I pressed on. "But, if by some chance—"

Tina cut me off. "If you get caught, security will just become tighter. Not only that, but they’ll start searching the city for accomplices. It would be impossible for me to rescue you."

She stated it plainly.

She was right, of course. The moment an intruder was discovered, a rescue would become hopeless. That meant I had to take Tina with me. If one of us was found, the other could do something about it.

It was a poor gamble, but it was our only option.

"Alright, I get it," I said. "The problem, then, is our attire. Armor isn't suited for infiltration. And it’s not like they sell stealth gear in this city. I might be able to find something on Earth, though."

I mulled it over. If there was any shop in Japan that sold that kind of clothing, I knew just the place.

"For now," I said, "let’s find a secluded spot and draw a magic circle. We’ll go back to the Kingdom, hop over to Earth, get prepared, and then infiltrate."

Tina nodded in agreement, and we immediately set our plan in motion.

Altorine's Side

Evening. The Church interrogation room.

It was a room for questioning criminals, but the walls were lined with instruments of torture. It was more of a torture chamber.

In one corner, Altorine was bound to an X-shaped rack.

She was still in her armor, though her weapons had been confiscated. Normally, she would be made to wear prisoner's clothes, but she was only under suspicion and officially being interrogated. She hadn't been branded a criminal yet.

Standing before her was a female inquisitor dressed head-to-toe in bondage gear, holding a horsewhip.

"*Fufu.* To think the day would come when I’d get to interrogate you," the inquisitor purred. "I’m so glad I stuck with this job. I was getting so tired of all the men lately."

She caressed Altorine's face like a cat.

Her words revealed a deep-seated sadism.

Altorine asked, "May I ask something? Why haven't you removed my armor? For a torture enthusiast like you, stripping me naked should be a simple matter, no?" Her face was a mask of indifference.

She was right. Being bound to a rack in full armor—wouldn't that dull the effect of any torture?

The inquisitor responded to the question. "Oh? For you to say such a thing… do you have certain proclivities yourself? But I jest. To be frank, my orders from above are to avoid injuring you as much as possible. Your official status is merely a suspect under interrogation."

"If I were to harm you, the people who worship you might rise up. As it is, no one in the city believes you’ve done anything wrong just because you were arrested. It must be nice to be so popular," she added with a stifled laugh.

No matter what the higher-ups said, Altorine’s reputation would not be tarnished.

"In that case, what is that whip for?" Altorine asked. "Why are you holding it?"

Faced with the obvious question, the inquisitor replied, "Oh, this? I just thought it added to the atmosphere. I have no intention of using it. What I’ll be using on you is… this.♡"

She placed the whip on a nearby table and picked up a vial of pink liquid in its place.

Seeing it, Altorine’s expression remained unchanged, but inwardly she was terrified. The color alone told her it was a dangerous drug. The inquisitor forced the liquid down Altorine’s throat. Though unable to move, Altorine resisted by keeping her mouth shut, but her efforts were in vain.

After she’d been forced to drink it all, a change came over Altorine’s body. A searing heat spread through her, her breathing grew ragged, and her entire body began to ache.

The inquisitor explained, "This is a drug that stimulates arousal. It was apparently developed to help partners be more honest with each other during their nightly activities. Normally, a small amount is sufficient, *you see*.♡ But if you drink the whole bottle, your lust becomes uncontrollable. You’ll become a wanton slut who’ll give her body to anyone, and in the worst case, your mind will break. For now, your body just feels hot. But by morning, it will have fully permeated your system, and you won’t be able to control yourself. As for a cure… drinking this will make it stop."

She taunted her with a vial of green liquid.

"Give… give me that… let me drink it…" Altorine demanded in a weak voice.

The inquisitor smirked. "*Fufu.* No can do.♡ Besides, once the drug fully sets in, the antidote won’t work anymore. In that case, your only option is to wear this collar for the rest of your life. It’s engraved with a formula to control your mind."

As she spoke, she revealed a golden collar.

"Of course, this has a little trick to it as well. The collar’s effect can be deactivated from a distance. In… other… words♡, if you ever try to defy me in the future, you’ll become a pathetic, wanton slut right in front of the masses." The inquisitor burst into laughter.

Altorine’s mind was filled with terror. Once the drug fully permeated her system, she would be physically incapable of defying the higher-ups.

The inquisitor placed the antidote on the table in front of Altorine.

"You’d better break free from those restraints quickly and drink that antidote, or you’ll be in big trouble~~. I’m so looking forward to tomorrow. The High Priestess has put me in charge of your training from now on.♡ You’ll be my new plaything.♡ Won’t it be maddeningly fun?♡ Well then, see you tomorrow.♡"

She left the room, her laughter echoing behind her.

Altorine strained against the fetters, her body burning, trying to break free. But the restraints were sturdy, and her passion-addled body was weaker than usual.

Escaping on her own was impossible.

Even if she called for help, this was a prison area that knights couldn't easily enter. And besides, she was under suspicion of treason. The knights would worry, but that was all. No one would come for her.

The situation was hopeless.

Altorine had no choice but to accept her bleak future.

That night, long after most of the populace had gone to sleep, we found an abandoned house on the outskirts of the city. We geared up, preparing to begin our infiltration.



		
			Chapter 137

			Infiltration and an Unlucky Man.

			Our infiltration preparations were complete.

Specifically, we had stealthy clothing and small backpacks filled with tools I'd bought on Earth that were perfect for infiltration. They were originally meant for crime prevention or self-defense, but they were ideal for this situation. I also had a kodachi at my side. As for my outfit, I was dressed in a black ninja uniform from head to toe. The material clung to my skin, and for footwear, I had tabi socks with cotton-padded soles to muffle my footsteps. A hood covered my head, and a mask concealed the lower half of my face. It was the perfect disguise.

I turned to Tina beside me. "Hey, Tina? Are you sure you’re okay with that?"

In response to my question, she said, "This was the only decent infiltration suit they had. Besides, it’s easy to move in. I quite like it."

She moved her body to demonstrate.

It certainly looked easy to move in, but her getup… it was a full-body black rubber suit. A cloth was wrapped around her chest, a belt with a small pouch sat at her waist, and her feet were clad in the same cotton-padded soles as mine. She wore simple black gauntlets and greaves, a black mask and scarf, and her hair was tied back short so it wouldn't get in the way. In a word, her outfit was erotic.

It was reminiscent of some female ninja from a certain series.

"Well, if you like it, I guess it’s fine," I said. "Alright, let’s review the plan. The objective is to rescue Altorine. Depending on the situation, we may also act to resolve this incident. If she’s imprisoned, it’s likely in the area known as the prison block. We don’t know which cell she’s in, so we’ll have to search them one by one."

I reiterated the plan we had discussed during the day. In situations like this, caution and speed were crucial. The plan was crude, but it was better than nothing.

"It’s a shame we didn’t have time to investigate," Tina said. "But given that something might be happening to her, we’re racing against the clock. So…"

Tina waited for my command. I nodded.

"Let’s go."

We began to move silently.

The only light came from torches, and tonight the moon was hidden behind clouds. It was the perfect opportunity.

Before us stood a three-meter-high wall. In each hand, I held a palm-sized suction cup designed for lifting glass. I pressed them against the wall and pulled the levers, and they stuck fast. After confirming they wouldn't come off, I began to climb. I attached and detached them, left, right, alternating my way to the top of the wall.

The other side of the wall was a grassy field, with a two-story facility beyond it. The windows were too small for a person to fit through. It was definitely a prison. But for such a place, there were no guards.

Wondering if they were watching from somewhere, I scanned the area carefully, but there was no one. It felt strange, but I wasn't about to pass up this chance. I dropped a rope down to Tina, then began to descend the other side of the wall. Using the suction cups, I rappelled down and then jumped from a certain height. I made a little noise, but no one came.

I drove a rope stake deep into the ground, confirmed it was secure, and tied the rope to it. After a while, Tina climbed up. On the other side, she was driving a stake into the ground just as I had taught her. Our escape route was secured.

Landing beside me, Tina remarked, "Earth has so many convenient tools. This outfit, for example. You can get just about anything there." She sounded impressed.

Well, she wasn't wrong. Our outfits were purchased from a certain cosplay shop. You couldn't find spy gear in a regular store; you'd have to go to a specialty shop like that one. And indeed, that shop had an incredible variety of cosplay outfits.

They had costumes from anime, of course, but also medieval and Japanese-style ninja attire—anything you could want. The tools I bought at a camping and hardware store. Infiltration tools needed to be sturdy and durable, and I couldn't think of a better place to find them.

We began to move silently.

There were two guards at the door, so we couldn't get in that way. Instead, I moved to a less visible spot and activated `Detection`. There were several red dots inside the building, but none nearby. I used `Matter Conversion` to turn a section of the wall to iron and created an opening.

Inside was a storage room. After confirming there was no danger, I sealed the wall. A gaping hole would obviously give us away. I opened the door and scanned the surroundings. `Detection` had already told me no one was there, but I had to be extra cautious. In a game, if you're spotted, the alert level goes down after a while and things return to normal. Reality wasn't like that. If we were seen even once, they'd go on high alert, and we'd be completely pinned down. I took a deep breath and began the search.

The hallway was completely dark. There were doors, but the signs indicated they were the dining hall and a nap room. As we walked down the hall, we found a directory. According to it, the prison block was in the center of the facility. That saved us the trouble of wasting time searching aimlessly.

We walked for several minutes, heading for the center while using `Detection`.

When we spotted patrolling soldiers, we hid behind nearby doors or inside barrels, moving just like in a spy movie.

Eventually, we reached a sturdy door.

I activated `Analysis` to determine the shape of the key and then created one with `Matter Conversion`.

Opening it revealed a corridor lined with cells. I could faintly hear the sound of breathing. This was the prison block. If Altorine was here, she'd be in one of these cells or in an interrogation or torture room.

As we walked past the cells...

"Hmm? Is someone there?"

We’d been spotted.

But the voice came from one of the cells. A prisoner had woken up.

We tried to ignore him and move on.

"W-wait. Are you here to rescue me? I knew it! God does love me! Salvation is at hand!"

He was getting carried away with some misunderstanding.

When I looked at him, his face seemed familiar.

Tina whispered, "Look, it’s him. The, um… ah, the man who started the riot at the Church."

It came back to me. Ah, that nuisance from back then. The one whose luck was so good that even the knights had to back off.

The man continued, "What are you whispering about? Let me out. We don’t have time to dawdle, you know?" he grumbled, arms crossed.

He was so arrogant I felt like killing him right there, but his corpse would alert them to an intruder. Still, I couldn’t just leave him.

As I wondered what to do, Tina said, "My sincerest apologies. We will let you out at once." She bowed her head slightly.

While I stood there surprised, the man said, "Hmph, you seem to have some manners. In that case, I will forgive that man's rudeness. Now hurry and open this cell."

His words dripped with malice.

As I reached for my kodachi, Tina stopped me. "Leave this to me," she whispered.

It seemed she had a plan. I decided to stay quiet and watch.

"However," Tina said, "if you escape now, the soldiers will spot you. I believe we should intentionally let a high-profile prisoner escape to create a diversion. We can flee in the chaos."

To this suggestion, the man replied, "A brilliant idea! I concur!" He was overjoyed.

Tina pressed on. "In that case, the most conspicuous high-profile prisoner would be Knight Commander Altorine, who was recently incarcerated. Do you happen to know where she is?"

The man answered readily. "I see, I see. Using that woman is an excellent plan. If I recall, they took her to the interrogation room and she never came out. There’s an iron door deeper inside. That’s the interrogation room. Now, let me out first."

I understood Tina's intent. "Alright, I’ll open it now," I said. "Oh? There seems to be something written on your face. It’s too dark to see. Could you come closer?"

At my words, the man asked, "What’s written on my face?" and moved closer to the bars.

I pulled a stun gun from my pack and pressed it to his neck. The man groaned and collapsed, unconscious.

"Well done," Tina said, sounding pleased. "You understood what I was trying to do."

"He was the one who'd been here the longest and had the loosest lips, so his information was reliable. That's what you were thinking, right?"

In response, Tina gave me a thumbs-up.

Fooled by our little act, he'd blabbed everything we wanted to know before being knocked out. An unlucky fellow, indeed. It seemed his luck from before had run out. We moved silently toward the door at the back.

We stood before the door. It was unlocked. Cautiously, we opened it.

Inside, we saw numerous instruments of torture. This wasn't an interrogation room; it was a torture chamber. It reminded me of the witch hunts of the Middle Ages.

Looking around, we spotted Altorine, bound to a rack, breathing heavily and completely exhausted. There was a pool of water beneath her. Seeing her condition, I immediately knew what it was.

This scene was right up my alley. A female knight, unable to move, and in full armor, no less. I felt a heat rising in my lower body.

"Shinsuke," Tina hissed. "Rescuing her is the top priority right now." Despite her whisper, I could feel the immense anger in her voice.

I snapped out of it and approached Altorine. "Are you okay? It’s me, Shinsuke."

Altorine slowly lifted her head. "Shin… Shinsuke? Why…?"

Before she could finish, I said, "I made a promise, didn’t I? That I’d help as much as I could."

At my words, a single tear trickled from Altorine’s eye.

Tina, pouting slightly, said, "Let’s get her down quickly. It looks like it’s operated by a lever behind the rack." She pulled the lever down.

The restraints were released, and Altorine collapsed forward. I was standing almost directly in front of her, so I caught her.

"Shinsuke… I…" Altorine said, her face flushed as she tried to say something.

I couldn't help but swallow hard.

"Alright, Altorine," Tina said, "I’ll carry you. Come here." She forcefully pulled Altorine away from me, her voice laced with considerable anger.

Now held by Tina, Altorine pointed a finger. "Over… there… the antidote…"

On the table was a vial of green liquid. I handed it to Tina, who gave it to Altorine to drink.

A short while later, Altorine’s composure returned.



		
			Chapter 138

			Rescue and Escape.

			We had succeeded in rescuing Altorine.

We had done it without being spotted by the enemy. In a way, it was a miracle.

"I’m so sorry," Altorine said. "I’ve put you both in such danger."

To her apology, I replied, "I told you I’d help, didn’t I? Seeing you get caught and then just saying, ‘Well, time to go home’ would have left a bad taste in my mouth. That’s all there is to it."

I said it casually. For some reason, Altorine turned away.

Sensing the mood, Tina cut in. "So, why were you captured?" she asked, forcibly changing the subject.

Altorine collected herself. "Right. I was investigating inside the Church, trying to gather information. My position as Knight Commander allowed me access to most places, and I had managed to gather a fair amount. That’s when I discovered the existence of a top-secret research lab that I knew nothing about. On my way there, knights from the Pope’s personal guard blocked my path and wouldn’t let me enter."

I thought for a moment. "The Pope’s personal guard? So they wouldn’t even move on your orders?"

It was a common trope in manga. The retainers of a certain figure wouldn't obey orders even from someone of a higher rank. They share secrets and reap the benefits. They were likely scoundrels.

"That’s right," Altorine confirmed. "They obey no one but the Pope. I gave up and decided to consult with you and the others using the information I had already gathered. While I was organizing it, the Pope’s knights suddenly appeared and apprehended me. They just kept repeating, ‘By order of the Pope.’"

Her face darkened. So she had been captured suddenly, without any explanation. That was the harshest, most painful kind of treatment.

"In the city, the official story is that you were arrested on suspicion of treason. Did you know that?" I asked.

At my words, Altorine looked shocked. "Me? Treason? Why would they…?"

It seemed she didn't know.

I explained the situation briefly. "The higher-ups probably fabricated it to make it convenient to capture you. It’s a common trick used by the greedy."

I clicked my tongue. It was the same on Earth. When people made mistakes or engaged in corruption, they’d pin it on someone else or file false reports. The ugliness of humanity knew no bounds. Altorine fell silent, her head bowed.

"Well then," Tina said, "since the rescue was a success, let’s make our escape. We should focus on getting away for now."

I nodded in agreement. There was no reason to stay here any longer.

Just as we were about to stand, Altorine said, "No. I will not run."

Her words were shocking.

My eyes widened. "Why not?! If we don’t escape now, you could be killed!" It was a natural reaction. It was common knowledge that anyone who learned a secret like this would be eliminated.

"I don’t think you need to worry about that," Altorine replied calmly. "The inquisitor made me drink an aphrodisiac and planned to control me with a collar. If they intended to kill me, they would have done it the moment I was imprisoned."

"An aphrodisiac?" I asked. "What did they do to you?"

At my question, Altorine’s face flushed as she explained what the inquisitor had done to her.

After hearing her story, Tina said, "Indeed, if they ordered that you not be harmed, then they must be planning to use you for something. The aphrodisiac makes you lose control of your body, and the collar manipulates that. If you try to resist, they can induce arousal. It’s quite convenient for controlling a woman." Her last words were laced with anger.

Of course they were. I might have my own proclivities, but I would never do something the other person didn’t want. It would leave a terrible aftertaste.

"In that case," I said, "fleeing with Altorine right now isn’t the best plan. If you escape, you’ll be put on the wanted list, and the people’s trust in you will plummet. If you’re caught, you’ll be branded a criminal and sentenced to forced labor or worse."

I painted a simple picture of the future. Escaping offered a chance for a comeback, but until then, she would be hunted as a criminal. There might be people who would side with Altorine, but there was a chance they would fall into suspicion and doubt. In that case, playing along with the enemy's plan might be a viable option.

"However," I said, voicing my concern, "now that you’ve taken the antidote, the effect is gone. It’s only a matter of time before they find out."

No matter how well we acted, there was a chance we'd slip up. What's more, Altorine was not suited for such a role. She was too serious to lie.

Altorine thought for a moment. "You’re right. Therefore, Tina-san, I have a request. Could you place me under a hypnotic suggestion?"

To this proposal, Tina replied, "That’s impossible. You have high magic power, which makes it difficult to hypnotize you. You know that, don’t you?" She sounded troubled.

Right, she had been able to hypnotize those two police officers before because they had no magic power. It would be impossible with someone as magically powerful as Altorine.

"No," Altorine said. "There is one way. The fetters of this rack have the effect of sealing magic power. I know it's surprising; I was told as much when I was bound here. So, please bind me to this rack again, and Tina-san, have me drink water imbued with your suggestion. After that, you just need to return things to how they were before you arrived. Of course, please use a phrase only we would know to break the suggestion."

So the fetters had such an effect. Well, I suppose no magician would be taken quietly without something like that.

"In that case, how about ‘Japan’?" I suggested. "The Church may have stories of heroes from other worlds, but from what I’ve heard, they seem to be from somewhere like Finland. It’s unlikely anyone like that would know the word ‘Japan.’ What do you think?"

Both of them nodded in agreement.

We immediately got to work.

I bound Altorine to the rack while Tina prepared the water for the suggestion. She filled the empty antidote vial with some green tea I had brought in case I got thirsty.

Once the suggestion-laced water was ready, Tina gave it to her to drink.

Standing before Altorine, Tina intoned, "You are a wicked woman overcome by lust. You cannot control this burning heat on your own. The word of release is ‘Japan.’"

With the suggestion cast, Altorine fell limply into a deep sleep.

After confirming this, we left the room and made our escape.

We moved cautiously through the facility and reached the storage room. I created and sealed an opening with `Matter Conversion`, and we climbed down the rope to the outside, making sure to retrieve it afterward. Our escape was a success.

On the way back to our hideout, the abandoned house, I said, "But if she’s under a suggestion, how will we communicate with her? What if she forgets everything that happened tonight?"

Tina reassured me. "It won’t be a problem. Her memory will remain. And even if she knows the release word, the suggestion won’t break unless someone other than Altorine says it. Of course, she won’t be able to say it herself. That’s how suggestion works in this world. She’ll find some way to contact us. We’ll just have to wait."

Thank you for the explanation.

Feeling a bit more at ease, I walked on. Then Tina spoke. "Still, there’s one thing I don’t understand. Why didn’t you use your skill to open the outer wall? I don’t think we needed to go to the trouble of using a rope."

To her question, I replied, "That wall is made of stone. My skill can change things similar to iron, but it can’t affect anything else. The facility is also made of stone, but considering its location, it’s unlikely the soldiers would notice. However, the outer wall is visible to the townspeople. If they felt something was different, they might call the soldiers, and they’d discover there was an intruder. It’s as simple as that."

Tina nodded in understanding.

The soldiers inside the facility were only concerned with the prisoners. But among the townspeople, there could be someone who would notice even a minor discrepancy. To reduce the risk as much as possible, careful preparation and vigilance were essential.

I had learned that the hard way through my training as a corporate drone.

Just then, Tina said, "You know, I feel like we’re forgetting something."

At her words, I replied, "Oh? Do you think so? I can’t think of anything."

I wracked my brain, but nothing came to mind.

Tina seemed to let it go. "I guess you’re right," she said, and we headed home together.

We had completely forgotten about the delusional man in the prison cell.



		
			Chapter 139

			The Announcement and the Secret.

			The next morning, we awoke in our hideout.

After a simple breakfast of bread and soup, we headed to the Church’s main square. We were curious about Altorine’s fate and whether our intrusion had been discovered.

When we arrived at the square, the atmosphere was bustling.

Knights stood in a line before the Church headquarters, and a crowd had gathered as if waiting for something. We naturally blended into the crowd. After a short while, the gates opened, and from within emerged a brown-haired old woman dressed in the luxurious robes of a high-ranking priest, accompanied by Knight Commander Altorine.

Seeing Altorine, the people murmured.

"Lady Altorine, you’re safe."

"The High Priestess is with her. What’s going on?"

"What’s going to happen now?"

The air was a mixture of relief and anxiety.

So that old woman is the High Priestess. That means the higher-ups are almost certainly corrupt.

The High Priestess spoke. "People of the Church! Regarding the matter of Knight Commander Altorine’s treason, which was reported yesterday… it was false information. A certain knight fabricated the report in an attempt to slander our maiden knight. Of course, we moved to apprehend him, but it seems he died in the forest while attempting to flee."

At this announcement, the people erupted in cheers of relief and joy. It was clear just how popular Altorine was.

Amidst the cheers, Tina whispered, "So they had a cover-up ready? Was that knight a scapegoat?"

"More like a disposable pawn," I replied, feeling disgusted. "They probably pinned the blame on some random knight to make the story that her treason was a lie more convenient and easier to advance."

Tina’s voice was laced with anger. It was only natural. Someone had been killed for their convenience. I could only imagine the resentment and fury of that person, and what Altorine must have felt upon hearing the news.

However, she said nothing, merely standing there with her head slightly bowed. It looked like she wanted to say something but couldn't. I couldn't see it under her armor, but she was probably wearing the golden collar.

It was supposed to be suppressing a body wracked with lust from the drug. If it were removed, she would be reduced to a state where shame was irrelevant.

Well, in reality, she was just under Tina’s suggestion and believed that to be the case. Since Altorine had appeared, they must think the drug was working.

As I was thinking this, the High Priestess continued. "Therefore, it has been decided that the Knight Commander will continue in her post without being relieved of her duties. I know these have been anxious days, but the matter is now resolved."

At her concluding words, an air of relief filled the crowd.

Having witnessed this, the High Priestess went back inside with Altorine. As the doors closed, the crowd began to disperse. We also left and decided to take a walk through the city.

Along the way, I said, "Well, all we can do now is wait for Altorine to contact us. I don't know how she'll do it, but she probably won't come to us directly. If she did, who knows how the higher-ups would react."

Tina nodded in agreement. It was a completely reactive approach, but for now, I couldn’t think of any other way.

After a light lunch at a cafe, a nun approached us.

"Excuse me. We are distributing flowers for free. Would you like one?" she asked, holding out a bouquet.

We didn’t need any, so we were about to refuse.

"They are from Lady Altorine, as an apology for the anxiety she caused everyone," she added in a low voice.

Thinking this must be it, we accepted the bouquet. The nun then moved on to distribute flowers to others.

We went straight back to our hideout. Once inside, we examined the bouquet. A letter fell out from within. It read: ‘Tonight, the secret will be revealed.’ It seemed the higher-ups were completely convinced they had Altorine under their control.

"She’s revealing it awfully soon," I said. "Is it almost complete? Or does she just want to brag? Either way, if we find out tonight, we’ll have the upper hand."

Once we knew the enemy's secret, we could figure out how to deal with it.

The most terrifying thing in the world is the unknown. Encountering the unknown is extremely dangerous. Some might say it stirs curiosity, but basically, it's just scary. But once you know, it's no longer frightening.

No matter how difficult the challenge, if you understand it, you know what preparations to make and what kind of strategy to form. It makes things easier and more manageable. It's like getting a strategy guide for a game; you know the boss's weaknesses and tactics, so it's a piece of cake.

"Even so, it’s not good to do nothing," Tina said. "We should procure some supplies. Potions, antidotes, that sort of thing."

I nodded in agreement. Once decided, we went shopping. Fortunately, we had plenty of money.

Altorine's Side

Night. Her private quarters.

Her mood was foul. The aphrodisiac she had been forced to drink last night… The antidote had cured her, but now she was under a suggestion that made her believe otherwise.

However, this effect had allowed her to successfully deceive the inquisitor and the High Priestess. She felt no guilt. As long as her opponents were plotting something, she had to investigate.

As she was thinking this…

"Oh? In a bad mood, are we? Don’t you like your current treatment?" The inquisitor appeared.

To enter without knocking was the height of rudeness. But Altorine said nothing. It would be pointless, and she didn’t know what would be done to her.

At her attitude, the inquisitor said, "How insolent. I suppose a little education is in order." She licked her lips.

Altorine braced herself.

However, the inquisitor continued, "I’d like to say that, but the High Priestess is summoning you."

It was a summons to a room that was treated as top secret even within the Church. What were they plotting? How could she prevent it? That was all she could think about.

She was led to the room guarded by those knights.

The inquisitor gave a signal, and the door opened. They went inside.

Inside, there were beakers, test tubes, and numerous other pieces of experimental equipment, as well as rare and hard-to-obtain medicinal herbs. And what caught her eye most was the giant flask before her. It was large enough to easily fit a person.

"What is this place?" she asked. "It’s strangely… sinister for a medicine laboratory."

She was so taken aback she couldn’t find the right words. The atmosphere suggested the creation of a new drug, but she felt a strange sense of unease, of malevolence.

As she stood there speechless, the blonde High Priestess approached.

"Welcome, Knight Commander. To my laboratory. I heard you were snooping around here, so I took the liberty of making the first move. Well, either way, you were going to drink the aphrodisiac sooner or later."

She wore a faint smile.

"What is the meaning of this?" Altorine demanded. "Forcing me to drink that drug, just what in the—!"

Before she could finish, she felt an intense heat course through her body. Her breathing became ragged, and she could barely stand.

The inquisitor beside her sneered. "Now, now. Don’t take such an insolent tone. Have you forgotten your place?" She showed off the golden ring on her right hand.

That ring was the control device for the collar. The user’s thoughts could turn it on and off. The collar’s effect was gone, and she was forced into a state of arousal. The pain was so great she dropped to one knee.

Seeing this, the High Priestess said, "That’s enough. We can’t proceed with our conversation."

At her words, the inquisitor backed off. The collar’s effect activated, and she returned to her normal state. As she took deep breaths…

The High Priestess spoke. "Stay as you are and listen. By order of His Holiness the Pope, we were developing a certain drug. However, it was proving to be very difficult. We didn't even know the ingredients, let alone how to make it, and we were at a loss. It was then that I met a medicine peddler at a street stall. At first, he seemed like a shady merchant, but his medicines were all extremely rare. On a whim, I told him about the new drug, and he gave me this—a medicine similar to the new drug I was seeking."

She produced a small vial containing an orange liquid.

Shown the vial, Altorine had no idea what it was and was puzzled.

Seeing this, the High Priestess said, "You don’t know, do you? This is a promotional agent. It acts on all things, activating and augmenting them. Its effects are marvelous. We conducted several experiments using this, and they were a success. Well, all the test subjects died, though." She snorted.

Altorine tried to show her disgust, but the inquisitor’s glare stopped her.

"And since obtaining this," the High Priestess continued, "we have been blessed with heavenly fortune! Rare herbs we had given up on finding have appeared one after another, and the results of our experiments have improved! The new drug, which we thought would take months or even years, will be complete in just three days!"

She spoke with theatrical flair.

Altorine asked calmly, "What is this new drug? If I may be so bold as to ask." She maintained a polite tone.

Getting carried away, the High Priestess declared, "It is a drug that will make His Holiness the Pope a legend."

She said it with the crazed smile of a fanatic.



		
			Chapter 140

			The Night's Secret Meeting.

			Night.

We were in our hideout, discussing what to do next.

"Altorine’s request is an unofficial one, not sanctioned by the guild. It’s not a job for us, who hold A-rank titles from both the Kingdom and the Empire and the privilege that comes with it. I want to settle this as peacefully as possible."

To this, Tina replied, "If you’re going to say that, then we were out of line the moment we infiltrated. It’s a near miracle that prisoner hasn’t caused a commotion." She looked exasperated.

After we had returned to our hideout, we remembered the person we had forgotten. Honestly, I was half anxious, half relieved. I was relieved because he was prone to delusions, so no soldier would take him seriously. I was anxious because someone might find his story suspicious, investigate, and discover the truth.

"I know," I said. "That’s why, if we’re discovered, I want to make it so I was the only one who broke in. The idea of two intruders can be dismissed as his delusion."

At my words, Tina became furious. "What are you saying?! Do you think I’d be happy if you sacrificed yourself?!"

I answered calmly, "I know you wouldn’t be. But I can’t think of any other way. A single intruder can be written off as a lone wolf, but two could be seen as a conspiracy between our two nations."

Silence fell between us. Just then, we sensed a presence approaching.

"We’ll continue this later," Tina said, readying her weapon.

I did the same.

There was a knock from the other side of the door. "It’s the one who gave you the bouquet."

At those words, I opened the door. The person who entered was the nun we had met during the day.

"It’s been a while, you two."

"Have we met somewhere before?" I asked.

Tina had a similar look on her face.

"I am Sister Marial," the nun said, pouting slightly. "I was in the ‘Rodel the Flash’ party in the Kingdom."

Her words jogged my memory. The night we defeated the Kraken, she was the nun in Rodel’s party who had entered our room. She hadn't said anything, so she hadn't left much of an impression. She didn't have a plain face, but she was so quiet I hadn't noticed her.

While I was lost in thought, Tina said, "Ahem. So, what is your relationship with Altorine-san?" She forcibly moved the conversation forward.

"Of course," Marial replied. "Lady Altorine and I have no direct connection, but I am an acquaintance of the nun who serves as her attendant."

It was a convincing answer. With this arrangement, the risk of being discovered was low.

"I see," I said. "So, what information does she have?"

"Yes," Marial replied, her face grim. "About two hours ago, she was taken by the High Priestess to the research lab, where it was discovered that human experiments are being conducted. The test subjects are likely prisoners."

"Prisoners?!" Tina exclaimed. "No matter the circumstances, human experimentation should not be allowed."

It was a moral response. In the Church, as well as in other countries, inhumane acts were not committed against prisoners. Their human rights were protected by law. Even criminals couldn’t just be treated however one pleased.

"This is being done in secret," Marial said, looking down. "Of course, the prisoners have families, but they are told that their loved ones committed suicide in prison."

I felt the same way. What were they thinking?

"So, what is Altorine doing now?" I asked.

Knowing her, she couldn’t have remained calm after seeing that.

Marial said, "I do not know Lady Altorine’s current situation, but my friend said she passed the inquisitor on her way out of the room. So, probably…"

She didn’t say any more. It meant something terrible was being done to her. Even if she was faking it with the suggestion, it couldn’t be easy.

All Tina and I could do was pray for Altorine’s safety.

Altorine's Side

Shortly after she passed the information to her attendant, the inquisitor entered.

"Lady Altorine. It’s time for your education. Come to my special room."

At those words, she was led away.

The special room was empty except for a single chain hanging from the ceiling. She was bound by that chain, her hands and feet tied, her body in a straight line.

As she remained calm and emotionless, the inquisitor said, "*Fufu*. You’re so composed. It seems you didn’t understand your position in the research lab, so a little education is necessary.♡"

At her ominous words, Altorine asked, "May I ask something? Why am I still in my armor? Training while clothed is one thing, but training while wearing armor seems pointless." She asked with cold eyes. She was still in her knight’s armor.

"You asked that in the interrogation room, too, didn’t you?" the inquisitor replied. "The answer is simple. This is the best way to educate you without injuring you!"

With a cry, she struck the armor with a lunge whip with all her might. A loud *paaaaan* sound echoed.

Altorine was unharmed, but the impact reverberated through her body.

The inquisitor said gleefully, "This way, your body won’t be scarred. Well, the vibrations will still get to you, though!"

She screamed and struck her with the whip again and again. Each blow landed on the armor, but the sound and the impact instilled a small amount of fear in her. After a while, the whipping stopped. The inquisitor was smiling, catching her breath, while Altorine had her eyes closed, enduring.

"This wouldn’t be any fun otherwise," the inquisitor said. With a bewitching smile, she showed her ring and turned it off.

Altorine’s body grew hot, her breathing became ragged, and she began to suffer so much that she had to put her entire weight on the chains holding her hands. The inquisitor mercilessly continued to whip her. The impact on her heated body reverberated more than before. Her stoic expression crumbled, and she let out a scream.

"Yes! Yes! That scream is divine! Scream more!" the inquisitor cried, continuing her relentless assault with the whip.

Altorine’s screams echoed. The room was completely soundproof, so not a sound escaped.

This continued until about four in the morning.

??? Side

In a forest on the outskirts of the Church, there were three shadows. Lates the Thousand Poisons, Redorza the Sage, and Rumby the Fateweaver—the Seven Demon Lords who were secretly aiding the Church’s conspiracy.

"Sage-dono," Lates said, "Thank you for your hard work playing the role of a merchant."

To these words of appreciation, Redorza replied with a smile, "Not at all. I did say I would help with the matter in the Republic. This is nothing."

From their conversation, it was clear that the Seven Demon Lords were the ones who had sold the promotional agent to the High Priestess.

"However," Lates said, "to think that our investigation would lead to this. Humans are so simple, or perhaps obsessed."

To this cool assessment, Rumby added, "It’s true, isn’t it~~~? Why would they want something like that? Redorza, you were human once, weren’t you? Do you understand that sort of thing?"

To this question, Redorza replied, "I have to say I do. After all, I felt I needed it in my pursuit of magic. But in the end, I failed. By the time I obtained it, I was already like this." He answered with a self-deprecating tone.

"Hmmmm. I still don’t get it~~~," Rumby said. "Is this the difference between our species? What do you think, Lates?"

"Who knows," Lates replied. "I can’t say I understand either. However, this will certainly lead to an interesting turn of events. We’ve already investigated what will happen if the Pope obtains *that*. All that’s left is to sit back and watch."

The other two agreed.

Just then, a voice said, "Indeed. Any further intervention and they will become aware of our existence."

The three of them turned to the voice behind them. There stood Bamhal the Dragon King.

"Well, well, Lord Dragon King," Lates said. "Here to observe?"

"Something like that," Bamhal replied. "Also, there’s something I need to tell you. The others have taken an interest as well. They’ll be watching."

At these words, Redorza said, "Oh? So even the Corruptor is interested? In a way, the Pope’s plan is just her sort of thing. However, I’m concerned about those two. Why are they here?"

"I felt that as well," Lates said. "No information should have leaked to the Empire. Fateweaver-dono? Did you do something? Something like guiding fate?"

At this question, Rumby pouted. "I did not! I thought they would only get involved when the plan was complete. I’m just as surprised as you are that they’re here so early!" She turned away.

It seemed she hadn’t done anything.

Bamhal, who had been watching the exchange, said, "In any case, now that those two are involved, it’s unclear whether this plan will succeed. However, I cannot permit any intervention to ensure its success. Our policy this time is to be indirectly involved. We will only act directly when it’s time to destroy the evidence." His tone was serious.

To these words, Redorza replied with a smile, "Yes, I am well aware. To that end, the arrangements to destroy the evidence—the promotional agent—have been made. My synthesized Undead will be sent in after their research enters its final stage and is complete."

"Synthesized Undead, is it?" Lates said. "I have to ask, can you control it? From what I’ve heard, you’ve mixed in quite a lot."

To this concern, Redorza replied, "No problem. To solve that issue, Lord Thousand Poisons, I used the results of your experiment."

At these words, Lates was satisfied. It was true that if *that* was used, it could be controlled. He didn’t know what was used, but it must be usable.

In the darkness, the four of them smiled faintly.



		
			Chapter 141

			The Gathering and the Long-Awaited Wish.

			Three days later, at noon, a meeting was held on the top floor of the Church headquarters, in a room accessible only to the Pope and the High Priests.

The blonde High Priestess announced, "Your Holiness, it is finally complete."

At her words, the Pope replied, "So, it is done. It has been a long time coming, indeed." He smiled faintly.

This was the news the Pope had most wanted to hear, the words he had longed for. He laughed madly, his eyes devoid of sanity.

The brown-haired High Priest asked, "However, have you conducted clinical trials?"

To this question, the blonde High Priestess replied, "There is no problem. We have conducted multiple experiments. All were successful. Of course, we will use the test subjects for future experiments." She wore a wicked smile.

The benefits of the new drug were for the Pope alone. No one else was worthy of them. However, it would be a waste to kill them. So, they would conduct various experiments. Fortunately or unfortunately, the effects of the new drug made them difficult to kill.

"*Fufufu*. A truly wonderful sound," the Pope said, his eyes filled with anticipation. "So? When can we begin?"

"Whenever you wish," the blonde High Priestess replied.

"Oh! Is that so? Then let us begin at once," the Pope said, standing up.

Just then, the white-haired High Priest, who had been observing, said, "In that case, shall we bring the Knight Commander? Her turn has come."

"Not yet," the Pope replied. "I want her to see the whole thing in the research lab, but that would be a little boring. Have the inquisitor bring her when I have successfully transformed and she can see my new form."

The white-haired High Priest saluted at this command.

Just then, the Cardinal, who had also been observing, said, "Then, Your Holiness, let us proceed at once. Everyone is waiting."

"Oh, is that so? Then let us go at once. Make sure you don’t miss the moment of the century," the Pope said, standing up cheerfully.

The five of them headed to the research lab.

There, numerous researchers were lined up, taking care not to block the path to the central flask.

When the Pope stood before the flask, the blonde High Priestess said, "Then, Your Holiness, we will administer the new drug at once." She produced a syringe filled with a shimmering golden liquid. The Pope nodded and held out his right arm. The High Priestess injected the drug without hesitation.

When the injection was complete, the High Priestess said, "Now, please enter this. The liquid will protect you until your body has stabilized. Rest assured, there is a mask for breathing." She pointed to a path leading to the top of the flask.

The Pope proceeded without question. When he reached the top, a platform suspended by ropes descended. He stepped onto it, and it lowered him into the flask. When he reached the bottom, the platform retracted, and a mask connected to a tube descended in its place.

As soon as he put on the mask, a large amount of green liquid began to flow in. The flow was weak, but it came from all sides, so the flask was filled in an instant.

Watching this, the Cardinal muttered to himself, so that no one could hear, "So, it’s finally time."

Altorine's Side

She was currently suspended in the special room. Officially, she was in her office, working, with strict orders that no one be allowed to enter. Her breathing was ragged, and her armor was scuffed in several places. It was easy to imagine what had been done to her.

"*Fufu*," the inquisitor said. "You’ve finally become obedient.♡ If you hadn’t, my position as your tutor would be in jeopardy." She caressed Altorine’s chin like a cat.

Altorine, looking somewhat weary, asked, "May I ask something? Why are you doing this?"

"How many times have you asked that? I’ve heard it quite a lot, you know. But I can’t tell you.♡ The High Priestess has ordered me to keep it a secret until it’s complete. But… since your education ends today, I’ll give you a hint. My job is to make sure you don’t offer any useless resistance." She replied with a bewitching smile.

This answer was what she had expected. She had asked many times and had come to understand. However, at some point, she realized why they were doing this to her. When she heard the reason, she was filled with a sense of disgust and revulsion.

"Oh? What are you thinking about?" the inquisitor said. "Your face says ‘unpleasant.’ This calls for more education!"

With her cry, the sound of the whip and screams echoed once more.

Shinsuke's Side

Night.

For the past three days, there had been no progress in Altorine’s case. She had asked the inquisitor several questions, but none of them had yielded any useful information. Just when I thought we were at our wit’s end, a certain person contacted her and she learned the truth of the matter. Honestly, I understood why they were doing it, but I couldn't see what would come after.

The Pope’s objective, the true nature of the new drug, Altorine’s treatment—all these things were connected in a way that was significant enough to tie them all together.

When the streets grew quiet and everyone was asleep, I said, "Well, from here on out, if we don’t win, there’s no future for us. What has my life become, to be throwing myself into such a battle?"

I was seriously forced to reconsider my life.

Beside me, Tina said, "If you say that, I’ll start thinking the same thing. No matter how much we can’t overlook what’s happening, this isn’t a case an adventurer should be involved in." She sighed.

To her, I said, "Are you regretting it? Being with me."

"Regret? I have none," Tina replied. "My previous opinion was that of an adventurer. As an individual, I have no hesitation in acting to help the one I love and our friend. Besides, as I said two days ago, please stop trying to send me to a safe place. Please do not tarnish my resolve." Her eyes were straight and true.

"I see," I said. "I won’t say any more. By the way, I was surprised to hear that prisoner hasn’t been making a fuss. I thought it must have been a mistake." I forcibly changed the subject.

That prisoner, the nuisance we ran into when we infiltrated. After that, the man hadn’t caused any trouble or done anything. When Marial asked him about it, he had replied, "Last night? I feel like something happened, but nothing."

It seemed the stun gun had been too powerful and had wiped his memory. It was a silver lining in an unfortunate situation.

"That’s right," Tina said. "I’m glad that’s one less thing to worry about. Still, to think that person was the informant. They must have really disliked it."

I could agree with that. No matter what your superior orders, there are things you should and shouldn’t do. How many people are there who can discern that and speak up? In a way, they are a rare existence.

As I was thinking this, Marial appeared before us. "Preparations are complete. This way."

She led us to the knights’ garrison next to the Church headquarters.

There, about thirty knights in full armor stood, awaiting orders.

One of them said, "We have been briefed by Sister Marial. Let us rescue our commander and protect the peace of this country." He held out his hand.

"There’s only so much I can do," I said, "but I will do my utmost." I shook his hand.

Marial, who had been watching the exchange, said, "Then I will explain the plan. First, the knights will divide into three groups. One will rescue Lady Altorine and apprehend the Pope and the three High Priests. The second will seize control of the research lab. The third will seal all entrances and exits to the Church and let no one pass."

"And, Shinsuke-san and Tina-san, as soon as you have broken Lady Altorine’s suggestion, please head to the research lab. The reason for this is that it is paramount that the nation’s leader be captured by the knights. Also, there may be hidden rooms, so your skills, Shinsuke-san, will be effective. Any questions?"

At these words, one of the knights said, "Um, I’m on the team sealing the entrances. If a trustworthy soldier appears, should we still not let them in?"

To this question, Marial replied, "What we are doing is treason. Even if it’s a friend or someone you trust, I don’t want to increase the possibility of a one percent chance of disrupting the operation. Do you have anything to say?"

The knight shook his head.

That’s right, this was treason. Even if the Pope was committing atrocities, picking a fight with the nation’s leader without solid evidence was forbidden. However, to gather evidence, we had to go to the research lab, and security was tight. Even if we launched a concentrated attack and obtained evidence, if the Pope claimed it was the High Priests’ own doing, the matter would be settled. After that, they would carry out their plans quietly and cunningly. That’s why it had to be now.

If we could catch the Pope after he had taken the drug, when he was ecstatic and in a situation he couldn’t talk his way out of, we could capture him.

Tonight was our best and last chance.

Seeing that there were no other questions, Marial declared, "Then, let the operation begin."

The clock turns back slightly.

The staff and High Priests in the research lab wore expressions of shock. The central flask had suddenly begun to bubble.

The frothing was so intense it resembled water boiling at over ninety degrees.

The people around them were in a panic. The Pope was inside. If he died, a thousand executions wouldn’t be enough to atone for their crime. As they stood there in confusion, a shadow leaped from the flask.

The researchers and High Priests followed it with their eyes. As the shadow landed, its form became clear.

One hundred and eighty centimeters tall. Short red hair. Bare-chested with cloth trousers. A medium build, but he didn’t seem weak. This was because the aura and magic power radiating from his body were so immense that the onlookers watched with bated breath.

The man who had emerged from the flask said, "*Kukuk*. Hahahahahahahaha! I’m back! I’m back! My youth and power have returned! My hair is back! My skills! My magic! I can use them as much as I want!"

He laughed triumphantly, ecstatic that his dream had come true.

This was Pope Aleister.



		
			Chapter 142

			The Plan in Motion.

			We charged into the Church headquarters and, as planned, split into three groups.

We accompanied the Altorine rescue team. The knights knew the way, so we were able to proceed with ease. Along the way, a nun appeared.

As I tensed up, one of the knights said, "Rest assured, she is the commander’s attendant." He explained briefly.

The approaching attendant said, "I have a report. Lady Altorine is not in her private quarters. She has been in the inquisitor’s room since this afternoon. We do not know what is happening inside." She looked apologetic.

"That’s fine," the knight replied. "That’s all we need to know. Everyone, to the inquisitor’s room."

It was a quiet command. Just then, the attendant said, "Wait. Take this. It is Lady Altorine’s sword." She held out the holy sword, Claíomh Solais.

The knight thanked her and accepted it.

After a three-minute run, we arrived at the designated room.

The knights surrounded the door and quietly opened it.

Inside were a bed and a simple desk. The walls were adorned with numerous whips, an interior that clearly revealed the owner’s tastes. There was a door on the left, and we could faintly sense a human presence behind it. The knights surrounded the door again and slowly peeked through a crack.

Inside stood the inquisitor, while Altorine was slumped against the wall. Sensing an opportunity, the knights burst in all at once.

The inquisitor exclaimed, "My, my! So many gentlemen, barging into the room of two ladies? Is that how a knight should behave?"

To her blatant provocation, a knight replied, "Inquisitor, we have no intention of listening to your words. If you don’t want to die, release the commander at once." He declared, pointing his sword at her.

The inquisitor laughed. "Oh? Release her? She’s here of her own free will, you know? Isn’t that right, Lady Altorine?"

She flashed her ring and looked at Altorine.

Altorine lifted her head and flinched for a moment, but then Tina, who had entered behind the others, said, "Japan."

The knights stood still, their expressions unchanged. The inquisitor said, "What? What’s that? Well, no matter. What you are doing is outright rebellion. There will be no one to defend or excuse you. It’s over for you." She was basking in the glow of her victory.

However, from behind her, a voice said, "No. Their actions are for the good of this country, to stop the Pope’s ambition."

As she spoke, she slowly stood up. Her eyes were strong, filled with a resolve that would forgive nothing.

The inquisitor said, "Oh? After all that pain, you still have that much energy? But it’s a shame.♡ That resolve is meaningless!"

She deactivated the ring’s power.

However, Altorine did not fall to her knees. She remained standing and shattered the collar with her own hands.

"How?!" the inquisitor cried out in shock.

Altorine said nothing, simply driving her right fist into the inquisitor’s stomach. The inquisitor let out a pained cry and fainted.

Altorine stood before the knights. "Everyone, thank you for coming this far for my sake. It may be too late to say this, but if you wish to turn back, now is the time."

At her words, the knights stood unmoving.

Looking around at them, Altorine said, "I understand. From this moment on, we are in rebellion. We will apprehend the Pope and the High Priests, expose the inhumane experiments conducted in the research lab, and banish them from the Church!"

At her words, the knights roared their agreement.

One of the knights said, "Lady Altorine, this is for you."

He held out the holy sword, Claíomh Solais.

Altorine accepted it and drew the sword.

"Now, to the top floor! According to the inquisitor, the Pope’s experiment is complete and he has headed to his chambers. We will storm them! Let’s go!"

At her command, Altorine led the knights away.

After watching them go, we said, "Well then, shall we head to our next destination?"

Tina agreed. We headed for the research lab, following the route we had been taught.

On the top floor, in the Pope’s chambers, a large round table sat.

At the far end, the Pope was looking at a hand mirror.

"*Fufufufu*. Youth is a wonderful thing. In my prime, I took it for granted, but as I grew older, I realized just how precious it is. But now, it has returned to me once more. Your work this time was magnificent, High Priest."

At his words, the blonde High Priest said, "You are too kind. It was all for you, Your Holiness. And so, Your Holiness, regarding…"

"I know," the Pope interrupted. "I will bestow this gift upon you as well. From tomorrow on, you may become young again whenever you please."

The High Priests’ faces lit up with joy. Now they too could be young again. Amidst them, only the Cardinal remained expressionless.

"What is it, Cardinal Romel?" the Pope asked. "Are you not pleased as well?"

"Pleased? Yes, indeed I am. Forgive me. I was preoccupied with the work that has piled up."

At his frank apology, the Pope said, "It is fine, it is fine. I am in a good mood today. I can forgive anything. By the way, High Priest, is Altorine’s education complete?"

"Yes, Your Holiness," the High Priest replied. "According to my messenger, Altorine has completely lost the will to resist. At this rate, by tonight…"

The Pope smiled wickedly. "I see, I see. I look forward to it. In the past, I considered such things unclean. But now, it is different. For a man to embrace a woman is a natural act. And she is a woman who has inherited the blood of a hero, possesses both power and beauty. There can be no woman with such fine qualities." He was lost in his delusions.

The reason the Pope had administered the aphrodisiac to Altorine and had the inquisitor educate her was to ensure she would not resist when he had sex with her. No matter that it was the Pope’s order, she was not a woman who could be easily bedded. In fact, he had received reports that she had been investigating within the Church.

With the possibility of her plotting treason, it had become necessary to capture her as quickly as possible and subject her to education—or rather, training—to make her an obedient woman.

In the midst of their conversation, a royal guard suddenly burst in.

"I have something to report!"

At his frantic state, the blonde High Priest said, "What is it?! How dare you enter so loudly and without permission! It is a crime punishable by death!"

To his cruel declaration, the knight replied, "But, it’s an emergency! The knights have suddenly stormed the top floor and are engaged in combat with the royal guards! From what I can see, it is likely a rebellion…"

At this report, the brown-haired High Priest said, "What?! Those fools… could they have found out? Then tell them this: ‘Knight Commander Altorine’s safety cannot be guaranteed.’ That alone will stop them." He wore a mocking smile. If they threatened her, the knights would stop on their own. After that, they could just execute them for causing a disturbance.

"But… the one leading the knights is…"

Before he could finish, the royal guard was struck from behind by fire magic and died.

The Pope and the others were shocked by the sight. Just then, the knights stormed into the Pope’s chambers. They parted to form a path, and they saw their commander, Altorine, walking through the middle.

The brown-haired High Priest stammered, "Altorine?! Do you know what you are doing?! What happened to the inquisitor?! Why?! How?! Isn’t the aphrodisiac supposed to be working?!" He was so shocked he was speaking incoherently.

Altorine replied, "I will explain in order. What I am doing is rebellion. The inquisitor is asleep in her room. I drank the antidote on the same day the aphrodisiac was administered. The reason I seemed to be under its effect until now was because I was under a hypnotic suggestion that made me believe so." She explained patiently.

At this, the High Priests were speechless. Everything had been going according to plan, but Altorine alone had not gone as they had expected.

Altorine looked at the Pope. "You have become young again, Your Holiness. I see, you have returned to your youth, when you were the Knight Commander with hair like scorching flames, who cut down all who opposed you."

At her words, the Pope thought for a moment. "You are not fazed by my appearance, and you even know that I have become young again. Did the inquisitor tell you? No, I told her nothing except that I would take you. Did you speak?" He turned his eyes to the blonde High Priest. His eyes said that if he lied, he would be killed instantly. The High Priest shook his head violently, trembling.

After looking around for a moment, the Pope said, "Was it you? Cardinal Romel? You don’t seem at all perturbed by this commotion."

At these words, the Cardinal replied, "Now that it has come to this, there is no need to hide it. That is correct. I have informed her, as well as the knights, of your plan. It was all to stop your rampage, Lord Aleister." He deliberately did not use the title ‘Pope.’ Was it because he wanted him to stop, or because he had given up on him? Only the Cardinal knew.

"I see," the Pope said. "Well, no matter. As I said before, I am in a good mood. I forgive everything. Normally, I would have you tortured for three days and three nights before executing you, but I will grant you a swift death." A murderous aura emanated from him.

The High Priests were bathed in it and fainted. The three of them had no martial prowess; they were non-combatants who had risen through the ranks on political skill alone.

However, the Cardinal said, "I do not expect to get away with this. When all is said and done, I will atone for my sins. The sin of not being able to stop you." He declared as if confessing.

He was able to remain calm in the face of the Pope’s murderous aura because he too, in his youth, had been a knight and a strategist who had fought alongside the Pope on the battlefield.

Upon hearing his words, the Pope said, "I see. So you are prepared to die."

As he said this, the Pope’s figure vanished in an instant.

He immediately reappeared behind the chair where he had been sitting. He took the sword that had been displayed there and drew it from its sheath.

The drawn sword was a meter long, its blade wide—more of a bastard sword than a longsword. It glowed with the color of scorching flames. The hilt was long enough for a two-handed grip, and a red jewel was embedded in the pommel.

Seeing it, Altorine said, "The Holy Sword Galatine. It burns all things to ashes with its hellfire. A sword on par with my Claíomh Solais." Cold sweat ran down her back.

The knights were similarly gripped by tension and the fear of the impending battle.

I arrived in front of the research lab. Knights stood guard at the door.

On the floor lay what appeared to be royal guards, the atmosphere suggesting that the battle had been won.

"We’ve been waiting for you," a knight said. "Let us begin our investigation at once."

With that, he led the way inside.



		
			Chapter 143

			Altorine vs. Aleister.

			I was astonished by what I saw inside.

...To think they had such advanced research equipment and medicinal ingredients.

Even on Earth, few countries would invest this much. Why? Because nations don't spend money on things that don't generate profit. They're only interested in what makes them more money. I wonder how many politicians truly give a damn about the safety and security of their citizens.

...I digress. But this facility was a clear testament to how much funding had been poured into it, and how much had been extorted from others.

I decided to act.

"Alright, time to use a skill... `Detection`, activate."

Information about the surroundings flooded my mind.

There seemed to be a room next to the laboratory. I went to the door, but it was just a solid wall with no handle. A hidden door meant there had to be a switch somewhere. I scanned the area. The desk was a chaotic mess of documents, medicines, and experimental tools. There were no drawers, and the only other conspicuous object was a massive flask.

That meant the switch had to be on the wall somewhere.

As I surveyed the walls, Tina spoke up.

"...When you say switch, the only thing on the wall is that painting, isn't it?"

She was standing in front of it as she spoke.

Indeed, there was a single painting in the lab, depicting nothing more than a towering tree. A strangely out-of-place piece for a research facility.

I mused aloud.

"Hmm... Logically, you move the painting, find a weird red switch behind it, and push it to open the door... It couldn't possibly be such a classic trope, could it?"

As I said it, I moved the painting, pushed the switch, and the wall slid open sideways.

The sheer simplicity of the mechanism left me feeling drained. Come to think of it, this world's culture was close to the Middle Ages. The Empire's advanced technology had made me forget.

The knights entered the open doorway cautiously.

But they just stood there at the entrance, stunned, not proceeding any further. A bad feeling crept over me as I peered inside.

What I saw was, in a sense, a vision of hell.

...Countless prison cells lined the room. In front of the bars, mutilated and burned corpses were strewn about haphazardly. The back of the cells was too dark to see clearly, but the stench of decay was overwhelming. To be honest, it wasn't something I wanted to look at any longer, but the evidence was likely hidden here.

I offered, "...Should I go in and check?"

The words seemed to snap the knight who looked like the squad leader back to his senses.

"No, this is our duty. Please, stay here."

He gave orders to his men, and they began to move.

They worked efficiently, but I could feel a sense of guilt and regret emanating from them, even through their helms. In the middle of it all, one knight entered a cell and suddenly burst into loud, sobbing tears.

Confused, I looked to a nearby knight, who explained.

"You may have heard, but there was a knight who tried to frame Commander Altorine. He was a rookie, had only been in the unit for about a week—a serious, hardworking young man. The one crying was his training instructor. He once said at a drinking party that it was like he'd gained a little brother. The idea that a rookie like that would betray the commander, only to end up dead in the forest... It was a story we could never bring ourselves to believe."

After his explanation, I asked, "May I ask one thing? I heard they moved to capture him, but could it be that—"

Before I could finish, the knight declared, his voice laced with anger.

"Yes. The ones who moved were the Pope's personal guard."

That explained it. Those bastards would do any dirty work on the Pope's orders. If the rookie knight was here, he was likely captured in secret and used as a tool for some depraved experiment in this lab. Officially, he was a criminal who had fled and died.

Fabricating a story like that would be simple for the man at the pinnacle of power.

As I was thinking this, a knight rushed into the lab in a panic.

"S-Sir! We need backup! Please come to the Pope's chambers immediately! Now!"

He shouted at the top of his lungs. What could have happened?

The clock turns back just a little.

In the Pope's chambers, Altorine and her ten knights faced a single man: Pope Aleister.

Ten against one. And the ten were all seasoned knights, with Altorine herself a battle-hardened veteran. The outcome should have been obvious. Yet, the expressions on Altorine and her knights were grim. They had all grown up hearing bedtime stories of the Pope's true power.

They had not been able to see him clearly in the dim light before, but now they saw his form anew. He wore a white mantle over silver armor crafted from Mithril and Orichalcum. On his head was a golden circlet, its center adorned with a glittering red gemstone.

Pope Aleister.

In his youth, he had been a combat-oriented knight who, as Knight Commander, had achieved numerous military honors. The most memorable story was of his days of fierce battle against the Empire's Emperor Dion. The emperor had advanced with the Sacred Spear Gungnir in hand.

When Dion's army marched on the Church, Aleister himself stood on the front lines and challenged him to single combat.

The duel was ferocious. The surrounding area became a sea of flames, the earth was gouged with craters as if torn apart by tornadoes, and countless slash marks scarred the landscape.

It was said that the knights and imperial soldiers of the time did not fight each other, but simply stood and watched the spectacle.

However, that battle was interrupted by a monster invasion from the Empire's northern territories, halting their advance. For this achievement, Aleister was promoted to Archbishop. Later, when the emperor apologized for his actions and sought peace negotiations, Aleister served as the envoy himself. As a result, while not a complete restoration of relations, they reached a point where they could interact. After the previous Pope's death, he ascended to the papacy for that service.

Altorine spoke. "May I ask one thing? Why would you do this? Did you not, more than anyone, love this country and its peace?"

To this question, the Pope replied.

"I certainly did love it. When I was young, I believed that serving the people was a knight's greatest desire. I thought the same even after becoming an Archbishop, and then Pope. However, as I grew older, a thought occurred to me: 'Is this my life?' When I thought that, I grew disgusted with my own foolishness. To have all this power, and to use it for others? What a ridiculously stupid and foolish way I have lived."

At these words, Altorine could only ask, "A foolish way to live?"

The Pope's voice was filled with rage. "Yes, foolishness! Power is something you use for yourself! For others? For the country? Nonsense. Utterly nonsensical! Ah! Now that I think about it, I should have helped the Empire's Dion back then! If I had, the two of us could have had the entire continent! I wish I could do it all over! I really do!"

At this confession, Altorine's face hardened.

"Pope... no, Aleister. It seems further discussion is unnecessary. Everyone! Seize him!"

At her command, the knights charged.

Every one of their faces was filled with righteous fury. The disappointment that Aleister was this kind of man was written all over them.

Aleister just smirked. "Hmph. `Acceleration`."

The moment he whispered the word, he vanished.

The knights looked around frantically, and at that moment, Aleister was behind them. The instant the knights sensed a presence at their backs and turned, all of their heads flew from their shoulders. Blood erupted like fountains of gore. Every last knight was dead.

Seeing this, Altorine turned to the one knight still standing behind her.

"You, leave this place at once and tell the remaining teams. 'Evacuate the church.'"

The knight, hearing her words, protested. "Lady Altorine! But what about—?!"

Before he could say more, Altorine roared.

"Go! Now!"

Spurred by her shout, the knight turned and fled.

Aleister, who had watched the whole exchange, sneered.

"Not running? Or have you resigned yourself to becoming my woman?"

To this, Altorine replied coolly.

"Neither. I am here to apprehend you. That is all."

Altorine readied her sword.

She knew it herself—Aleister was the stronger of the two. But she could not afford to lose. Aleister's goal: the complete domination of the Church.

He would show his rejuvenated form to the masses, proclaim a divine miracle, and solidify his support. Eventually, he would interfere with other nations—in other words, start a war. At first, his reasons were unclear, but from what he'd just said, it was likely for nothing more than personal gain. She could not let that happen.

With that resolve, Altorine cried out. "Skill: `Charge`!"

She activated the skill. An invisible wall enveloped her as she rushed forward. Seeing this, Aleister chanted.

"O, flames. Dwell within my sword and strike down my enemies!"

Flames coiled around his raised sword like a serpent, cloaking it in hellfire.

Aleister met Altorine's charge head-on. The two clashed. Altorine was slightly surprised to be stopped, but she didn't falter and continued to push forward.

Aleister wore a relaxed expression, but then... "This is tedious... `Explosion Sword`!"

His flaming sword suddenly detonated.

The blast sent Altorine flying. She rolled across the floor but managed to regain her footing. Fortunately, the wall from `Charge` had protected her from damage. The black smoke cleared to reveal an expressionless Aleister, standing there completely unharmed. He had withstood a point-blank explosion. Was it the sword's power or something else? In any case, her opponent was still standing.

Altorine straightened her posture and charged again, this time without a skill. Doing the same thing again would be pointless. All she could do was change her tactics.

She attacked with a wide horizontal slash from the right, but Aleister parried it. He used `Body Enhancement` to effortlessly block her full-strength attack with one hand and deflect it. From there, Aleister's sword came back at Altorine like a counter-strike.

However, Altorine had the skill `Foresight`. It only allowed her to see five seconds into the future, but in combat, five seconds is a huge advantage. She dodged with minimal movement. The sword passed inches from her head, sending a few strands of her hair dancing in the air. Feeling it pass, Altorine drove her left fist into Aleister's stomach.

Aleister was knocked back slightly, but he slid across the floor without losing his balance.

Having created some distance, Altorine shouted. "`Flash Sword`!"

She activated her light magic.

Her sword became cloaked in light, transforming into a blade of pure radiance. There was no longer any reason to hold back. If capturing him alive had become this difficult, she would have to fight with the intent to kill, or she wouldn't win.

Aleister smirked. "Hmph. Flames, enshroud."

He once again created his sword of fire.

And then, they clashed. Their swords crossed in a blur of vertical and horizontal strikes. The exchange was ferocious, a flurry of blocks and parries with neither able to land a decisive blow. They exchanged countless blows.

Then, Altorine cried out. "`Flash`!"

Light erupted from her left hand.

It had no offensive power, but it could blind an opponent.

Some time ago, when she had explained light magic to Shinsuke, he had said, "It seems to be all attack-based. But since it's light, there must be ways to daze your opponent."

This was a technique he had taught her.

Honestly, she had been skeptical. Sure, it was bright, but she hadn't thought it would be that effective. However, after trying it against monsters a few times, she realized it was nothing to scoff at.

Blinded by the sudden flash of light, Aleister's assault paused.

Altorine saw her chance.

"Split Flash!"

A myriad of slashes, a chaotic dance of light.

Before this attack, any opponent would be sliced to ribbons. That's what she thought. But Aleister was different.

Before Altorine's attack could begin, a single phrase echoed through the hall, turning the tables completely.

"Skill: `Summon`."

The knight's frantic report sent us running.

This was no longer a situation the knights could handle alone. After running for about ten minutes, we reached the stairs near the Pope's chambers on the top floor. We were all out of breath, but we quickly composed ourselves and started running again. The door to the Pope's chambers was open.

But there was no sound. A profound silence dominated the space. And there, lying collapsed on the floor, was Altorine.



		
			Chapter 144

			Shinsuke vs. Aleister.

			Altorine lay fallen in the Pope's chambers. Beside her stood a man holding a greatsword that shimmered like a flame.

I calmly surveyed my surroundings.

The room was littered with the bodies of countless knights. In the left corner lay three fallen Archbishops. To the right, an old man clutched his bleeding stomach as he lay on the floor. That must be the Cardinal—the one who gave us the information.

The Pope spoke.

"Well, well. Have the rest of the knights arrived? You're too late. As you can see, your commander is on her last breath. I have no intention of finishing her off, but she did refuse me. She'll have to be properly disciplined. I'm an exceptionally busy man. I'll let you go, just this once. Now, get lost."

He made his declaration with a face full of sadistic pleasure.

The knights' expressions were filled with rage. This fiend had not only killed their comrades and defeated their commander, but now he intended to humiliate her. It was unforgivable.

Seeing the knights about to charge like crazed beasts, I calmly activated my `Discernment` skill.

Individual: Human.

Nature: Body Change.

Magic: Fire.

Skills: Acceleration, Summon.

Weakness: None.

Noting one item I couldn't afford to overlook, I shouted.

"Everyone, calm down! The Pope has a skill called `Summon`. I don't know what he'll summon, but if you charge in recklessly, you'll be slaughtered!"

My cry stopped the knights in their tracks.

Aleister, who had been watching the scene, narrowed his eyes.

"Hoh. You know my skill? Where did you—? No, the only ones who know of this are the previous Pope and the Archbishops. They would never speak of it to anyone. How did you find out, you man from Owari?"

He asked, his voice dripping with killing intent.

I answered with a deadpan expression.

"I saw it with my skill. I have nothing more to say."

Boasting about one's own abilities is a fatal mistake in a fight. In fact, I only knew two of Altorine's skills, `Charge` and `Body Enhancement`. Rumor had it she possessed five in total.

Aleister sneered. "Nothing to say, is that it? Are you cautious? Or just a coward? Either way, it seems I'd be better off killing you sooner rather than later."

Killing intent flooded from him.

It seemed I had been marked as a dangerous individual.

I turned to the knights. "I have a request for the Knight Order..."

Before I could continue, one of the knights cut me off.

"We understand. You want us to take the commander and fall back, right? To be honest, it's humiliating, but I don't feel like we can win. We're counting on you."

They all shared the same sentiment.

I turned my head to Tina.

"Tina. Do not interfere."

Tina nodded at my words.

I drew my sword.

"`Thunderclap Incarnation`!"

I activated the lightning magic enhancement.

In a single bound, I closed the distance to Aleister.

Aleister raised his sword. "Skill: `Acceleration`."

He vanished in an instant.

Without panicking, I stopped and focused on my surroundings. No matter how fast an opponent is, they exude killing intent when they attack. I remembered reading a manga like that once. Just then, I felt a cold presence at my neck.

I brought my sword up to defend the left side of my neck. The next moment, a violent *gakiiin* echoed right beside me, resonating from my defending blade. When the sound subsided, Aleister's sword had appeared from a horizontal slash.

Aleister seemed intrigued. "Hoh, you saw my movement? Or was that just a hunch? In any case, it seems my judgment to dispose of you first was correct!"

He roared, putting more force into his sword.

Even with both hands, the pressure was immense. He didn't seem to have `Body Enhancement` or any other muscle-strengthening skills. This meant this was his natural strength.

Sensing his high physical level, I decided. "`Flame Daruma`!"

Flames erupted from my body.

Startled, Aleister immediately retreated. He checked himself over. His mantle was slightly singed but the fire was out. His armor was unscathed. His sword, fine. But when he touched his hair, a few scorched strands came away in his hand.

Aleister roared. "Y-You bastard! How dare you touch my hair!"

He let out a tremendous bellow.

The shout was so deafening I had to instinctively cover my ears. After screaming his lungs out, Aleister's shoulders heaved as he regained his breath.

Then, when he looked up, he was calm.

"My apologies. I lost my composure. To get worked up over a low-life like you... I was being childish."

For some reason, he had calmed down.

But I knew. That hair was incredibly important to Aleister. Otherwise, he wouldn't have screamed like that the moment he saw it. Humans have an extreme aversion to having things they cherish damaged.

Of course, it's also common for others not to know what someone cherishes. It's easy to do something without realizing. That's why the moment he screamed, I knew his hair was precious to him.

I decided to provoke him.

"Even if you calm down, it won't undo what happened. What, were you bald until yesterday or something?"

It was a speculative and taunting remark.

I figured a seasoned warrior like him wouldn't fall for such a childish provocation, even if he was ecstatic about his plan succeeding. I prepared for a tough fight and readied my sword.

But for some reason, Aleister began to tremble.

"You bastard. To so brazenly mention what I wish to forget... I will absolutely kill you!"

He charged, his face a mask of fury.

And without using any skills. Honestly, it was anticlimactic. To fall for such a childish taunt, he was far too short-tempered. I calmly met his charging greatsword with my own blade.

Since his strength was superior, I would parry. The greatsword was deflected to the left like flowing water. Without a moment's delay, I attacked with an upward diagonal slash from the lower left. It left a scratch on Aleister's armor, but didn't reach his body.

I tried to follow up, but... "Skill: `Acceleration`."

He vanished from my sight in an instant.

Aleister was now standing ten meters in front of me. He looked at his own armor. A single line. Not a scuff that would disappear after a while, but a line that would never fade.

Aleister quickly looked up. "To dare... scratch my armor. But it seems I cannot win against you by letting my passion take over. I have no choice..."

An eerie smile spread across his face.

It was then that I felt a sinister presence behind me. Acting on something close to intuition, I ducked. Just then, something flew over my head. I looked up to see a spinning object.

Is it a disk? A UFO? While I was having such thoughts, the object stopped spinning.

What appeared was a sword. A longsword, but it emanated a somehow ominous aura.

A knight behind me shouted, "Impossible. That's..."

He was shouting in surprise.

I glanced over and saw that Altorine had been retrieved by the knights and was lying on the floor. It seemed they had succeeded in rescuing her.

But more importantly right now... "What is that? If you know, I'd appreciate you telling me."

The knight, spurred by my urgency, replied.

"Ah, yes. That is a Regret Sword. It's a monster said to be born when a soldier dies on the battlefield with lingering regrets. Their resentment and hatred imbue a sword, which then floats about to kill the living. But they were all exterminated decades ago, and a custom was established to collect them to prevent their natural occurrence. It's a monster that hasn't appeared since."

He explained it concisely.

If that's the case, is it a monster Aleister was secretly keeping? But it's too well-tamed for that. It's as if they have a master-servant relationship.

That's when I realized. "I see... Is this the power of `Summon`?"

To this question, Aleister answered.

"Correct. My `Summon` skill allows me to summon and command a monster I have seen once. There's no limit to the number, but they disappear when my magic runs out. Convenient, wouldn't you say?"

He explained, perhaps reveling in his own power.

As a side note, it's not as if he could summon anything. The summons were limited to human-sized monsters. This meant large monsters like Orcs and Ogres couldn't be summoned, only smaller ones like Goblins, Slimes, and Falcons. Moreover, the summoned monsters were not creatures living somewhere, but innocent existences formed from the caster's magic. They had no will of their own, merely dolls that moved as the caster commanded. These were the characteristics of `Summon` that Shinsuke had no way of knowing.

I was panicking internally. If he could summon monsters, it meant he could summon Goblins, or even Orcs. If so, I had to end this quickly. Fortunately, the only thing summoned so far was a single floating sword. I could handle it.

Just then, I suddenly sensed another presence. I activated `Detection`. There were three red dots in the vicinity.

I said, "If you were planning a surprise attack, wouldn't it have been better to do it all at once?"

To my words, Aleister replied.

"So you noticed. It wouldn't be interesting otherwise."

With a snap of his fingers, the hidden entities revealed themselves.

What appeared were more Regret Swords. With the first one, that made four. This was bad. Even with dual-wielding, I was at a disadvantage. I couldn't handle this as I was.

I declared, "Then I'll go all out as well! Skill: `Matter Conversion`!"

I placed my hand on the ground and turned the marble floor to iron.

From it, countless iron tentacles extended, surrounding me. The tentacles writhed like an octopus, waiting for their prey to approach.

Aleister's guard went up. "You can grasp the situation, see through my skills, enhance your body, and on top of that, convert and manipulate matter... So you have at least four skills? Who in the world are you?"

I answered with a serious face. "I'm just a hunter. Nothing more, nothing less."

I couldn't very well say I was an otherworlder. Any information would only be to his advantage.

Aleister sneered. "Is that so. Then die!"

With that shout, he charged forward along with the Regret Swords.

I controlled the iron tentacles with my skill. If the opponent had more hands, then I just had to prepare even more. However, this was the first time I'd tried this.

To be honest, it was a trial by fire.

But having watched all sorts of anime and manga, I had of course seen things with moving tentacles. It would be easy to seal the Regret Swords' movements without them realizing. Probably. The spinning swords attacked from all directions.

The iron tentacles intercepted them. Normally, they would be cut instantly, but they were made of iron. They wouldn't be severed so easily. Aleister took advantage of the opening to attack with his greatsword, but the iron tentacles intercepted him like a whip, deflecting the greatsword.

Aleister clicked his tongue. "Tch. Flames, burn!"

Fire erupted from his greatsword.

I wasn't surprised. His magic had been displayed as Fire.

I countered. "Flames, enshroud!"

Flames wreathed the iron tentacles.

I thought about using lightning, but it lacked impact. Fire, even if it wasn't as powerful, was perfect for keeping an opponent in check. The flaming tentacles clashed with the flaming greatsword. Of course, I was also paying attention to the spinning swords.

The battle was fierce. The spinning swords would make contact and then retreat, and Aleister, unable to proceed as he wished, had a frown on his forehead. Was he getting anxious, or just irritated? Amidst the chaos, the behavior of the spinning swords changed.

They started ramming into the tentacles, maintaining contact for a long time. Were they trying to break through by force? I had a tentacle swat the spinning swords down. I then moved the tentacles to entangle the swords that had lost their momentum.

All four swords were stopped.

It was at that moment that a shadow fell over me. I looked up to see Aleister falling from above, his sword raised for a downward strike.



		
			Chapter 145

			Preparedness is Everything.

			Aleister descended upon me from above.

The forced assault by the spinning swords had been a feint to make this surprise attack successful. A triumphant smile played on Aleister's lips. If all I could produce were tentacles, I had no way to defend against this.

*If* all I could produce were tentacles, that is.

I transformed a portion of the tentacles into a thin iron membrane, covering the space above my head. Aleister, though surprised, brought his flaming sword down. The iron membrane began to melt away bit by bit. It was only a matter of time before it was breached.

In that time, I rolled through a gap in the tentacles and escaped. I put some distance between myself and Aleister. The iron membrane was torn apart, and Aleister landed, flames spreading around him. The Regret Swords, entangled in the tentacles, remained motionless like statues.

Just as Aleister was about to make a move, I acted.

"`Thunder Cannon`!"

I fired a degraded version of my Thunderstrike Cannon.

The blast struck Aleister squarely in the abdomen. Surrounded by tentacles, he had no way to dodge. The lightning cannon sent him flying into the wall. Normally, it should have pierced through him, but the fact that he was only blown away suggested he had channeled magic into his armor to increase its defense.

To be able to do that in an instant—he was strong, no doubt about it. His experience was on a completely different level.

A cloud of dust rose from the wall. Aleister stood up. He was clutching his abdomen, which I took as a sign that the attack had dealt significant damage.

I wouldn't let this chance slip away.

"Skill: `Turmoil`!"

I activated one of my trump cards.

Power surged through my body. I ran. My only target was Aleister.

At my abnormal speed, Aleister reacted. "Skill: `Acceleration`!"

He vanished in an instant.

However, in my current state, I could see Aleister's movements. He was moving to my left. I immediately gave chase. In that interval, I switched from my longsword to my katana, which was, of course, wreathed in flame as my `Flame Fang`.

Aleister watched me with considerable surprise. No enemy had ever been able to keep up with this speed. Even the renowned Dion had been incapable of it. Aleister quickly regained his composure, wreathed his greatsword in flames, and prepared to meet my attack.

Aleister's movements stopped.

It seemed he had given up on running. I unleashed an overhead slash. Aleister effortlessly blocked it with his greatsword. A fierce clash of blades ensued. With both our weapons wreathed in flames, the heat was intense.

But neither of us moved an inch. If we let our guard down for even a moment, we would be cut down.

Amidst this stalemate, one of the knights suddenly sneezed.

As if cued by the sound, our swords parted. The two of us stood facing each other. From there, a storm of attacks and defenses began. With `Turmoil`, my speed increased, and my sword left countless trails of light, too fast for the eye to see. On the other hand, Aleister met my attacks with the same speed. He had probably concentrated `Acceleration` not in his legs, but in his arms. A similar number of sword trails emerged from his side.

The fierce sound of clashing swords echoed. To a third party, it would be impossible to tell what was happening.

But from the sudden slash marks appearing on the surrounding floor, they could only surmise that we were trading blows. Tina watched this scene with a look of frustration.

She couldn't see Shinsuke's movements, let alone Aleister's.

Tina didn't think for a moment that she was the strongest. However, she didn't think she was weak either. But this was a level she couldn't accept. A flicker of anxiety crossed her mind: was she truly worthy of standing by Shinsuke's side?

Tina thought to herself, *(When this battle is over... can I learn a new skill? ...Nothing will start until I try...)*

She was already contemplating the future.

The battle with Aleister was approaching the one-minute mark. However, to me, it felt like I had been fighting for several tens of minutes. A battle of speed. I had heard that one's sense of time could become distorted, but I never imagined it would be like this.

Aleister saw the look of agony on my face and judged it his chance to win.

Suddenly, he swung his greatsword in a wide horizontal arc, swatting my katana aside. My stance was broken. My body was immobile for 0.5 seconds. A length of time that a normal person wouldn't even be able to perceive.

However, for Aleister, it was enough time to attack.

With a returning slash, he drove his greatsword into my abdomen. At that moment, the greatsword exploded.

I was sent flying. I rolled across the floor and slammed into the wall, raising a cloud of dust. The knights and Tina were speechless. Had Shinsuke lost?

Aleister, holding his flaming greatsword, gasped for breath. "Hah... hah... It seems the difference in our experience has shown."

He was certain of his victory.

No one who had taken that attack had ever survived. Even Dion had made sure to avoid a direct hit. Aleister turned his face towards the knights.

His target was Altorine. The knights raised their swords.

They were prepared to die, to at least land a single blow, even if they couldn't win. Tina was visibly shaken, but she quickly drew her sword. She felt that if she lost her composure here, she would truly lose the right to stand by Shinsuke's side. Aleister approached.

Just as everyone thought the battle was decided, something shot out from the dust cloud by the wall.

Aleister turned sideways.

"CHEEEEESTOOOOO!!!"

An overhead slash exploded forth.

It slashed Aleister diagonally from his upper left. His armor was torn, and the blade reached his body. A violent spray of blood erupted. Aleister screamed in agony, collapsed to the floor, and writhed in pain.

The one who had cut down Aleister was Shinsuke. I was surprised to be alive, but I wasn't unscathed. My armor was scorched, and my face and body were burned. The katana I held was no longer wreathed in flames. My breathing was ragged, and it was all I could do to stand.

Tina rushed to my side, where I was a wreck.

"Shinsuke! You're safe?!"

She approached, her face a mixture of joy and tear-filled eyes.

I replied, "Honestly, it's a miracle I'm alive. I'm glad I changed the properties of my armor to Adamantite."

I placed my left hand on my armor.

I didn't die in the explosion because of the armor's incredible durability. If I hadn't changed it, I would surely be dead.

As we spoke, the knights approached us.

"Thank you for your hard work. We will handle the rest."

They said, surrounding Aleister.

I had inflicted a severe wound on him. No matter how strong he was, it would be impossible for him to fight now. As I was thinking this, Altorine approached from behind the knights. When I first arrived, she had been critically injured, but now she was recovered enough to walk.

Seeing my astonishment, Altorine explained.

"I apologize for causing you worry. I have a skill called `Recovery`. As long as I don't move, even an injury that would take days to heal will fully recover in a matter of minutes."

She answered with a hint of pride.

A fine skill. Even if she were seriously injured, as long as the knights protected her, she could quickly return to the front lines. Her skill set was ideal. As I was thinking this, I sensed a feeling of alarm from the knights.

I turned to see Aleister trying to stand up, using his sword as a crutch. His breathing was ragged, sweat poured down his forehead like a waterfall, and he was coughing up blood.

He was clearly in critical condition, yet Aleister declared, "N-not... yet... I... I can still... f-fight!!"

His face was that of a demon.

The killing intent that overflowed from him was abnormally large and dense. The knights raised their swords, but their faces were filled with fear, and their blades trembled.

Amidst the strange atmosphere, Altorine spoke.

"The match is decided. With those injuries, you can't defeat me, let alone Shinsuke. Additionally, I imagine the `Summon` skill requires a great deal of concentration. In fact, you haven't summoned anything."

She explained to Aleister appropriately and that any further struggle was meaningless.

In response to Altorine's explanation, Aleister sputtered.

"So... what... My... am-bition... is not... yet..."

Before he could finish, Aleister's condition took a strange turn.

Was it my imagination, or was his face gradually becoming gaunt? No, were wrinkles forming? It was at that moment...

Aleister suddenly began to suffer.

"W-what? My... body... the strength... is leaving me... My... my youth... What's... happening? The... research... wasn't it... a success? ...Aaaah..."

Wrinkles began to spread across Aleister's face, his hair fell out in clumps, and finally, his face became that of an old man, and he was bald.

I, along with everyone else, was speechless at the sudden turn of events. We stared in a daze, unable to comprehend what was happening.

And then, Aleister collapsed.

His face was a mask of shock and incomprehension as he fell silent, his eyes rolling back in his head. His figure resembled a mummy, as if he had withered away while still alive. A profound silence dominated the room.

A short while later, Altorine exclaimed, "What... The Pope?!"

Her words snapped the knights back to reality, and they rushed to check Aleister's condition.

After checking his pulse and breathing, they shook their heads. He was dead. Honestly, I had no idea what had happened.

Did he become like this because I seriously injured him? Impossible. If that were the case, it would happen to everyone. But that's not how things work. A side effect of the drug? Triggered by the serious injury, or perhaps the passage of time? In any case, that seemed to be the most likely possibility at the moment.

Altorine took charge.

"We must determine the cause of the Pope's unnatural death. We will head to the research lab immediately. We will split into two groups. You will apprehend the three unconscious Archbishops. Give Cardinal Romel first aid and take him to the infirmary immediately. The rest will come with me to the research lab to find evidence and the cause."

She gave out precise instructions.

The knights saluted and began to move.

Altorine looked at us. "Shinsuke and Tina, please rest. Leave the rest to us."

It was a dismissal.

I replied, "Alright. In that case, we'll take you up on your offer."

We moved to the side of the wall.

I sat down, exhausted. Tina did the same. Altorine immediately headed to the research lab with the knights.

Watching the flow of events, Tina muttered, her voice tinged with self-reproach, "In the end, I was of no use at all."

Normally, I would say something witty, but instead, I said, "That's right. Anyone could have figured out the hidden door in the lab if they had enough time. This time, Tina, you weren't useful."

I answered bluntly.

I knew the words were harsh. But Tina wasn't the kind of woman to be discouraged by something like this.

She had a strong sense of responsibility and would never push the blame for her mistakes onto others or try to take credit for their achievements. She was honest, proud, strict, but with a slightly dependent side.

She was a strong woman, and an adventurer.

Tina asked, "Isn't this the kind of situation where you're supposed to say at least one kind word?"

Seeing the mischievous smile on her face, I replied, "What? You wanted me to say it? I didn't think you were that type."

I returned her mischievous smile with one of my own.

Tina said, "Fufu... I'm actually rather happy you said that."

She was smirking.

A mundane, yet precious moment of happiness. Just then, the roar of a wild beast echoed from a distance.



		
			Chapter 146

			The Aftermath.

			A sudden roar. It felt as though it echoed not just through the Church headquarters, but throughout the entire town.

An unknown terror took hold of the surroundings.

The knights were agitated, but I simply asked, "What was that?! Are they keeping monsters inside the Church?"

To this question, a voice from behind me answered. "N-no... there's nothing... like that... here. They... are not... so... foolish..."

It was Cardinal Romel, speaking despite being barely able to breathe.

He was supposed to be on absolute bed rest, yet he went out of his way to explain.

A knight mused, "In that case, did it break in from the outside?"

He voiced a plausible possibility, but his tone suggested he wished to deny it.

Even if all the knights were currently storming the headquarters, the soldiers were also skilled veterans. It was unthinkable that the defenses could be so easily breached. If they had been, the very survival of the Church was at stake. The knights exchanged glances and immediately began to move. They bound the three Archbishops, slung them over their shoulders like sacks of rice, and another knight carried the Cardinal on his back.

As a knight moved to carry me, Tina intervened.

"I will carry him. Please, go on ahead. We will follow shortly."

The knights nodded at her words and moved out.

I leaned on Tina's shoulder and we left the Pope's chambers.

Meanwhile, on Altorine's side.

The monstrous roar echoed while she was on her way to the research lab with her knights.

Convinced from the direction that it came from the research lab, she commanded, "We're heading there at once!"

With her order, they broke into a run.

She didn't know what had happened, but the roar had been loud enough to reach this far. It was highly likely that a medium or large-sized monster had broken in. But neither the knights nor she had ever heard a sound like that before. It was like a human, yet like a beast. A difficult sound to describe. The feeling of wrongness was a first for her.

When the knights arrived at the research lab, smoke was rising from it. Inside, the surrounding area was on fire.

All the medicinal herbs and potions had been burned, all the medical equipment had been destroyed, and the giant flask in the center had been shattered to pieces. After a moment of stunned silence, she shouted, "Everyone! Investigate at once! If there are any survivors, administer aid immediately!"

The shock had momentarily frozen her thoughts, but she quickly recovered.

The dazed knights sprang into action at her command. They rushed into the research lab to retrieve any surviving documents and search for any injured people. However, fortunately, the evidence collection here was mostly complete, and all the researchers had been apprehended and taken away. The remaining knights had closed off the lab and were standing guard outside. It was then that they heard the roar, and when they rushed in, they were attacked by the intruder.

According to their story, an unseen monster had gone on a rampage, breathing fire.

Hearing this, Altorine asked, "What kind of monster was it? Even if you've never seen it before, it must have had some features."

To this question, a knight replied, "That's the thing, I don't know... It's like, it had features, but it didn't... It was just... too mixed up to get a clear impression."

It was an incomprehensible answer.

A senior knight was about to reprimand him for the vague report, but Altorine stopped him.

"Please, calm down. He's not joking. When you say 'too mixed up,' do you mean its appearance was jumbled, or that it looked unnatural for a living creature?"

To her question, the knight answered, "Something like that... It had four legs, but it was a furry monster, like a Bear or a Gorilla. But its upper body was human, and it was swinging a sword. I couldn't see its face well, but I saw three lights, so I think it had three eyes..."

He reported what he had seen.

The knights were speechless. It wasn't human, nor was it a monster. It was just... an unknown something.

Altorine mused, "Not only has such an existence never been confirmed before, but it attacks so suddenly. And it only destroyed the research lab... Did someone direct its actions? If so, is there someone else involved in this matter besides the Pope?"

She descended into a sea of thought.

The knights watched her for a while, but they couldn't move without further orders.

A knight prompted, "Um, your orders, ma'am?" and Altorine snapped back.

"Ah, my apologies. Right. Organize and store the evidence. Take the researchers to the interrogation room. Seal off the research lab once the fire is extinguished. There will be unrest outside as well, so I will go. That is all. Begin."

She issued her commands to the knights.

The situation had changed drastically, and there was much to do, but at least there would be no more casualties. For now, that was enough.

In an unknown location.

Deep in the Church's forest, there were four monsters.

Bamhal the Dragon King, Redorza the Sage, Rumby the Fateweaver, and Lates the Thousand Poisons—the culprits who had supported the Pope from the shadows and made his wishes come true.

Rumby whined, "Still, to kill the Pope and not just the research lab... Wouldn't it have been more interesting to keep him alive?"

To this question, Redorza replied, "If that Pope were as easy to handle as Rodel, perhaps. From his actions and personality, I thought he was of the same ilk, but the moment the battle started, he became as calm as a different person. He also quickly surmised the otherworlder's characteristics. His experience and achievements were genuine. Keeping him alive would have only brought disadvantages."

To this explanation, Lates added, "Just as Sage-dono says. If we had been careless and thought him easy to persuade, he might have tried to slit our throats in our sleep. He would never have truly cooperated with us. That is the way of the Church's knights."

It was a confident answer.

The Church's creed was, fundamentally, the subjugation of monsters. They did not use them, let alone capture them. In fact, the Adventurer's Guild in the Church did not use monsters for its entrance exams like other countries, but instead had the Knight Order test the applicants.

Rumby pouted. "What a boring guy. So you're glad you got rid of him? Is that it? So, what kind of poison did you use?"

To this question, Lates replied, "Oh, it was nothing special. It was a catalyst used in the rejuvenation potion the Pope took. I simply reversed its effect—that is, I suppressed it. As a result, the effect that maintained his youthfulness stopped working properly. Add to that the magic consumption from the skills and the holy sword he used during the battle, and that serious injury... It's no wonder he self-destructed."

He answered with a smile, gazing at a mosquito on his hand.

The moment the battle ended and the Pope stood up, a mosquito had silently approached and injected poison into his neck. Not only was the poison effective, but the Pope was also quite elderly. His body was not meant for such strenuous exercise.

But because he had been rejuvenated, he had rampaged without a care.

Once the effect was suppressed, the backlash from his previous exertions, on top of the aging, would be enough to kill him. In short, it was death from overwork.

Lates then said, "Sage-dono, I thank you for your cooperation in destroying the evidence. How was the performance of that Chimera-like Night Zombie?"

To this question, Redorza replied, "It was satisfactory. Its strength, of course, and its movements were without issue. I left its control to a Falcon. The experiment was a success."

His voice was filled with joy.

Lates nodded with a look of understanding. As expected, to entrust control, it was best to use a being that was reasonably intelligent and not easily defeated.

Seeing that their exchange was mostly over, Bamhal spoke.

"Then this matter is hereby concluded. From now on, the humans will focus all their efforts on dealing with the chaos and bringing things under control. Besides, it seems there are no other humans likely to stir up trouble for a while."

The three monsters agreed with this statement.

The Empire's second princess and the Church's Pope. There was no one else with the same level of ambition and greed as those two. On top of that, the newly enthroned emperor of the Empire was a pacifist. They didn't know who would lead the Church, but at least among the heroes of this incident, there were no ambitious figures. The Kingdom and the Republic remained unchanged. The kings of those two countries were men without ambition or greed. The King of the Kingdom disliked turmoil and valued peace. The King of the Republic was dedicated to his work and did nothing else.

The possibility of anything happening was zero.

Bamhal continued. "Then, as I said in the Empire, we will exercise restraint for a while. This begins now. The other three have been informed as well. Our interference is forbidden. Are there any objections?"

At these words, the three monsters, and the three listening from afar, remained silent.

The Seven Demon Lords also understood. Any further intervention could lead to a war from which there was no turning back. They didn't think they would lose, but it would be an immense pain. They would lend a hand or support something if it seemed interesting, but they would not interfere in boring matters.

That was the policy of the Seven Demon Lords.

Bamhal declared, "Then, we are dismissed."

With those words, a black mist enveloped the four, and they vanished.



		
			Chapter 147

			The End of the Turmoil.

			The chaos within the Church was immense.

The sudden roar and black smoke from the headquarters had filled the residents with anxiety. Was someone invading? Had a riot broken out? In the main square of the Church headquarters, a large crowd had gathered.

At the entrance, knights and soldiers were arguing.

"Let us in! We want to see what's happened!"

"I told you, you can't! The Commander has given orders that no one is to be allowed inside!"

Angry shouts echoed through the air.

Worry and fear dominated the atmosphere. Just then, the gates opened, and Knight Commander Altorine emerged.

Upon seeing her, the people cried out.

"Lady Altorine! What in the world is going on?!"

"What was that scream just now?!"

"Is the Church safe?!"

A chorus of voices filled the air.

Altorine stood in a place where everyone could see her.

"Quiet, please! I understand your concern. But everything is fine. The monster that roared has vanished somewhere. The knights are currently securing and investigating the surrounding area."

At these words, the people let out a collective sigh of relief.

To be honest, the fact that the monster hadn't been defeated was still a source of anxiety, but if it had disappeared somewhere, then at least the immediate danger was gone.

After waiting for the slight unrest to subside, Altorine continued.

"I have something to tell all of you. Everything that has happened in this Church..."

Altorine began to explain the plans of the Pope and the Archbishops.

The hidden research... the victims... the cover-up... the Pope's rejuvenation.

As the people heard this, a new wave of shock ran through them. The fact that the leadership had been doing such terrible things was a truth that was difficult for them to accept, and a sense of unease spread through the crowd.

Altorine said, "I understand how you feel. Because of the unforeseen circumstances, I am telling you this in this manner, but we will be releasing more detailed information at a later date. Please wait for a while longer."

With those words, Altorine returned inside the church.

The people left behind looked at each other, their faces filled with the question, "What do we do now?"

Seeing this, one of the knights said, "Everyone, please disperse and return to your daily lives."

At these words, the crowd finally began to move.

The people returned to their homes, lost in thought.

Inside the Church.

Although there had been a monster attack, only the research lab had been destroyed, and there were no human casualties. It was said that because the investigation was over, no one was inside, but even the knights who had rushed in were injured, not dead.

Even with coincidence and good fortune, it was all too unnatural.

As I was thinking this, Tina said, "Indeed, for a monster to only destroy property and then disappear is strange. It's natural to think that someone was controlling it. But who could it be?"

As we were pondering this, Altorine arrived.

"I agree with you on that point. However, according to the Cardinal, there are no outside parties involved in this matter. For now, we will put that on hold and prioritize improving the current situation. You two, please go to the room we have prepared for you."

She instructed us with a serious face.

Honestly, I had my own thoughts, but this was an unofficial request. It wasn't a matter that an adventurer, let alone an A-rank, should be involved in.

I said, "Understood. After we've rested, we'll leave the Church without being seen by the public. Is that all right?"

Altorine nodded at my words. "In that case, the knights will escort you. Under the pretext of an investigation."

She added a supplementary detail.

We nodded and were led to our room by a knight.

The next day at noon.

Altorine once again stood before the people and released the detailed information.

The three Archbishops involved in the incident were stripped of their status and sentenced to exile. However, as they could not be allowed to cause trouble in other countries, they were handed over to the royal family of the Republic, their closest ally, to be confined in a remote region. It was a punishment tantamount to imprisonment.

After that, a memorial service for the victims of the research began. During the service, the knight who had been framed in Altorine's earlier incident had his honor restored and was buried in the same manner. And with the Pope now gone, Cardinal Romel was supposed to take charge, but his injuries were so severe that he could not move properly. Therefore, Altorine officially accepted the position of acting Pope.

And then, we were summoned by Altorine.

"I have nothing but gratitude for you both. Thank you very much. This is your reward. Please accept it."

She handed us a tightly packed small bag.

I took it and looked inside to find it full of gold coins. I estimated there were at least a hundred.

I said, "I'll gladly accept it. In many ways."

Altorine nodded with a look of understanding at my loaded words.

This was an unofficial request that didn't go through the guild. Although it was to expose the Pope's corruption, from an outsider's perspective, it was treason. This money was both a thank you and a gesture of silence. Money in situations like this usually comes with a sense of guilt, but if we didn't accept it, she would worry.

She would worry that we might use this information to threaten her. Sometimes, accepting is what maintains the other party's peace of mind and trust.

And so, we joined the knights' investigation as a cover and parted ways in the forest. The knights also expressed their gratitude. Helping people isn't a bad thing, but to do it so openly is a bit embarrassing.

To move in the shadows and solve things in the shadows. For someone who doesn't want to stand out, it's the optimal way to move. But then, why is it that even though I'm supposed to be acting inconspicuously in the Kingdom and the Empire, the royalty and related parties always make it public? It really makes you think.

To this thought, Tina explained, "That's just how nations are. If they solve a problem themselves, they advertise it loudly. If someone else solves it, they have to give that person credit, or it will lead to irreparable consequences later. Losing trust affects the very survival of the nation."

She explained.

Similar things happen on Earth. Companies sometimes ship products that don't meet the original quality standards in order to meet a deadline. And if there's a problem with the product, they can just punish the person who sent it and proclaim that the company itself is not at fault.

So trust is absolute in any world, huh?

I returned to the Empire with mixed feelings.

The Imperial Capital.

We've been away for about a week, but it's common for adventurers to be absent for long periods. I returned home without giving it much thought, and there, at the entrance, was General Goltor.

Upon seeing us, the General said, "So you've returned. I have something to discuss regarding the border war. Could you let me in?"

We nodded at his words and went inside together.

We served tea, and the three of us sat down.

I asked, "So? Is something wrong at the border?"

To this question, the General replied, "No, that was a lie. I just said it so the people around wouldn't get suspicious. My real business is about the Church."

Seeing the General's somewhat accusatory tone, I asked, "Um... what do you mean?"

To my attempt at feigning ignorance, the General said, "It's useless. We've received information from the Church here as well. The Pope's death. The Archbishops' exile. It's become quite a major incident. And among the reports, I hear there was a man in Owari armor and a beautiful woman in gray armor. I don't like to beat around the bush, so I'll be direct. Why did you get involved with the Church?"

His face said that he would not tolerate any lies.

We looked at each other. My Japanese armor. The effect of my skill on her beauty. It would be difficult to talk our way out of this.

I said, "General. Could you please not share what we discuss here with anyone other than Her Majesty?"

The General nodded silently at my words.

With a gesture of thanks, I explained the whole story.

After I had finished speaking, the General said, "Hah... Even if it was a request from the Knight Commander, a job that doesn't go through the guild... is what I'd like to say, but given the circumstances, I suppose it couldn't be helped. But let this be the last time. Your achievements are splendid. That's why you shouldn't do anything that would damage your reputation. For both our sakes."

He emphasized.

For both our sakes. In other words, it's not good for an A-rank adventurer recognized by the state to accept unofficial requests. Even if the client is a good person.

I replied with a tired face, "I'll make sure of it. I'm really tired this time."

Even though I don't want to stand out, I'd committed illegal entry and high treason. Even if it was to punish a villain, what I did was a crime. I'm not the protagonist of some period drama.

The General said, "As long as you understand, that's fine. Well then, I'll be taking my leave. You should go home to the Kingdom sometimes too. You're an A-rank there as well, you know."

With those parting words, the General left the house.

Left behind, Tina and I...

"Do I have to be active in the Kingdom too?"

To my weary question, Tina stated concisely, "That is the fate of a high-ranking adventurer."

I sighed and thought about my future activities. A hunter and an adventurer. At first, I thought it would be easy to do both. Why did it become so difficult? I seriously pondered.



		
			Chapter 148

			Interlude: An Unforeseen Event.

			In the darkness, a beast groaned.

"...Ah, where is this place? Why am I alive?"

In the pitch-black darkness, the beast was confused.

Then, a voice spoke.

"Awake, are you? My friend."

What appeared was a skeleton in a purple hood.

Moreover, it was moving and speaking. It was some kind of zombie or lich.

The beast asked, "Who are you? No, that presence... Vil? What on earth happened to your form?"

Questions dominated the beast's mind.

The skeleton, Vil, replied with a smile, "Do not concern yourself. This form is merely the price I paid to bring you back to life. This form is wonderful, you know. I feel no hunger, no need for sleep. I can work endlessly."

He laughed.

The beast understood. It was a fate synonymous with abandoning one's humanity, a pitiful end devoid of any pleasure. But the beast said nothing. If his friend said so, he would simply trust and listen.

The beast asked, "So? Why did you resurrect me? What happened?"

To this question, Vil replied, "Are you not frustrated by that death?"

The beast subconsciously felt a pang of pain.

The night he was killed.

Though the attacking monster had been strong, he himself was quite old. He had the regret of his body not moving as he wished.

The beast said, "I have my thoughts, but I am a warrior. It is natural to die in battle."

He wanted to say he had no regrets.

There must be no lingering attachments. In the era when he lived as a warrior, the battlefield was side-by-side with death. It was not strange for anyone to die.

Vil pressed, "Is that really so? Do you truly think that? You know it as well, don't you? Yorune is too kind."

Those words were more painful than any attack he had ever received, piercing him through the chest.

The beast was well aware of it. Yorune had talent as a policymaker. But her gentle emotions, while wonderful in a person, were a disqualification for a monarch. One who stands above others must sometimes say cruel and ruthless things.

No matter what others may say, the survival of the nation must be the top priority. That is the duty of a monarch, a ruler. Yorune was soft in that regard.

The beast said, "Even if Yorune's support wanes because of it, that is the path that girl has chosen."

The beast maintained a stance of non-involvement.

Vil continued, "And what if, as a result, the Empire falls into chaos, many of its people die, and other nations take advantage of the situation to invade and trample over everything?"

At these words, the beast was filled with a fierce rage.

Such an act was utterly unforgivable.

He had protected the country so that people could live in peace.

In his youth, he had attacked other countries to protect his own people from monsters, to seize resources so they would not starve. No matter what infamy he had to bear, that was something he could not compromise on.

The beast asked, "My friend... why do you anger me so? What do you intend to do?"

To this question, Vil replied, "I want my friend to rule the country. If I may be greedy, I want you to rule the continent. A peaceful world without conflict. A world ruled by an absolute power."

These words, which could be called a devil's whisper...

The beast's remaining conscience and heart of no regrets shattered without a sound.

The beast declared, "Very well. I will rule the Empire once more and dominate the continent. I do not care if the people tremble in fear, if they fear me—no, Us. Fear is the one and only absolute principle to create a world without conflict."

A fierce roar vibrated through the space.

Vil, smiling, said, "That's the spirit, my friend. But wait for now. Your body is not yet fully functional. And we need military strength. No matter how strong you are, my friend, you are meaningless before sheer numbers. I will formulate a plan, so please wait here. Dion."

At these words, the beast, the former Emperor of the Empire, Dion, nodded silently.



		
			Chapter 149

			Time Flows On.

			A year has passed since the incident at the Church.

We've been working as both hunters and adventurers in the Empire. A lot has happened since then.

At the Church, after the Pope's death, the chaos subsided, and things returned to normal. Cardinal Romel officially appointed Altorine as the new Pope, an appointment she accepted. She herself had no desire to stand above others, but having witnessed the corruption of the leadership, it was impossible for her to remain indifferent.

She reluctantly took her seat as Pope, while also continuing to serve as the Knight Commander without ceding the position to anyone.

It shouldn't be easy to handle both roles, but according to Altorine, "Now that this body can still work, it is only natural that I do so."

It's a line I'd like the freeloaders back on Earth to hear, but she's a serious workaholic. I hope she doesn't die from overwork, but I'm sure the knights are helping her out.

Then, there was the investigation of Owari Village.

The reason was that supplies from the village had recently been delayed, suggesting something might have happened. However, the previous leadership had been slow to grant permission, and a request couldn't be sent to the guild. But with this opportunity, Altorine ordered the knights to investigate.

They were accompanied by several merchants who handle the village's goods.

When they arrived at the village, they were speechless. The village was inhabited only by children and the elderly; there wasn't a single young person to be found.

When they asked what had happened, an exhausted old man replied, "A long time ago, a strange mist appeared in this village. Then, everyone lost consciousness. When we came to, all the young folk were gone."

The villagers had lost their vitality. With only the elderly to work and the children only able to help, production had naturally plummeted. At this rate, the village might collapse.

The merchants offered to help with the restoration, but according to the old man, "We are forbidden from seeking help from outsiders here. It is our law."

He answered with difficulty.

Before, they would have refused outright, but in their current situation, survival was extremely difficult. However, since the law existed, they were reluctant to break it. The old people looked lost, not knowing what to do.

Sensing this, one of the merchants proposed, "In that case, what if we help you without being asked? We won't ask for any money for our help, and we won't listen to any protests. We'll just watch and listen to the work here and help with the village's restoration as we please. You can just ignore us. How does that sound?"

He offered his support in a rather forceful way.

It was a blessing for the village. They were short on manpower, and they had been anxious about whether they could teach their skills and knowledge to the children while they were still alive. But this way, they could pass on their techniques to the next generation.

The merchants' skilled craftsmen could learn most things just by watching. For the finer details, the elderly could just happen to say them out loud. It was a chaotic method, but they could strongly believe that they weren't breaking the law.

The village elders replied, "Do as you please."

They answered with a faint smile.

The merchants took that as an agreement and began to act.

The Church had taken a new step forward.

Meanwhile, in the Kingdom, a new A-rank adventurer party was born.

They were called `Owl`. About a year ago, they had distinguished themselves in the Monster Uproar and been promoted from C to B rank. They were a party of ranged specialists. The incident that led to their promotion to A-rank was a smuggling case in the Royal Capital.

Apparently, a group that had obtained a large amount of the Kingdom's ore was selling it through back channels to an underworld organization in another country. In reality, I didn't even know such an organization existed.

When I asked Tina about it, she answered decisively, "Well, you wouldn't normally encounter them in your daily life. The organization only contacts those who can bring them profit. They would never approach a high-rank adventurer."

That makes sense. Even on Earth, underworld organizations don't get involved with ordinary people living their lives, unless you stick your nose where it doesn't belong. The incident that led `Owl` to confront these people began when they were escorting ore on a request from a merchant.

They were attacked by thieves, whom they defeated and captured. They made them talk, using rather forceful methods. `Owl` learned about the smuggling from the thieves, completed their escort mission, and reported it to the guild.

They then accepted a request to expose the smuggling operation. Normally, the Kingdom's knights would handle it, but there was too little evidence. Testimony alone was not enough for them to act openly.

That's why the request was made to `Owl`.

After a three-day investigation, they discovered the smuggling organization's hideout. They infiltrated it, secured not only documentary evidence but also managed to capture a nobleman who emerged from the location. They reported it to the guild, and the Guild Master reported it to the king. A full-scale investigation was launched.

As a result, the organization was annihilated. Several nobles who had lent a hand were captured and stripped of their titles.

For this achievement, `Owl` was recognized by the king and promoted to A-rank. As a fellow professional, it was a good story. Adventurers serving the country. Wonderful. A world away from a selfish person like me.

Why was I an A-rank, and recognized by two countries at that? It was a truly strange story.

Speaking of the Kingdom, it seems Bardos and Leona's baby was born. I found out when I came to the city of Alum. It was a cute green-haired girl, a perfect mix of her parents' genes.

Leona asked, "By the way, are you two not having a child yet?"

We could only offer a wry smile at her question.

After all, in this past year, we hadn't properly embraced even once. Our nighttime activities consisted of bondage play. Not just crucifixion and shackles, but we've also played with a rubber suit and a collar.

Of course, the female knight is my favorite, but I want to try things with a different flavor too.

I digress, but since we've been spending our nights in a different sense, we haven't done *that* yet.

Tina lied, blushing, "We are trying, but we just haven't been lucky."

Leona smiled wryly and silently let her hold the baby.

Meanwhile, Milfy, Rumily, and Matilda are as close as ever... or so I should say.

One day, Matilda apparently dueled Milfy and won. Matilda was overjoyed.

That night, Matilda put a collar on Milfy and doted on her like a pet. Rumily was apparently tied to a chair and made to watch. But that didn't last long.

It seems they stopped after about a week.

The reason was that Milfy looked sad. She had apparently cried for real, saying, "I like you, but I can't see you as a lover. I'm sorry."

Matilda was quite shocked and released Milfy and Rumily.

After that, she tried to disappear from their lives, but Milfy said, "It's not that I hate you. I don't think that act was bad. Next time, with Rumily too..."

With those words, Matilda was persuaded to stay, and she is still working happily at the General Store 'Yuri'.

In the Republic, there are still no new A-rank adventurers. It's not a country where major incidents occur. With the sea monsters present, there are no fools who would think of trying anything foolish. The forest between it and the Church has monsters, but none of them are considered a threat. In a sense, it's a peaceful country.

But that doesn't mean nothing happens.

Six months after the incident, it seems there was a request for the adventurers of the Republic.

The content was an 'ecological survey'.

There had been reports of strange movements among the monsters near the Republic. Turf wars had increased dramatically, causing damage to nearby villages. If left unchecked, there was a possibility that the Republic's royal capital would also be in danger.

The state wanted to dispatch soldiers, but in case of an emergency, it was decided that they should focus on defending the capital.

Therefore, several adventurer parties were commissioned by the guild to investigate.

After several days of investigation...

Most of the fighting monsters had fled their lairs and were fighting to secure new territory. To find out why they had fled, they headed to the original locations. A scene that could only be described as a tragedy unfolded before them.

Scorched trees. Gouged earth. The dismembered corpses of monsters.

It was as if some ominous and malicious disaster had passed through.

Of course, it wasn't just there; similar damage was found in other lairs as well.

Seeing this, one of the party members said, "Something's strange, isn't it? If a disaster had occurred, the trees between the lairs should have been damaged too. But only the lairs themselves have been ravaged, pinpointed. It's as if a disaster with a will of its own occurred."

This opinion was in a sense correct, and in another sense, wrong.

Correct, because only the lairs were targeted. It was an action that seemed to have a purpose in committing slaughter and destruction here.

Wrong, because it would be impossible for a human, let alone a monster, to cause this much damage. They were cut to pieces, burned, and even gouged with holes. They had never heard of a monster with this much power.

For now, they were debating whether it was natural or artificial.

However, one night...

An adventurer party was camping in the forest when a roar echoed from somewhere. Thinking a monster was rampaging, they headed towards the sound. There, they saw some unknown entity destroying a monster's lair.

The surroundings were burned, and the flames acted as torches, illuminating the scene.

Because of this, they were able to get a good look at the destructive entity, but it was still unidentifiable. The reason was that it didn't have a proper form. Its upper body was human, but with three eyes. Its lower body was like a bear or a gorilla. It was too much of a patchwork to know how to describe it.

But its strength was on another level.

Even if multiple B-rank parties teamed up with the country's knights, it was uncertain if they could win.

That's how much intimidation and fear dominated the scene. The entity rampaged for a while, then was enveloped in black mist and disappeared. What was left were the burning trees, the gouged earth, and the corpses of the monsters. There was no doubt that this was the work of that thing.

The party immediately reported to the guild.

At first, the contents were so unbelievable that they weren't believed, but when another party went there, they confirmed that the damage was just as described in the report.

The guild sent an emergency report to the royal castle. The royal family and nobles held a conference and decided to strengthen the surrounding security and patrols.

An unidentifiable entity. Until it was subjugated, they could not live in peace. The guild also requested regular investigations. The reward money, of course, was high, and if they wanted to improve their own skills, the knights would provide martial arts and magic training.

Inexperienced adventurers and those seeking to become stronger flooded to the request. It goes without saying that the level of adventurers in the Republic became higher than in other countries.

And as for us, currently...



		
			Chapter 150

			Revolutionary Products for Earth

			We were training in the Empire.

Well, "training" might be overstating it. We were hunting monsters, crafting weapons and armor from ore we bought in town, and using the magic stones we acquired to create various tools and equipment. Basically, we were doing everything we could.

On Earth, my life continued as usual, supplying items for the underground auction.

Wolf and bear pelts, as well as crocodile and anaconda leather, were all smash hits.

I hadn't known this before, but apparently, the items that sold at auction were being analyzed by specialized institutions, and a variety of products based on them were now hitting the market.

Clothing, bags, shoes, rugs… they were making their mark in key areas of everyday life.

The people who used them had nothing but praise.

"Ever since I bought these shoes, my feet feel so much better. They’re tough, too—perfect for the construction site."

"This bag is amazing. It’s light yet incredibly sturdy; it can take a real beating. More importantly, I was standing too close to a bonfire the other day when a huge spark flew out. I thought for sure it would catch fire, but… it didn’t even leave a scorch mark. This thing is incredible!"

"This coat is so warm; I wear it every time I have to go out on a cold day. And I don’t know what it’s made of, but it’s almost impossible to tear. Just the other day, a slasher with a kitchen knife came at me. I instinctively blocked with the coat, and it didn’t cut through at all. The guy looked stunned, then tried to stab me, but the blade couldn't even pierce the fabric. He was caught soon after, but if I hadn’t had this coat, I’d be dead."

"You won’t believe this carpet. If anything spills on it, you can just wipe it right off and it looks brand new. My cat scratches at it all the time, but there isn’t a single mark. And on top of that, it was surprisingly light when I carried it rolled up. I seriously thought, ‘What is this thing?’"

Reviews like these were spreading all over the internet.

…In fact, the slasher attack was even reported on the news.

The culprit testified, "I’m sure I stabbed him, but nothing happened. Was that coat some kind of stab-proof or bulletproof vest?" After hearing that, people flocked to buy the coats.

They were a bit pricey, but it seems people thought it was a small price to pay for something that would last a long time and could save their life.

Naturally, the police and the Self-Defense Forces started buying them up too—or rather, they commissioned a company to produce bulletproof vests using the same material.

And just like that, the things I brought from the other world started making a real impact on Earth.

The last time I visited the underground auction, Kuroda approached me.

"Thanks to you, the auctions have been a massive success. We even have people coming from far and wide just to attend. …What do you say? How about putting a *live* specimen up for sale next time?"

He had already figured it out. I replied, "Are you sure you can manage that? I doubt your common sense applies here. If it escaped, this whole place could be destroyed, you know?"

I was trying to scare him a little.

Kuroda, and the men in black suits behind him, all gasped.

After a moment, Kuroda composed himself. "You’re right. It was foolish to assume our management methods, no matter how perfect, would be effective. Please, forget I said that. …However, if you’re able, we would be happy to accept a carcass. We’ll help you transport it."

I thought for a moment. "I’ll see what I can do."

I left without making any promises.

A carcass, huh? The things I’d brought so far were hides that had already been processed at a shop. Tina and I ate the meat ourselves for our three daily meals or turned it into rations.

Magic stones… they were only valuable to people with magic. To anyone else, they were just beautiful gems. It was probably better to bring back something other than a magic stone.

When I shared this thought with Tina, she said, "I don’t think it’ll be a problem. If they’re the ones making the request, we should assume they’ve established some way to handle it. A live one would be another story, but a dead one should be fine. If something happens, it’s on them, isn’t it?"

She stated it so matter-of-factly.

It was a strangely calm, almost cold, assessment.

And so, I decided to look for a monster you’d never see on Earth.

There were plenty of options, but Goblins and Orcs felt too cliché. Wasn’t there something a bit more… impressive? The fact that I was even thinking this way either meant I was getting comfortable or I was just brazenly leaning into the fact that my secret was out.

Sometime later, in the Empire, I found it: a two-hundred-centimeter-tall gorilla with four arms.

Now *that* was impressive. A little too impressive, even. I drew my sword and charged. Tina drew hers as well, providing support from a distance.

The gorilla saw me and cloaked its entire body in lightning. It had a Thunder Stone. I wreathed my own sword in fire and enhanced my body with Thunderclap Incarnation.

As we closed the distance, the gorilla swung with its lower right arm.

I dodged it with ease. The fist slammed into the ground, shattering it with a brilliant flash of lightning. A single hit would have been fatal.

The gorilla followed up with a punch from its lower left arm.

I slipped inside its guard to evade. It was a dangerous spot, but if I stayed too far back, I’d be vulnerable to an attack from its upper arms. Better to move where it would have trouble attacking.

I plunged my sword into the gorilla’s stomach and triggered an explosion.

It was the explosive technique I’d learned from my fight with the former Pope. Using it at close range was terrifying, but with the right precautions, it was manageable.

The gear I wore had excellent heat resistance, and I shielded my face with my left arm the moment it detonated.

The gorilla shrieked. I immediately pulled back.

I wanted to press the attack, but I didn’t want to damage the body too much this time. The explosion was small-scale, just enough to make it flinch. The gorilla quickly regained its footing and clasped its upper hands together.

The pose looked just like the Double Sledgehammer, a pro wrestling move.

I leaped back even further. The gorilla brought its arms crashing down, unleashing a bolt of lightning far more intense and destructive than before.

I glanced over my shoulder. Tina understood and gave me a nod.

"Flame Demon Sword!" I roared.

A ring of fire erupted, encircling the gorilla.

As the gorilla looked around, bewildered, Tina’s technique exploded.

"Heavy Water Cannon!!"

The gorilla saw the torrent of water and tried to flee, but the wall of flames blocked its escape. Helpless, it was swallowed by the flood, slammed against a wall, and left writhing in agony.

Before it could recover, I channeled magic into my sword and thrust it straight through its heart.

Looking down at the dead gorilla, I said, "Alright, now we just have to carry it."

I started to load it onto the cart.

It was heavy. Unbelievably heavy. And since I was soaked, I couldn’t use my lightning enhancement. I used Matter Conversion to turn the ground to iron, manipulating it like a crane to lift the body onto the cart.

Somehow, I managed to get the gorilla back to Earth. Looking at it, I thought, *I can’t exactly have them come all the way to the house. I’ll call them from somewhere else tonight.*

That’s what I decided.

At that moment, I happened to look at my house. It was old, both inside and out. It wouldn’t be surprising if it started falling apart soon. I had no intention of rebuilding it, but it could use some repairs.

Fortunately, I had plenty of money.

Including my previous earnings, I had well over one hundred million yen. I decided to call a contractor soon.

And so, night fell.

I asked Tina to watch the house while I took the cart and moved down a deserted night road. Once I was a good distance from home, in an abandoned factory near the city but unlikely to attract people, I stopped.

Before coming here, I had called a public phone and specified a time and place.

After a while, a large truck and several vans arrived.

Several men in black suits emerged from the vans, and among them was Kuroda.

"Thank you for waiting. I’d like to see it at once."

He seemed quite pleased.

I nodded and showed him the gorilla on the cart. The men in black suits stared, their mouths agape in stunned silence.

Kuroda was equally shocked but quickly recovered. "This is… this is magnificent. We will take it from here. The auction is in fourteen days, so if you have other business, you can come to collect your payment at a later date. …Alright, men, move it."

He gave the order to his subordinates.

The men in black, snapping back to their senses, swarmed the gorilla and began loading it onto the truck. Even with thirty burly men, it was a struggle, so I pitched in to help.

By the time it was loaded, everyone except me was thoroughly exhausted.

They left the abandoned factory just like that. I had already removed the Thunder Stone from the gorilla. The body had a few scratches, but for a creature of that magnitude, a few minor blemishes were nothing.

In this way, my work as a hunter was progressing smoothly.

I also took on work as an adventurer.

In the Empire, I accepted requests for local surveys and merchant escorts. At the border, monster activity had intensified, and fighting had broken out again. The soldiers were there, of course, as was the Edgeson Unit.

However, the monsters seemed to have learned their lesson and were no longer easily dispatched by the Edgeson Unit, who were now taking casualties.

We joined the fight as well. It was a perfect opportunity to get stronger.

But the battles were day trips, and the requests from the Guild were irregular. It was too inefficient. I checked both the Kingdom’s guild and the Empire’s for a better place.

That’s when I found a certain request in the Kingdom.

The request was for a "Ruins Investigation."

A nobleman had posted a request to investigate some recently discovered ruins and bring back anything that was found.

"A noble should have his own soldiers," I mused. "Why go out of his way to hire adventurers?"

To this, Tina replied, "Because they can’t handle it. The monsters living in ruins are strong. I imagine it’s similar to the ruins in the Republic."

That’s what she figured.

The ruins in the Republic… the place where great figures of the past had lived. Did that mean something similar was here, too?

"Well," I said, "might as well take it. I’m curious, anyway."

Tina agreed.

After accepting the request, we headed to a location north-northeast of the royal capital. It would take three days even on horseback. We traveled by iron cart.

Along the way, I wondered aloud, "But why investigate now? ‘Recently’ is one thing, but if they were found ‘in recent years,’ that means they’ve known about them for at least a year. I can understand giving up because the monsters are too strong, but why start investigating again now?"

Tina thought about it. "He probably found something and wants to show it off, don’t you think? Nobles will put on airs over the strangest things."

Her tone was exasperated.

"But if he’s hiring the Guild to do it, I don’t see what there is to brag about," I said.

Tina sounded even more fed up. "Once it’s presented to him, it’s his. Even if he puts out a request, there’s no guarantee it will succeed. The desire to show off such precious items must be part of a collector’s nature. Besides, the name on the request seems to be his son’s."

I didn’t know what to say to that.

Wanting to brag but sending others into a dangerous place you won’t go yourself. Then showing off something that was handed to you as if you’d gotten it yourself… I just don’t get how they think.

Well, I guess a commoner like me could never understand the mindset of the safe, comfortable, and rich.

All I care about is getting stronger. That’s it.

During our journey, we were attacked by bandits, but we fought them all off.

And then, we arrived at our destination.



		
			Chapter 151

			Exploring the Ruins

			Arriving at the ruins, I muttered, "So it’s a cave, just like in the Republic."

I was a little disappointed.

When I hear "ruins," I picture ancient temples or some kind of mysterious building.

"This is normal in this world," Tina explained. "What makes them ‘ruins’ is that once you go inside, the construction is far too elaborate to be a simple cave."

So it was a matter of this world’s common sense. It’s true, even on Earth, what’s considered common knowledge in one place can be completely different elsewhere.

"Alright then," I said. "Let’s get to it. Though I doubt we’ll find what the nobleman is looking for."

I scoffed.

To the uninformed, treasure is usually just jewels or rare weapons. But there are countless things that would be considered junk unless seen by a specific person.

These ruins probably held that kind of thing.

I knew this because there was an inscription carved near the entrance. The characters were a bit squiggly, but I recognized the pattern. It was close to German, and I could read it.

It said: *Homunculi present. Caution.*

Artificial humans. A familiar term on Earth, though mostly from manga and anime. They also appear in actual history—humans created by European alchemists, said to be unable to survive outside a flask.

And supposedly, only one person ever succeeded, with no one else managing it since.

If that person had come to this world, it wouldn’t be surprising if they possessed both the knowledge and the power to succeed.

"Let’s proceed with caution," I said. "The monsters in here are probably going to be a real pain."

Tina nodded at my serious expression.

She looked like she wanted to ask something, but seeing as I wasn't elaborating, she must have concluded that I had a strong suspicion but no confirmation. A partner like that is a true blessing.

We ventured into the ruins. It was dark inside, so we lit our way with a torch.

Along the way, we encountered traps like pitfalls and arrows shooting from the walls. But I had knowledge from manga and the modern world. If you observed carefully, you could see unnatural holes in what looked like ordinary walls—meaning projectiles would fly out of them. The floor, too, seemed a bit rough, but on closer inspection, some sections had strange lines etched into them. I tried throwing a small stone at one with all my might, and a hole opened up before immediately closing again.

An automatic opening and closing mechanism. That was impossible with the technology of the people in this world.

Well, it should have been impossible for people on ancient Earth too, but geniuses are born in every era, creating fantastical inventions. Most of the time they’re not recognized by those around them and end up isolated. But those who persevere leave their names in history.

I got a bit sidetracked, but these traps confirmed it. This place was built by that alchemist. I explained my theory to Tina.

About thirty minutes in, I felt an eerie presence from the end of a nondescript, straight passage.

I activated Detection. Three red dots. They were heading this way.

"Enemies," I said curtly. "Three of them." I drew my sword.

Tina followed suit, drawing her Orichalcum Sword. To our left and right were stone walls. No escape routes. Behind us were traps, though no one was there. If we were cautious, they would catch up to us.

Our only option was to stand and fight. I took a resolute stance.

From the darkness ahead, two green dots glowed. Given their position, they had to be eyes, but the only things with glowing eyes I could think of were robots.

As I wondered, a two-hundred-centimeter-tall, black-skinned humanoid emerged. It was bald and naked, but lacked any private parts. There were no other distinguishing features. It looked like a moving doll.

"Is this a homunculus?" Tina asked. "It’s… rather doll-like, isn’t it?"

She couldn’t quite find the right words.

I felt the same way. As I was thinking, one of the homunculi attacked, its right arm stretching towards us. We dodged, and the extended arm snapped back to its original length.

"Looks like fighting from a distance is out," I said with a laugh, though it was more of a grumble. "As expected of otherworld ruins. Anything goes, huh?"

This meant I had to assume that every creature in these ruins could extend its limbs. It would be tricky, but I was glad to have this kind of prey. It was perfect for training.

I raised my sword and charged.

I had no idea how resistant they were to magic. Besides, the passage was only wide enough for three people to walk abreast. Using magic that obscured vision would only put us at a disadvantage.

Close-quarters combat was the only way. Tina, sensing the situation, waited behind me.

The homunculi, unfazed, met my charge. Two of them extended their right arms, taking aim at me as I ran. I dodged them by a hair’s breadth. Once in range, I swung my sword in a wide horizontal arc.

The blade sliced open a homunculus’s stomach, and blue blood spurted out.

I was no longer fazed by different-colored blood. But the wound on its stomach sealed itself shut almost immediately. That surprised me—I hadn’t expected such advanced healing abilities. The third homunculus threw a punch with its left fist.

"Thunder Palm!" I shouted.

I unleashed a blast of lightning from my left palm.

The discharge was roughly a thousand volts, enough to knock out a Wolf. The third homunculus’s left fist was knocked back, but its stance remained solid. I immediately backed away.

I had a feeling the first one was about to do something.

As I retreated, Tina acted.

"Ice Field!!"

She thrust her sword into the ground, and a path of ice shot forward in a straight line.

The ice snaked around the three homunculi’s feet, freezing them in place.

With the three of them immobilized, I struck.

"Thunder Sword Strike!"

My lightning-infused blade cleaved through them.

I bisected all three. I thought they would regenerate immediately and was about to deliver a finishing blow, but the homunculi’s bodies suddenly began to melt. Like ice turning to water, they dissolved and vanished.

"So their regeneration has its limits," I said. "Thanks for the backup."

I offered my thanks.

"It’s only natural for a partner," Tina replied. "But to think such a monster exists… Earth’s ideas are terrifying. It’s no wonder even Rodel the Flash would have struggled here."

She stared grimly at the spot where the bodies had been.

"Huh? Rodel struggled here? Was he here on a request too?"

Tina answered my question. "No. During the kraken incident a year ago, Rodel the Flash failed. I heard he came here to search for a legendary weapon in order to succeed in the subjugation. I don’t know if he actually came, though. It seems he was just trying to buy time."

Her expression was one of exasperation.

I felt the same. I’d only met Rodel once or twice, but I got the gist of him. With his personality, he wouldn't do anything dangerous or take risks in a place where he wouldn’t stand out.

He was less an adventurer and more of an… idol? The kind of guy who thinks he’s the main character.

I, on the other hand, have no illusions about being some chosen hero. I only came to this world because I found a book in the storehouse and tried it out for fun. I’d never think I was "chosen" for something like that.

Half-assed feelings are just too unpleasant. I pushed the past from my mind and moved forward.

Exploring the ruins was, in a word, exhausting.

We were constantly fighting homunculi that appeared at every turn. Many of them launched surprise attacks from the darkness, making it the toughest place I’d ever fought in.

When we felt our bodies growing tired, we’d take a short break in a place that seemed safe, replenishing our energy with water and rice dumplings from our rations. Of course, we didn’t eat at the same time; one would eat while the other kept watch, and we’d switch as soon as the first was done.

There were no lunch breaks like at a regular job. It made me realize how easy my adventurer life had been up until now.

After repeating this cycle for some time, we found an iron door.

It looked suspicious, so I activated Analysis. Material: iron. Nothing else stood out. Next, I used Detection. There was a large space on the other side, with no hostile presences.

I gave Tina a look. She nodded and drew her sword.

Even with no hostile readings, we couldn't let our guard down. I slowly opened the door.

It was some kind of laboratory.

The room was lined with shelves packed with countless experimental tools and chemicals. But what caught my eye the most was the giant flask in the center of the room. I’d seen it before.

It was the same kind of experimental apparatus the former Pope had used to rejuvenate himself during the church incident a year ago.

Why was it here? I wondered, but this place had existed for a long time. It definitely wasn’t brought from the church. Besides, that one had been destroyed.

As I thought this, Tina muttered, "Is this from the church? But it should have been destroyed. Does that mean it was originally here? If so, who…?"

She was talking to herself.

I felt the same way. Just then, an alarm blared through the room.

*Warning! Warning! Intruder in the laboratory! Activating Spagyrist!* a female voice announced.

To think the great minds of the past could create something like this… their intellect surpassed modern humans.

But this was no time for idle thoughts. The flask in front of us began to bubble as if it were boiling. We leaped backward.

Something shot out of the flask.



		
			Chapter 152

			Boss Battle and Treasure, Part Two

			A three-hundred-centimeter-tall human emerged from the flask.

Its appearance was similar to the homunculi we’d encountered, but the extraordinary presence it radiated was on another level entirely. As it appeared, the flask submerged, as if an emergency measure had been triggered to let it run rampant.

I activated Discernment.

Individual: Artificial Human.

Nature: Magic Stone Fusion, Magic Nullification.

Magic: None.

Skills: None.

Weakness: Command-focused.

This thing was seriously bad news.

"It has no reason!" I warned. "It will only do what it’s been ordered to! Which, I can only assume, is to kill intruders."

"Understood," Tina said. "I can tell it’s incredibly strong. I’ll provide support from a distance."

With that, she created some space between us.

I drew my sword and charged it with lightning. Just then, the homunculus—the Spagyrist—let out a roar. At the same time, lights flared to life on the surrounding walls.

Apparently, it had no intention of fighting in the dark. That was a relief for us.

The Spagyrist looked around, then charged straight at me, swinging its massive right arm. I dodged to the left. Its fist slammed into the ground, and a deafening crash echoed through the room.

Its physical strength was immense. A direct hit would mean instant death.

"Lightning Flash!" I shouted.

I swung my sword in a horizontal arc to my right.

The blade ripped open the Spagyrist’s stomach, and blue blood gushed out. But the wound regenerated instantly, healing as if nothing had happened. The Spagyrist, unfazed, threw a punch with its left fist.

I tried to dodge, but my right foot caught on something and I tumbled to the ground. The Spagyrist had stuck out its leg to trip me. The fist descended upon me as I lay there. I couldn't even defend, let alone evade.

Just then…

"Water Shot!!"

A volley of water bullets slammed into the Spagyrist.

The attack stopped. Its nullification meant the water did no damage, but it had been enough to make it flinch. I seized the opportunity to escape and regain my footing.

"Thanks. You saved me," I said curtly.

Tina’s expression seemed to say, *Don’t mention it.* The Spagyrist looked around, then leaped high into the air, landing near a shelf against the wall.

From there, it picked up two glass test tubes containing green and red liquids.

Then, it poured the red liquid into the green test tube and shook it a few times, as if conducting an experiment.

The Spagyrist then hurled the test tube with all its might.

But it fell short, shattering in the center of the room. A yellow mist began to spread from the spot. Anyone could see what it was: poison gas.

"Tina! Cover us with wind, now!" I yelled.

Tina reacted instantly.

"Tornado!!"

A tornado formed around us.

The mist couldn't reach us, but the surrounding shelves and desks began to melt.

Acidic mist. Without the wind defense, we would have melted and died.

On top of its physical strength, it had medical knowledge. What a ridiculously overpowered combination. I wanted to complain.

"Fire Shot!!" I roared.

I fired a volley of fireballs.

Not straight ahead, but up into the air. The fireballs flew over the top of the tornado and spread fire around the room. It was a meaningless attack—just a feint to buy time.

But the Spagyrist saw it and threw a test tube filled with a blue liquid. It shattered, and ice spread from the point of impact, extinguishing the flames.

Seeing that, I had an idea. "Alright. So that’s how it is. Tina, I have a plan."

I whispered it in her ear.

"Understood," she said. "Either way, I have no means of breaking this stalemate. Good luck."

She took her stance.

I leaped out of the tornado. The poison mist was still in the air, but I extended the sword in my hand toward the ceiling. With Matter Conversion, I stretched the sword like a whip until it pierced the ceiling.

Swinging like Tarzan, I moved through the mist-free space and landed near the Spagyrist.

The Spagyrist saw me and prepared to attack.

The next moment…

"Wind Disc!!"

A spinning disc of wind slammed into the wall of the room, leaving a deep gash with a deafening crash.

Seeing this, the Spagyrist shifted its gaze from me to Tina, as if changing its target.

The Spagyrist reached for a test tube from the shelf, but I closed the distance in an instant.

"I won’t let you!"

I poured magic into my sword, which had returned to its normal state, and slashed.

The Spagyrist’s torso was deeply cut, and a massive amount of blood spurted out. I continued my assault, showering myself in blood as I relentlessly slashed at it.

I severed its right arm, right leg, left arm, and left leg, then hacked its torso to pieces. Finally, I sent its head flying.

Covered in blood, I gasped for air. The Spagyrist’s body, mangled beyond recognition, dissolved into water like melting ice and vanished a moment later.

Confirming its demise, I said, "Looks like it worked. Just as planned, I guess."

I sat cross-legged on the floor with a wry smile.

Tina approached. "But why did it react that way just from damaging the wall?"

To her question, I replied, "The Spagyrist’s order was probably to ‘protect the laboratory.’ It didn’t react when the floor was destroyed or the equipment melted because there was no danger of the entire place collapsing. But when I set those fires, it rushed to put them out. It must have determined there was a threat to the lab. A powerful attack on the wall could have caused a cave-in, so it changed its target to you."

Killing intruders was synonymous with protecting the lab. That's why it had been trying to kill us. Tina still looked puzzled, as if to say, *Is that really how it works?*

Just then, the back wall rumbled and slid upward, revealing a door.

"Defeat the boss and a new path appears," I said, my voice dripping with exasperation. "What is this, a dungeon crawler game?"

It seemed the master of this place had a playful side. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have made a setup like this. If they were serious about protecting their secrets, killing the boss would have just triggered the next trap.

I stood up and walked toward the door. Just in case, I activated Detection. No hostiles on the other side.

I opened it cautiously.

It was a study. Shelves were filled with various medicines and tools, and books were crammed everywhere. On the desk, five books were stacked high.

But what intrigued me most was a strange box on the desk.

It was a wooden box, about the size of one that would hold six pastries. I opened it to find only an LCD screen. When I used Analysis, it revealed a mechanical structure behind the screen.

Some kind of device? If so, there should be a manual.

I rummaged through the desk drawers. I found a bundle of papers, and on the cover was written, *Instructions for the Monster Interpreter*. The name on it was *Paracelsus*.

Paracelsus. Real name, Theophrastus von Hohenheim.

A Swiss physician and alchemist. He also had a vast knowledge of chemistry and was the researcher who discovered the four elements. According to some theories, he was the first to create a homunculus and was said to have made the Philosopher’s Stone.

I had figured out his identity from the homunculi. There are no records of him ever coming to another world, but he was said to have advocated for a philosophy of a terrestrial world, a celestial world, and a spiritual world.

Perhaps coming to this world taught him the true vastness of the cosmos.

"This isn’t what the nobleman wanted, but I’m taking it," I said. "It might come in handy."

I picked up the box.

A translation device. I had no intention of befriending monsters, but it had a high probability of allowing me to get information about ambushes or other attacks.

As I thought this, Tina spoke up anxiously. "But that would be embezzlement. Isn’t there something else we can find to distract him?"

"Don’t worry," I said. "When I used Detection on this place, I found a hidden room. Try moving that bookshelf over there."

I pointed.

Tina did as I said and moved the shelf. Sure enough, she found a door. I told her there were no enemies, and she opened it.

Inside was a dazzling hoard of gold and silver treasure.

Research costs money. He couldn’t have gotten the materials to build a facility like this for free. Researchers are generally bad at physical labor, so he probably left that and the fundraising to the homunculi.

Seeing the treasure, Tina’s face lit up in a wide smile. "With this much, the nobleman will surely be satisfied."

We grabbed as much treasure as we could carry and escaped the ruins.

Back in the royal capital, we submitted the treasure to the Guild.

The haul included golden pots and gold and silver bracelets—more than enough for the noble to brag about.

The other adventurers in the Guild swarmed us.

"Where did you get all that treasure?!"

"Was it an undiscovered location?!"

I answered their barrage of questions with a cool demeanor. "I’d advise against it. We found this in some ruins. We took care of some of them, but there are still plenty more. If you don’t want to die, you’d better stay away."

We’d encountered more homunculi on our way out of the ruins. Since our hands were full with loot, we’d had no choice but to flee.

Based on our exploration, I thought there were no other paths and that they were all created from that laboratory. I never imagined that the walls along the way would rise up to reveal more of them.

At this rate, there was a chance the Spagyrist had been recreated as well.

After all, the giant flask was still intact.

The adventurers quieted down, like a storm suddenly calming.

"Well then, the request is complete," the staff member said. "Here is your reward."

He handed me a bag containing thirty gold coins.

It was a small amount compared to the treasure, but I already had plenty of money. It wasn’t a problem.

"Let’s head back to Alum," I said. "We can rest there for a while."

Tina agreed.

The underground auction was coming up soon. I was curious to see how that gorilla would sell.

Several days later.

We were standing in front of the building that hosted the underground auction on Earth.



		
			Chapter 153

			The Underground Auction, Part Three

			A man in a black suit in front of the underground auction building guided us inside.

Back when I first started a year ago, I had to find my own way. Being escorted like this was quite the upgrade in treatment.

As I was thinking this, we arrived at the waiting room.

The reception was, as always, excessively good. The other sellers were freely helping themselves to snacks and drinks. We also relaxed and made ourselves at home.

In addition to the usual convenience store and supermarket fare, there were high-end snacks on display. A sign next to them read, *For High-Status Guests Only*. As I was one of them, I helped myself. It seemed there were three of us high-status individuals, including me. The other two were wearing business suits that looked to be made of fine material.

One of them approached me.

"A pleasure to meet you. I can’t give you my real name, but for now, you can call me Sasaki. Forgive me for asking, but are you the one who provides the pelts?"

His face was one of investigation.

A corporate spy? I replied, "Something like that. For now, you can call me Kawai. And you are asking about the pelts because?"

To this question, Sasaki said, "It’s nothing major. I was just curious as to where—or rather, how—you manage to acquire such high-quality items."

*He knows, too?* I thought.

"Prying into other people’s secrets is not good manners. What is it that you provide?"

I had no intention of telling him, but I wanted to know what he was up to.

"My apologies," Sasaki said. "You are right, that was poor etiquette. As for me, I specialize in IT. I’ll leave the details to your imagination."

He answered with a wicked smile.

Honestly, he was suspicious. IT generally refers to developing technology centered around the internet, from hardware to communication services. It’s a mainstream and, in the public world, a very profitable profession.

It should have no connection to an underground auction like this. There were two possibilities. One, he was here to sell hacked technology. Two, he was here to investigate. The former was plausible, but the latter was unlikely.

After all, what was there to investigate? An IT specialist would normally investigate things like information leaks from homes or companies.

Yet here he was, at this private auction, approaching me, knowing full well I was the one selling the pelts. In other words, he had provided enough to become a high-status guest just to meet me. Was it to appear less suspicious than a lower-status guest? What a patient man.

"I see," I said. "It must be tough, selling things from that industry. Are you in that much need of money?"

I prodded him a little.

Depending on how he reacted, I might be able to figure something out.

"Haha, I’m embarrassed to admit it," Sasaki replied with a wry smile, "but our industry has become quite competitive. Even when we develop a new product, it often gets rejected and scrapped. That’s why a place like this is the only way to sell it."

He was smiling, but his eyes weren’t. They were cold. He was definitely not in a legitimate line of work.

"I see," I said with a half-smile. "I’m in a similar boat. Regulations, taxes, the types of goods you can sell… it’s all so strict, you can’t make a living. I leave the public sales to the proper companies. As long as I get my money, I’m satisfied. A place like this is far more profitable."

Of course, it was a lie. Considering what I was doing, being favored by a public company would be the same as revealing the other world to the public. And I hate standing out.

"I see," Sasaki said. "Every industry has its struggles, it seems."

Just then, the door at the back opened, and Kuroda appeared.

"Ladies and gentlemen, welcome. I hope you will all help make tonight’s auction an exciting one. Now then…"

He began his explanation.

I’d heard it every time, so I knew it by heart, but there were a few new faces scattered about. The manager has it tough.

We didn't have to do anything this time.

Kuroda already knew we were providing the gorilla carcass. When my turn came, I went to the back.

"Welcome," Kuroda said. "Since the item has already been provided, I’ll just give you your number paddle. It looks like tonight will be another wonderful evening."

He grinned as he handed me the paddle.

Tonight was going to be wild. New paddles were distributed, and the auction began.

I was number twelve. Right in the middle, as usual.

"Ladies and gentlemen," the auctioneer announced, "thank you for joining us for tonight’s auction. It will be a marvelous evening. We have an item so fantastical, no one could have predicted it. Please, sit back, relax, and enjoy."

A murmur went through the crowd.

The guests seemed excited about what was to come, but a few faces looked like they already knew what was in store. Yet they were smiling, as if they were looking forward to seeing the reactions of the other guests.

A bear statue was placed in front of the auctioneer.

"Our first item is a bear statue said to have been made in the Kamakura period. It is the work of a caster named Tanji Hisatomo, who is said to have been involved in the construction of the Great Buddha. While not a famous name, his skill is said to be undeniable. We’ll start the bidding at ten thousand."

I’d never heard of the name.

I knew of the Great Buddha, but not its creator. I’d have to look it up later. As I was thinking, it was already over. The winning bid was fifty thousand. A pretty low price. Or were they saving their money? The auction proceeded smoothly.

New software. A company’s double-entry books. Blueprints for a new type of massage device.

Evidence of crimes and seemingly legitimate items. The kinds of things you’d only find at an underground auction. Then, it was time for number twelve.

The curtain suddenly closed.

As the guests murmured in confusion, the auctioneer announced, "Please, calm yourselves. The next item is so large and so unbelievable that we needed to hide it while we prepared. The preparations are now complete. Behold!"

With his cry, the curtains flew open.

There stood a taxidermied gorilla. It was slightly larger than a normal one, covered in black fur, with powerful muscles. But what drew everyone’s attention was the fact that it had four arms.

The guests erupted.

"What is that? A gorilla? But it’s huge… and those arms?"

"I can’t believe it. The wolf and crocodile materials were shocking enough, but this is on another level."

"So the rumors are true? Another world really exists?"

The room was buzzing with chatter.

Hearing that last comment, I knew for sure: rumors of the other world were spreading. Well, if you keep providing such unbelievable things, it’s only natural that people would start to figure it out.

I came to the underworld because I didn’t want to be found out, but in the end, I was exposed anyway.

Still, it’s better than becoming famous in the public world. Here, protecting an individual’s secrets is the golden rule.

"I understand your excitement," the auctioneer said, "but please, keep it down. There is more to be surprised about with this taxidermied gorilla. Please, look this way."

With that, men in black suits came out onto the stage carrying large machinery.

They set up the machines on either side of the taxidermied gorilla. They looked like devices that could fire a beam.

"These machines can generate a current of about one hundred thousand volts," the auctioneer explained. "We are now going to pass an electric current through the taxidermied gorilla. Normally, being hit with one hundred thousand volts would cause it to scorch and burn."

As he said this, they flipped a switch on the machines.

*Bachi bachi!* Electricity crackled and shot into the gorilla. A brilliant light and a loud noise filled the venue. The guests, who had been provided with goggles and earplugs by the men in black, watched intently.

When the current stopped, the taxidermied gorilla was completely unchanged.

"As you can see," the auctioneer continued, "this gorilla’s skin and fur have excellent voltage resistance. Our investigation has revealed that it can withstand a voltage of up to one million volts. Furthermore, its muscle tissue, claws, and fangs are of a higher quality than any known creature. There is no doubt that analyzing them will lead to further development. We will start the bidding at ten thousand."

I was impressed.

To have investigated it so thoroughly… it spoke to the earnestness, or perhaps the cautiousness, of the underworld, where trust is absolute. I wanted the corrupt and lazy people of the public world to learn from them. But then again, failure here means death.

Maybe it was better than that cruel life. In the end, I didn’t know which was right.

While I was lost in thought, the bidding had already begun.

"Three million!"

"Five million!"

"Eight million!"

It was progressing at a dizzying pace.

To want it that badly… The obsession with technological advancement and profit was terrifying.

The bidding surpassed ten million, then twenty million. The voices of the bidders gradually grew fewer.

And then…

"Thirty million!"

"Thirty million, ten thousand!"

"Thirty million, twenty thousand!"

It broke thirty million.

Only three bidders remained. They must be incredibly wealthy.

From thirty million, the three of them raised the stakes dramatically.

"Forty million!"

"Forty-one million, ten thousand!"

It was down to a two-person battle.

Both were in the VIP seats. They were far apart, but they were glaring daggers at each other.

A bidding war of small increments.

"Forty-one million, thirteen thousand!"

After that voice, there was silence.

Just as he was sure of his victory…

"Forty-one million, *two hundred* thousand!"

A huge jump in the bid.

The other bidder fell silent, a look of frustration on his face.

The auctioneer looked around. "The taxidermied gorilla is sold for forty-one million, two hundred thousand!"

The final call was met with a roar of applause.

This had never happened before, but it seemed the crowd was moved by the two bidders’ spirited fight. The sound of their applause was magnificent.

The items that followed were ordinary, and the highest bid was only three hundred thousand.

The auction concluded without incident. The guests began to leave.

After a while, Kuroda appeared.

"Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming tonight. We will now give you the final bid price minus five percent. Please come in when your number is called."

With that, Kuroda returned to the back room.

The sellers received their money and left. We were the last to go in.

A case was filled with a massive amount of cash. Kuroda said, "Here is the final bid price for your item: thirty-nine million, six hundred and forty thousand yen. We look forward to you providing similar items in the future."

He said it with the biggest smile I’d ever seen.

"If I can," I replied with a normal smile. "Next time, I’ll bring pelts or leather."

In this situation, acting arrogant would be like provoking him. I wanted to keep this relationship a good one.

But I wouldn’t do anything I couldn’t.

My reply carried that meaning. Kuroda responded, "Of course. Pelts and leather are also very popular. No matter how much we advance into the digital age, proper clothing and daily necessities are absolutely essential for survival. We look forward to your continued patronage."

To this, I said, "Yes. I will sell here again."

I gave my reply and left.

As we stepped outside the building, we wanted to head straight home. But I felt a gaze from somewhere.

"Tina," I said. "Let’s take a little detour."

Tina nodded in response.



		
			Chapter 154

			A Commotion on Earth

			We walked for about thirty minutes.

Then, we stopped.

"Why don’t you come on out?"

At my words, several men emerged from the shadows.

They wore business suits, but their demeanor wasn't that of salarymen. I could sense a considerable aura from them, as if they were trained in martial arts. Tina also grew slightly wary.

From among them, a familiar face appeared.

It was Sasaki, the man I’d met at the auction.

"As expected of someone who provides such extraordinary items," he said, his words a hollow compliment. "Your ability to sense presence indicates a certain level of skill."

"And who are you?" I asked. "You don’t seem like a simple IT employee. In fact… are you even Japanese?"

To my question, Sasaki replied, "Oh? What makes you think that? I am, I assure you, a bona fide Japanese citizen."

His tone was slightly provocative. I shot back, "Just a hunch, but your Japanese sounds a little rusty. The only people who live in Japan and sound like that are socially awkward shut-ins. Which means you must have lived in a different country for a long time, speaking a foreign language, and your Japanese got a little stiff. Just a thought."

It was a gut feeling, more than anything.

Sasaki smiled. "I see, so you’re the type to act on intuition rather than reason. That would explain your willingness to go to another world. You’re correct. I came from a certain country. I was born in Japan, but I moved abroad as a child and have lived there ever since. I proved my skills there and rose to my current position."

So that was it. A series of extraordinary new products had been developed in Japan recently, and they were receiving rave reviews. Of course, foreign countries would want to know more.

So they sent an investigator, who traced the source to the items being sold at the underground auction.

"In that case, you could have just won the items at the auction," I said, playing dumb despite knowing why he had approached me. "There was no need to contact me directly."

Sasaki gave a wry smile. "Are you provoking me? Or just feigning ignorance? Well, it doesn’t matter either way. I’ll be direct. You’re coming with us. The reason, of course, is to tell us how to get to the other world."

His final words were laced with killing intent.

The men around him radiated the same aura.

Tina and I exchanged a look.

"I refuse. I don’t like being forced to do things."

"I refuse as well. If you want to find out, you can do it yourselves."

We delivered our parting shots and started to walk away, making it clear we had no intention of dealing with them any longer. They blocked our path.

"You think you have a choice?" Sasaki sneered, his killing intent swelling.

"Are you going to do this?" I asked, my voice filled with my own killing intent.

Imbued with my magic, my aura made them flinch.

Sasaki swallowed hard. "I wanted to do this peacefully. To be honest, I don’t think we can win, but we can’t back down either!"

With that, they attacked.

Their speed was impressive—the level of advanced martial artists. Against an ordinary opponent, they would have easily won, even outnumbered.

But Tina and I are not ordinary. Sasaki’s right fist flew at my face, but I dodged it lightly. As he passed, I drove my left fist into his stomach.

Sasaki clutched his gut and crumpled to the ground. Seeing this, the men around him rushed in.

Not with their bare hands, but with knives.

I wasn’t fazed. I’d fought against far more dangerous things than this. Tina wore a similar expression.

Two of them came at me. Their knife skills were sharp, their movements those of seasoned experts.

But I channeled magic into my right hand and caught the blade of one of the knives. Then, I crushed it. The man froze in shock, and in that moment, I planted my left fist in his face. He fell backward and didn’t get up.

The other one attacked me from behind, but I knocked his knife away with a right backfist and drove my left fist into his face. Both of them were unconscious.

Meanwhile, the two who attacked Tina lunged at her simultaneously with their knives. Tina dodged them with ease, swiftly moved behind them, and delivered a chop to the back of their necks.

They stumbled but didn’t pass out. But Tina grabbed their heads and slammed them together as if she were clapping. That was apparently too much for them, and they collapsed, unconscious.

It seemed like we had taken care of all of them, but suddenly, a gunshot rang out.

I turned to see Sasaki, holding a pistol. An automatic, by the looks of it.

"If you resist any further," Sasaki said, his voice filled with a potent mix of killing intent and rage, "I’ll shoot that beautiful woman of yours. Honestly, I don’t want to kill her, but one person who knows the secret is enough."

I moved to shield Tina, but she said, "It’s alright. There’s no need to fear something like that."

Her face was calm and confident.

Her attitude seemed to enrage Sasaki. "You’ll regret this!"

He fired.

The speed of a bullet is impossible for the human eye to track. You see people dodging them in anime and manga all the time, but in reality, it’s absolutely impossible.

However, just before he fired, Tina whispered, "Spatial Perception."

Then, she dodged the bullet with a simple sidestep.

Sasaki was stunned, but I wasn’t surprised. This was the effect of the new skill Tina had acquired.

Skill: Spatial Perception.

Within a five-meter radius of the user, she can accurately perceive the number and location of even the smallest mosquito. In other words, even if something is moving at an invisible speed, once it enters that space, she can predict where it’s heading.

However, it only allows for prediction; dodging or blocking depends on the user’s physical abilities. For now, there’s no time limit, but it constantly consumes magic.

Tina’s abilities were high-level in the other world. On Earth, she was top-tier. Dodging a bullet was easy for her.

For the past year, Tina had prayed every day.

*I want to be stronger, to be more useful.*

And a month ago, she finally succeeded in acquiring this skill. It was a skill that was not only useful for herself, but also for protecting important people.

"So this is the power of the other world," Sasaki said.

He let the pistol drop from his hand, and as it hit the ground, his knees did too.

He had lost the will to fight. We were about to leave when men in black suits appeared around us. We tensed, but I saw a familiar face.

One of the men in black said, "Excuse me. A call from Mr. Kuroda."

A voice came from his iPhone.

"Mr. Kaikawa? It seems you are unharmed. I received a report that you were being followed after leaving the building, so I sent reinforcements. We will handle things from here."

Before he could finish, I asked, "One thing, if I may. Will their treatment be… lenient?"

There was a moment of silence.

Then Kuroda said, "You will not be put at any disadvantage. You may not know this, but the influential figures of Japan are on your side."

With that, the call ended.

The man in black put away his iPhone, and he and the others led Sasaki and his men away.

Now that we were alone, I said, "Well then, shall we go home? When we get there, should we sleep? Or…"

Before I could finish, Tina replied, her face blushing, "Let’s… do it. I don’t want to sleep with this unpleasant feeling."

We had the outfits and the tools at the house, too.

When we arrived home, we went to my room.

I was getting things ready when Tina came in.

She was wearing a black rubber suit with a collar. She went to the St. Andrew's cross and restrained her hands and feet. Once I confirmed she couldn’t move, I began to run my hands all over her body.

It was smooth, but smelled of rubber. Tina was trying desperately to hold back her laughter.

Seeing her like that, my desire soared. I prepared a vibrating device and a breastplate. First, I placed the device on her chest, then fitted the armor over it.

I set the level to low, and flipped the switch.

A faint sound echoed from the armor.

"!Ah… uh, ugh… kh…"

Her expression was a mix of pained pleasure and suppressed laughter.

I watched her as I continued to touch her all over. Her leaking moans, her agonized face, her struggling limbs…

My excitement reached its peak, and I cranked the level to high.

A fierce sound erupted from the armor, and Tina cried out, "!!! Ahh!! Hahahaha!! N-no more!! St-stop…"

To her plea, I whispered, "Just a little longer. Let me hear you."

I hugged her as I said it.

Tina, still laughing, said, "N-no… th-that’s not… fair…"

Her face, stained with tears, seemed to resign itself to her fate.

That night, I spent my time listening to Tina’s voice and inhaling the scent of rubber, warm and soaked with the smell of sweat.



		
			Chapter 155

			Interlude: Behind the Scenes

			The Retil Republic. The Throne Room.

Two figures stood in the empty royal chamber.

King Rukarl sat on the throne, and before him stood Prince Lustolfo.

Why were they alone? Because the king had a private matter to discuss.

Upon hearing the news, the prince exclaimed, "Are you serious?! You intend to abdicate the throne?!"

"Yes," the king replied calmly. "I am thinking of stepping down from this chair."

His eyes were unwavering.

His will was resolute.

"Is it because of the changes in the Empire and the Church?" the prince asked, regaining his composure. "But those changes were the result of major incidents. While our country has had its share of minor issues, we are not currently facing any major crisis."

He stated it plainly.

It was true that the incidents occurring in the Republic were not numerous. The mysterious monster attack six months ago had been confined to the forest, in the monsters’ own territory, and had caused no harm to humans.

Of course, they couldn’t just ignore it, and several subjugation parties of soldiers and adventurers had been dispatched.

The unit that found them was wiped out, but other than that, there were no further encounters.

Then, a month ago, the monsters disappeared. Since then, there had been no noteworthy incidents, and no casualties among soldiers or adventurers.

"You are correct," the king said. "I, too, wish to continue my work. But seeing the events in the Empire and the Church made me think: has the era of the young not arrived? Lustolfo, as a king, you still have your immature aspects. I had intended for you to inherit the throne once you had matured."

"But then I realized, is that truly the right way? Rather than becoming complete before becoming king, would you not gain more experience by completing yourself *after* becoming king? You can gain experience now, of course, but I believe there is a difference in awareness between a prince and a king."

At the king’s words, the prince replied, "Are you saying that if I were to make a mistake, as a prince, my father, the king, would take care of it? That I have that kind of indulgence?"

The king nodded at his son’s slightly angry tone.

The prince suppressed his emotions. "It is true that it is the nature of a child to want to be spoiled when their parents are around. Normally, I would be angry and say, ‘Don’t mock me.’ But upon calm reflection, I find that there is indeed a part of me that feels that way. I am deeply ashamed."

He scowled, as if irritated by his own weakness.

The king felt a sense of relief seeing his son’s reaction. To be able to understand oneself, to acknowledge one’s flaws, and to try to resolve them internally rather than blaming others…

As a king and as a father, the spiritual growth of his child was a joyous thing to behold.

"That is why I wish to pass the throne to you," the king said, pressing the matter somewhat forcefully. "So that you may recognize once more the weight and resolve of a king’s duty."

"But there is one problem," the prince said. "What of the engagement? As king, a queen is absolutely essential, is she not?"

It was a valid question. The king’s duties were not limited to running the country. Taking a wife and producing an heir for the next generation was also a necessary task.

"There is no issue on that front," the king said. "I am thinking of Lady Melisa as your wife."

At these words, the prince exclaimed, "Are you kiiidding me?! Ahem, I mean, are you serious? Lady Melisa is the daughter of the prestigious Orlando family. Her etiquette as a noble is impeccable, and her skill as a magician is outstanding. However, I hear she has quite the tomboyish personality. She supposedly sneaks away from her parents to help the soldiers with their work. I can’t imagine such a person being able to handle life in the castle."

He had been so shocked that his true voice had slipped out.

His description made it clear that she was quite the firecracker. It was hard to imagine her fulfilling the duties of a queen.

"Are you one to talk?" the king said with an exasperated look. "You meddled in the incident six months ago and nearly got yourself killed, did you not? Bradamante was complaining about what a terrible time she had back then. Well, as a result, the country began to cooperate in raising the skill level of our adventurers, so I will acknowledge that achievement."

The prince made a sour face. He had indeed gotten himself into trouble and received a stern lecture, but since it had ultimately led to an improvement in the country’s readiness, he had not been punished.

For some reason, the prince looked as if he had resigned himself to his fate.

***

At the same time.

Harg Kingdom. The Throne Room.

Four figures stood in the dimly lit hall.

King Elyunpos IV, Prince Alphonse, Princess Olivia, and Captain of the Royal Guard, Glad.

The central figures of the country were gathered. The chancellor, incidentally, was bedridden with illness.

The king explained the reason he had summoned them.

After hearing him out, Olivia erupted. "Father! What is the meaning of this?! Why am I to take the throne?!"

Her anger made it clear that the king’s topic was the royal succession, and that he had chosen his daughter, not his son, as the next monarch.

"Calm down," the king said. "I, too, had decided that Alphonse would be the next king. However…"

"Then let my brother succeed you!" Olivia interrupted, her fury preventing him from continuing. "If that was your intention from the start!"

Alphonse, who had been watching from the side, said with a weary look, "He told you to calm down. The root cause of all this is your own achievements."

Olivia turned to Alphonse. "My achievements? I gave most of them to you, didn’t I?! And I declared to the nobles that the negotiations with the Empire, my greatest achievement, were all under your direction!"

Indeed, the negotiations with the Empire had been proceeding smoothly.

The export of ore and supplies in exchange for technology—Olivia had handled all of it, but had claimed it was all under Alphonse’s direction. Once things were on track, she had entrusted everything to him.

With that, the arrangements for him to become the next king should have been solidified. Olivia should have been free to focus on her activities as a wandering minstrel.

"Did you really think so?" Alphonse asked. "That the nobles would believe your words were the truth? Everyone realizes that all of those things were the result of your ideas and your work. I wasn’t just sitting idly by either. I arranged for the exports and the construction of facilities for the technical specialists. I did my fair share of work, but it pales in comparison to yours. In fact, they started bringing up your past achievements, and the calls for ‘Princess Olivia is the one truly fit to be king’ grew louder."

He looked utterly exhausted.

"My past achievements?" Olivia asked. "As I said before, I gave them to you. Why are they still saying that?"

To this question, Alphonse said, "I’ll have Glad explain. Glad, if you would."

Glad bowed. "Yes. Recently, the nobles have been deeply moved by your actions, Your Highness. Your visit to the Empire a year ago… to a country that was still in the midst of reconstruction and unstable from the recent enthronement of a new emperor, for a member of the royal family to go there themselves—your resolve and courage moved not only the nobles, but the common people as well. In fact, poets in every town and village are still spreading songs of your courageous actions."

Hearing the report, Olivia said, "What is this? If I were the one singing, that would be one thing. But for songs about me to be spreading is frankly unpleasant. Can you not put a stop to it immediately?"

Glad slowly shook his head.

Olivia sighed softly. She understood that it had spread too far to be stopped.

"For the reasons above, Olivia," the king said, "the calls for you to be the next monarch are growing louder, both inside and outside the capital. What do you think will happen if we ignore them? You should know without me having to tell you."

Olivia’s face soured.

She could not ignore the voice of the people. If she did, dissatisfaction would surely spread. In the worst-case scenario, the nobles might revolt.

Cracks were already beginning to form due to the king’s own timidity.

"Please give me some time to think," Olivia said, and left the room.

Glad followed her out of the hall.

Now alone, the two men felt a sense of relief, despite the unexpected turn of events.

Because this meant Olivia would no longer be leaving the capital. Her activities as a wandering minstrel were something they could not possibly condone. But her personality and drive were extraordinary.

She would not be convinced without a very, very good reason.

The two of them looked up at the night sky, thinking of the future.

***

Earth. A room in a certain building.

There was nothing in the room but a desk and two chairs. A single bare bulb hung from the ceiling, and there were no windows.

It was a room fit to be called an interrogation room. Two people were seated in the chairs.

One was Sasaki, the foreign spy who had attacked Shinsuke. The other was Kuroda, the manager of the underground auction.

Of course, two men in black suits stood behind Sasaki, watching him.

In the oppressive silence, Sasaki spoke. "There is no point in imprisoning me here. If you are going to kill me, please do it quickly."

His face was one of resignation.

The failure of a spy means only death. No rescue would come from his home country; they would deny any and all involvement.

That was the code of those who served in the shadows of government agencies.

"No, no," Kuroda said with a smile. "Killing you would accomplish nothing, and there would be nothing to gain. On the other hand, your country will not be making contact. It is natural for you to think you have no value. However, we believe you do have value. What do you say? Will you cooperate with me?"

Sasaki looked up. "Cooperate? Cooperate in what? What use is there for a man with nothing?"

To the utterly resigned Sasaki, Kuroda said, "Our investigation shows that you have been active as a spy not only in Japan, but in various other countries as well. I would like you to put those skills to use for our organization. Of course, I promise you will be compensated accordingly."

Sasaki was suspicious.

He thought of himself as reasonably competent, but to fail once meant he could never work again. Not in the underworld, and not in the public world.

They should have known that. Just because he had worked in various countries?

To the suspicious Sasaki, Kuroda said, "It is natural for you to be suspicious. I, too, would never give a second chance to someone who has failed. However, it depends on the time and circumstances. This time, it is because the person you made contact with was him."

Sasaki thought for a moment. "In other words, you want me to find out what other countries know, and how far their investigations have gone. Your subordinates cannot penetrate deep enough, but someone with old connections would be more convenient? Is that it?"

Kuroda nodded silently.

Internally, Sasaki was a whirlwind of half irritation and half understanding.

He was irritated that he himself was not being valued. He understood that this offer had only come because of his connections.

Moreover, he could not return to his home country. Even if he could, he would not be able to live the life he had before.

He had no choice. Sasaki nodded silently.

His parents were already dead, and he was single. He had nothing to lose.



		
			Chapter 156

			Renovations and Investigations

			The next morning, back at my house on Earth.

I woke up at seven and had a simple breakfast of bread and café au lait.

As I was clearing the dishes, I said, "Tina, I’m thinking of having the house renovated soon. I plan to stay here until the contractors come, but what will you do?"

"Then I will stay as well," Tina replied concisely. "There is nothing for me to do over there by myself."

It was true that being an adventurer alone in the other world was tough. Even in my early days, being a solo adventurer was hard. Fighting bandits, hunting giant birds with magic stones as a hunter…

There’s a limit to what you can do alone.

"Alright," I said. "I’ll call the contractors."

I made the call.

After about ten minutes on the phone, I hung up.

"They’re coming in three days. They want to measure the house and check the materials then. They said it will take at least half a month. I told them we’d be staying at a cheap business hotel starting from that day, so we can just transfer over there late on the night the work starts. Luckily, the flow of time is the same in both worlds."

At my words, Tina asked, "Won’t they find it suspicious? For example, with progress reports or phone calls about payment."

"Don’t worry," I said. "Payment is due upon completion. And I told them I don’t need progress reports. The company I hired is a major, reputable one. I also told them not to do any shoddy work or order unnecessary equipment or additional materials. In the unlikely event that something happens, I have Analysis. I’ll know right away. And if something does happen, I’ll just have to repay them in kind."

My face twisted into a grin.

Ever since I got this skill, I could figure out most things, so I wouldn’t overlook any deception related to inanimate objects.

"Understood," Tina said. "Let’s go with that. You know more about how this world works than I do."

She took a sip of her café au lait.

I set about hiding all the important things from the other world so the contractors wouldn’t see them.

Three days later.

Two or three middle-aged men in work clothes arrived in a van.

One of them said, "Hello. We’re here for the requested work. May we start measuring right away?"

I nodded in response.

The workers began to inspect the house, both inside and out. They used various measuring devices to check for deterioration and measure the overall dimensions of the house. They were doing a thorough, professional job.

After they finished, the man said, "We’re done. I was told the main work is replacing the deteriorated pillars and floors and repairing the roof, but is there anything else you’d like to have changed?"

I thought for a moment. "In that case, could you replace the toilet with the latest model? And could you make the bathroom large enough for five people?"

At this question, the contractor replied, "The toilet is no problem, but expanding the bathroom will cost more than the standard budget. It will be roughly between five hundred thousand and one million yen. Are you sure you want to proceed?"

"That’s fine," I said with a smile. "I’ve saved up plenty of money from work. I have about ten million yen. I’m thinking of using half of that, five million, for this. Even with the initial budget, it will only be about three million at most. It’s within my range."

Of course, it was a lie. I had earned one hundred million from the auctions so far.

The amount I had in the bank was fifteen million. The remaining eighty-five million was at my house in the other world. I had originally hidden it in the garden of my house on Earth, but I had dug it up and moved it.

"Also," I said, "please don’t put anything in the space between the storehouse and the house. I’m planning to build a flower bed there, and I’ve just finished preparing the ground. I don’t want it to be disturbed."

To this, the contractor replied, "Understood. Where would you like us to place the work materials?"

"Over there, in the garden behind the kitchen," I said. "You can also put things behind the bathroom. It’s spacious enough there, so I don’t think it will be a problem."

The places I pointed to were more than large enough to store even large items.

"Understood," the contractor said. "We will begin work in two days, in the morning. I was told you would be staying at a hotel during that time?"

I nodded in response.

"Understood. We will take our leave now."

With that, they left.

Now that we were alone, I said, "Well then, let’s go in two days. I have to see them off, after all."

Tina nodded in agreement.

After that, we had dinner at a restaurant and went to bed.

Two days later.

Several medium-sized trucks arrived. A number of middle-aged and young men got out.

Among them was the man who had come to take the measurements.

"Good morning. We will begin work immediately."

I nodded in response.

The workers swarmed the house and began their preparations.

We watched them for a while, then left the house, pretending to head to the hotel I had mentioned to the contractors.

We went to a coffee shop in the city.

We had a light meal of sandwiches and café au lait, and after taking a break, I said, "Well then. We won’t be able to come back here for a while. Is there anything you need to buy now?"

Tina thought for a moment. "Let’s buy some canned food for emergencies. We have all the tools we need over there. We bought a lot during the church incident."

I nodded in agreement.

We immediately went shopping and began preparing for our future activities.

***

Late at night.

At my house, the wood and equipment that the contractors seemed to have left behind remained as they were. There was nothing in the space between the storehouse and the house. Now I could go to the other world with peace of mind.

However, ever since I arrived, the way the equipment was placed seemed strangely clustered, as if it were hiding something.

I activated Analysis. Among the normal repair equipment, there was a camera. And it was running.

"We’re being watched," I whispered. "Is that a problem?"

"No problem," Tina whispered back. "There are no spells. The magic circle is gone. All the books and related materials are over there. They will go home knowing nothing."

I agreed with that. I had half-expected them to come at this time. That company was theirs. That was all there was to it.

We picked up our luggage and transferred.

***

In the basement of a certain building.

*Report.*

*Confirmed that the target has transferred. The location was immediately investigated. Nothing was written on the ground.*

*We excavated the area but found no noteworthy OOPArts. The storehouse was also investigated, but it contained many items that appeared to have been discarded.*

*On the second floor, there was a bookshelf with books of various genres placed randomly.*

*However, there were signs that several books had been removed, indicating the possibility that important books were once there. But what they were is unknown.*

*Conclusion: Possibility of otherworld transfer via book. End of report.*

Kuroda closed his eyes silently after reading the report.

You must not uncover the secrets of those involved in the auction.

The absolute rule of the underworld.

But if the other party was a being who could travel to an unknown world, it was only natural to want to know more. Of course, he had no intention of revealing everything.

Just knowing to a certain extent was enough.

He had already known the location of his house, but since there were other houses around, he hadn’t done anything rash. But when he received the report that he had requested house renovations, he saw his chance.

He had his subordinates infiltrate the contractors and install hidden cameras everywhere.

Of course, they were to be removed once the renovations were complete. He would not leave any evidence that could break their trust. As it turned out, the fact that there was movement on the first day was unexpected, and he had even been able to see footage that appeared to be the transfer.

Honestly, it was hard to believe.

Even at his age, knowing that another world existed, there was a part of him that couldn’t accept it. No, that wasn’t right. He just didn’t want to admit it.

It felt like the common sense of both the public world and the underworld was crumbling.

The wolf pelt he had brought in at the very beginning… he had thought it was harvested from a prime wolf raised somewhere.

But then came the anaconda, the crocodile, and even the differently colored wolf pelts. And to top it all off, the four-armed gorilla.

Even then, he had chosen to turn a blind eye.

Considering the profits to be made, he wanted to accept it, but his emotions screamed at him not to.

But that, too, had crumbled after seeing the recent recording.

Kuroda realized he knew nothing. Not about the vastness of the world, nor the vastness of the universe.

But he wasn’t about to immerse himself in some shady occultism.

He would think about it scientifically, or rather, mystically. That, too, had its occultic elements, but it was a hundred times better than some shady fortune teller.

Kuroda looked up at the ceiling, as if he had found what he needed to learn from now on.

***

???? Side.

In a desolate land, far from the Empire.

"The time has come," a beast muttered.



		
			Chapter 157

			An Unexpected Celebration

			I was back at my house in the otherworld.

I’d have to stay for at least half a month, so I’d stocked up on supplies assuming I couldn’t return to Earth. Most of it was food—I was keenly aware of how useless Earth’s convenient gadgets were here. Mulling this over, I entered the house and got my gear in order.

Just as we both finished donning our armor, ready for the hunt, a voice called out.

"Hey! Shinsuke! Tina!"

A shout echoed from the forest.

Recognizing the voice, we lowered our guard. It was Bardos, emerging from the trees.

"Hey, long time no see," I said. "What brings you all the way out here?"

"Perfect timing," Bardos replied. "Seriously, couldn’t be better. I’ve got something important to tell you. Apparently, there’s going to be a coronation ceremony in the royal capital soon. A letter came asking all A-rank adventurers to head over. Leona’s waiting at the gate with Sena. I came to see if you two were around."

"Sena?" I asked. "Is that your kid’s name? Sounds cute."

Knowing those two, I’d expected something a bit more… intense.

"Yeah," Bardos said, a little bashfully. "Leona said she wants her to grow up to be a proper, gentle lady. So we gave her a name to match."

Tina and I exchanged a smile. It was good to see they were living happily.

"Alright, you can stop gushing," I said. "You mentioned a coronation. Does that mean the prince is finally becoming king?"

I nodded, feeling a sense of significance.

I’d only met Prince Alphonse a few times, but I could tell he was a good person.

"Huh? Oh, you didn’t know," Bardos said. "It’s Princess Olivia who’s taking the throne. We’re about to get a queen."

That was a surprise.

"Lady Olivia is being coronated?" Tina asked, her face a mask of confusion. "Are you sure that’s not a mistake? Traditionally, the eldest son should become king, right?"

I had to agree. It’s the same with companies—the firstborn child is always groomed to be the successor. They get the best education from a young age so they can surpass their parents and lead the company to greater heights.

Of course, there are exceptions. If the eldest child is a complete slacker and the second child is a hard worker, the second might take over. But Prince Alphonse was known for being actively involved in policy. He’d had his failures, but his successes far outnumbered them.

That said, I’d also heard that while Princess Olivia was similarly involved, the prince’s achievements were still greater.

When I voiced this, Tina paused to think.

"No, it’s possible," she said. "I’ve heard a rumor that most of Prince Alphonse’s successful policies were originally Princess Olivia’s ideas, and that she let him take all the credit. I imagine it’s related to that. Do you know anything else, Bardos?"

"Beats me," Bardos shrugged. "If I had to guess, it might have something to do with her ‘Journey of Courage,’ or whatever it was called. Her visit to the Empire a year ago. Back then, the Empire was so unstable you never knew what might happen, and there’s this ballad about how the princess went there herself. A minstrel was singing it the other day. I wasn’t really interested, though." He looked completely indifferent.

Somehow, I could tell that was part of it.

"If that’s the case, then it can’t be helped," Tina concluded. "If the story has spread that widely, it’s only natural for people to see Lady Olivia as the rightful heir. I expect Prince Alphonse will settle for a position like chancellor. It’s highly unlikely he’d be sent off to govern some remote territory."

In a way, it made sense.

If he were incompetent, he’d be packed off to some fiefdom for the rest of his life, but the prince was both capable and diligent. A position as a close advisor was practically guaranteed.

"I see," I said. "Well then, shall we get going? Leona’s waiting, right?"

At my words, Bardos seemed to remember. "Oh, right, right! Let’s hurry!"

He took off at a run.

We followed close behind.

At the gate, we found Bardos getting an earful from Leona. Apparently, he’d taken too long. Sena, cradled in Leona’s arms, was sound asleep.

Must be a daily occurrence.

When Leona spotted us, she said, "There you two are. Took you long enough. Hurry up and make a cart. I already canceled the horse reservation."

"I don’t mind," I replied, "but using my skill in front of the gatekeepers…"

"It’s fine," Leona assured me. "There’s no need to hide it anymore. The lord gave an order to all the soldiers: as long as Shinsuke doesn’t cause any trouble, they’re not to speak a word of it."

The soldiers standing nearby nodded in confirmation.

It seemed I’d caused them quite a bit of trouble. Without any further hesitation, I used `Matter Conversion` to create an iron cart and sat down in the makeshift driver’s seat. The others climbed aboard, I poured in some magic, and the cart started moving. We were off.

If this were a classic manga, a huge band of thieves would be lying in wait to ambush the nobles traveling to such an important ceremony. We didn’t have much money, but we could still be a target.

Then again, with me, Bardos, and Tina, it would be a piece of cake. Leona was holding the baby, so she’d be sitting this one out.

After about half a day of travel, we encountered a band of goblins. There were twenty of them.

Just as Tina started to get up, Bardos stopped her. "No. Let me handle this alone." He stood, great axe in hand.

Undeterred by his battle stance, the goblins charged.

"Murderous Dance!" Bardos roared.

Spinning like a top, he tore the goblins to shreds.

It’d been a while since I’d seen that technique. It was even more polished than a year ago. Back then, it was just a horizontal spin. This time, his rotation generated a tornado of wind that specifically targeted the goblins as it moved. What’s more, he didn’t so much as touch the large boulders or trees nearby.

His indiscriminate attacks were gone, replaced by precise control. It was proof of his progress.

"You’ve gotten a lot stronger," I commented. "Unlike before, you’re not just attacking everything in sight."

Bardos grinned. "Of course. I can’t stay the same forever. Not for Leona’s sake." He answered with a slightly cynical smile.

Hearing this, Leona blushed and turned away. Tina and I looked on, slightly exasperated by their lovey-dovey exchange. Not that we were in any position to talk, given that we did similar things.

Just then, a thought struck me. "By the way, was this coronation decided all of a sudden? This is the first I’m hearing about it."

"I heard it was announced in the royal capital a week ago," Leona answered. "Messenger birds were probably sent to the other towns and villages a day later."

A week ago, huh? That was probably around the time I finished my guild work and was heading back to Earth. I’d gone straight to my house without stopping in town.

A few days later, we arrived at the royal capital.

The gate security was even tighter than usual, with guards meticulously checking the carriages of merchants and lords alike.

Merchants I could understand, but why inspect the lords?

I asked Tina.

"They’re probably checking to make sure there’s nothing wrong with the tribute gifts," she explained. "It’s one thing to prepare the finest items to celebrate the coronation, but if they’re cursed or have a sordid history… that would tarnish the new queen’s name. That’s why the lords are waiting without complaint. Causing a scene would be unwise."

But right on cue…

"Hey! How long are you going to take?! This is going to make me late for my audience with the Queen! I need her to remember my face as soon as possible! Do you understand me, you incompetents?!"

An enraged voice echoed through the area.

Looking ahead, I saw a young man dressed in expensive-looking clothes, yelling his head off. A noble, it seemed. He was surrounded only by attendants. Was he the lord?

As I wondered, a veteran knight approached him. "My apologies, sir. These are the regulations. A single oversight could lead to disaster. As you are the acting lord, I must ask for your patience."

He handled the situation calmly.

Acting lord, huh? So the actual lord couldn’t make it for some reason, and his son came instead. But his education was clearly lacking. It seemed no one had told him about the proper decorum required for such an important ceremony.

"Silence!" the acting lord snapped. "As if there could be anything wrong with the items I’ve brought! Stop your prattling and let me through!"

He wasn’t listening at all.

As the soldiers and knights hesitated, unsure what to do, the acting lord sneered. "What’s this? Can’t you even understand something so simple? The Queen certainly made a mistake in her choice of personnel. Well, once I become her close advisor, I’ll have to see about selecting more suitable people."

He said the outrageous words with a mocking smile.

The soldiers’ expressions hardened. The knights, with identical looks on their faces, gripped their weapons.

"Arrest them," the veteran knight commanded.

In an instant, soldiers surrounded the acting lord’s carriage.

Knights moved in and restrained the proxy and his attendants.

"W-what are you doing?!" the acting lord protested, his face panicked. "Do you have any idea who I am?!"

The veteran knight’s voice was cold. "We can tolerate a certain amount of complaints directed at us. However, we will not forgive an insult to Her Majesty the Queen, no matter the reason. Take them away."

The knights dragged the acting lord and his party off.

The proxy seemed to be shouting something, but no one was listening. They were led away from the castle, probably to the garrison. His words were blatant treason.

Not only would he miss the coronation, but he’d also be banished from the capital. Such is the end of the arrogant.

Having witnessed this valuable life lesson, we decided to wait quietly.

After a while, when it was our turn, the veteran knight saw us.

"Ah! It’s Shinsuke-dono, Tina-dono, Bardos-dono, and Leona-dono. We’ve been expecting you. Her Majesty the Queen gave orders that if the A-rank adventurers of Red Lightning and Wind Guard arrived, they were to be let through. Please, go right ahead."

He cleared a path for us.

We thanked him and proceeded toward the castle. The castle town was buzzing with the energy of a festival.



		
			Chapter 158

			Respective Thoughts

			The city was filled with the sounds of celebration everywhere we looked.

People were drinking and feasting in broad daylight, devouring roasted meat from food stalls. Countless vendors lined the streets, selling all sorts of goods and foodstuffs. Everyone was doing as they pleased.

We parked the cart in a designated area and took a look around on foot.

"Wow, they’re really going all out," Bardos commented. "Was it like this in the Empire when the new emperor was crowned?"

"Something like that," I replied. "There weren’t any special events, really. Just a lot of celebrating."

It was a simple impression. Unlike the scheduled festivals on Earth, this was just people making noise, eating, and drinking. It seemed chaotic, but no one was causing trouble for others. They were all getting along and having a good time.

In a way, they were more amicable than people on Earth. Back there, no matter how much fun an event was, you could always count on ten or twenty idiots to ruin it for everyone else. Classic attention-seekers. But here, there was no one like that.

As I was thinking this, I overheard a conversation.

"What a joyous day! To think Lady Olivia is taking the throne! The Kingdom will surely prosper now."

"You said it. Relations with the Empire and the Republic have improved so much, too. It’s all thanks to Lady Olivia. Well, Prince Alphonse has certainly done his part, of course."

"Speaking of the Republic, I heard they’re having a coronation over there as well. Prince Lustolfo is becoming the new king and getting married at the same time."

"Seriously?! A coronation and a wedding at once! Do you know who he’s marrying?"

"Haven’t a clue. All I know is she’s the daughter of some noble and a talented magician."

"Well, either way, it’s a happy occasion! The leaders of all four nations are from a new generation! It really gets your hopes up!"

"It sure does. Well then, once more… Cheers!"

They drained the alcohol from their wooden cups in one go.

Hearing their conversation, I mused, "The Republic too, huh? Did they coordinate this, or is it a coincidence? In any case, a change in generation is a good thing."

I nodded thoughtfully.

Just because they’ve been crowned doesn’t mean everything will go smoothly. The former king will likely act as an advisor for a while, and then retire somewhere once things have settled down. It’s similar to how things work at companies on Earth, but a predecessor there would never retire so easily.

Usually, they’d butt into company policy without being consulted and demand a cut of the profits. It’s hard to say if it’s greed or just a way to earn some pocket money. But to be fair, they sometimes offer useful suggestions, so you can’t just ignore them.

The world is a funny place.

For every good example, there’s a bad one. But most people choose the bad one.

Why? Because it’s more profitable. They’ll stoop to any dirty trick to get their hands on money. It’s just sickening.

I’ve gotten way off track.

I figured things like that wouldn’t happen in this world. The former head of the Church was a terrible person, but he’s dead now. I haven’t heard any bad rumors about the Kingdom or the Republic. I don’t know about the Empire, but their former leader is also deceased.

The conclusion is that an era of peace and prosperity is on the horizon.

"Still," I muttered, looking at my right hand, "I can’t be too optimistic. His existence still weighs on me. And I’m not confident yet. I need one more thing. I feel like something is missing."

A rematch with Sidoor the Sword Demon. I’d been training for it.

The various commotions over the past year had been the perfect trials. My magic had grown stronger, and I’d learned new skills. I’d done everything I could think of to improve my equipment. Yet, something was lacking. Until I figured out what it was, it wasn’t time to fight.

Tina, standing beside me, sensed that Shinsuke was troubled by something. But she knew it was a matter he had to resolve on his own. If he asked for advice, she would give it. She couldn’t risk making him worry more by saying the wrong thing. However, if he ever started to become self-destructive, she would speak up—and even knock some sense into him if she had to.

It was a forceful approach, but that was her duty as his partner.

In the royal castle, inside a certain room, stood Olivia, clad in a lavish and splendid dress. But her face was melancholic.

Sakura, who was helping her get ready, spoke. "Lady Olivia… are you still sulking? About this whole affair?"

Her tone was a mix of exasperation and concern.

"Of course I am," Olivia replied with a sigh. "My brother was supposed to become king, and I was supposed to be off on a journey as a poet. I suppose I took my royal duties a little too seriously."

"But that is the duty of a royal," Sakura said with a smile. "You could have left the castle if you’d done nothing. But I have known since you were a child that you are not an irresponsible person, Lady Olivia. I knew you would never abandon your responsibilities."

Olivia turned away, embarrassed.

Just then, there was a knock on the door.

"Excuse me. Prince Alphonse is here and wishes to speak with you."

Olivia nodded her assent.

The door opened, and in walked Alphonse, dressed in a Gothic-style black and white suit—the attire only a chancellor was permitted to wear.

"Still not happy about it? It’s written all over your face," he said with a weary look.

"And you, brother?" Olivia retorted sarcastically. "Are you not unhappy with your position as chancellor?"

Alphonse’s expression turned serious. "You shouldn’t say such things. We still don’t know how the nobles will react. In fact, the knights at the gate reported that an acting lord made insulting remarks about you. It’s proof that there are those who do not wish you well."

Olivia’s face also grew serious. "I heard about that as well. However, when I heard the noble’s name, I recalled that he was one of those who used to fawn all over me. I see no reason for him to do such a thing."

"There is only one explanation. He panicked—panicked about securing a position and offering me tribute. The report I received was a bit vague on the specifics, which is proof the knights are holding back details. No doubt to spare my feelings, so I don’t take it too hard. And so, I feel nothing. Is that not for the best?" she finished with a cold smile.

Alphonse drew a sharp breath. He too had sensed some questions in the report, but his thinking hadn’t gone as deep as Olivia’s. He had come here to warn her that she still had enemies and to be careful, but he now felt a slight sense of dread, realizing his sister’s mind far surpassed his own.

Sensing the cold air, Sakura interjected, forcefully changing the topic. "Did you come to suggest we strengthen security for today’s coronation ceremony, Prince Alphonse?"

"Something like that," Alphonse replied. "The current security is solid, but I want to be thorough. I was thinking of increasing the number of knight escorts."

"Rather than surrounding me with more guards, wouldn’t it be more effective to strengthen the physical inspections?" Olivia countered. "No matter how many guards I have, it means nothing if someone has a weapon that can break through them. The nobles will complain, of course, but if you mention the incident at the gate, they’ll have no choice but to comply. And if they still refuse, it’s proof they have something to hide."

Alphonse had to agree.

Indeed, more guards might just slow things down. It could even lead to complacency due to the sheer numbers. He felt a bit ashamed for suggesting it himself.

Olivia’s proposal was, in a way, the best option. If everyone was completely unarmed, they could be quickly subdued by fully armed knights, even if they used magic or skills. Glad had trained them well, and they had plenty of experience.

"Understood," Alphonse said. "I’ll leave your personal protection to Glad, as planned. He’s already been briefed, so he’ll act accordingly. Sakura, don’t leave Olivia’s side."

With those words, he left the room.

Now alone, Olivia sighed.

Whenever there was an event, two things were sure to follow: joy and trouble.

When large crowds gathered to celebrate, voices of joy would be met with voices stirring up anxiety. Nothing ever went smoothly. But this time, there wouldn’t be a major incident. Congratulatory messages had arrived from the other three nations, and the Republic was even holding its own coronation ceremony.

With no criminal organizations around, nothing was likely to happen. If anything did, it would be something small, like what had just occurred.

Olivia looked out the window.

"From now on… I have a bad feeling," she murmured, pressing a hand to her chest. "Something is coming, not just for the Kingdom, but for the other nations as well."

It would be natural to assume that her nerves were just conjuring up baseless anxieties. But in a way, her premonition would turn out to be true.

At the castle gate.

A gatekeeper saw us and said, "Welcome. We are pleased to have you. Please, come through. But first, excuse us, we will need to hold onto your weapons. We will also be conducting a physical inspection as a precaution."

We complied without protest.

They checked everything from our pockets to the lining of our armor. A female soldier even carefully checked the baby. Caution was essential, especially at a major event like this.

"Thank you," the soldier said. "Please, proceed. A maid will show you to your room."

The gates opened, and we entered.

The inside of the castle was on high alert. The relaxed, joyful atmosphere of the city was gone, replaced by an air that promised anyone who stepped out of line would be killed without question.

"Isn’t this a bit overkill?" Bardos whispered. "I mean, really."

"You’re right," I replied. "Something must have happened. Some minor incident before the main event."

It never occurred to me that the incident at the gate was the cause.

We were shown to a room, where we talked while drinking the tea that had been prepared for us.

And then, the coronation ceremony began.



		
			Chapter 159

			Small Talk and a Letter

			The coronation ceremony was underway.

The venue was the throne room.

The great hall was filled with countless nobles, all waiting in anticipation. We stood a step back from them. We were in our adventurer’s gear, but with knights all around, we didn’t look entirely out of place. Still, the atmosphere made it clear: we were commoners in a place we didn’t belong.

By the way, Sena, being a baby, had been left in the care of the maids.

As I was taking it all in, someone approached us.

"Well, well, if it isn’t Red Lightning. It’s been a while. I’m the leader of the ‘Owl’ party."

The man who greeted us was dressed in light armor, a member of the Owl party.

Come to think of it, I’d heard they’d recently been promoted to A-rank.

"It has been a while," I said. "About a year, I think? We haven’t seen you since the Monster Uproar, have we?"

"That sounds about right," the leader replied. "I’ve heard the rumors, you know. That you earned an A-rank title from both the Kingdom and the Empire. You’re still famous among adventurers. It seems you’ve been busy."

It was typical small talk.

Just then, a nearby knight spoke up. "Her Majesty the Queen will be arriving shortly. Quiet, please."

At his words, we fell silent. The surrounding nobles did the same. And then…

"Her Majesty the Queen! Presenting Her Majesty!"

With that cry, the doors opened and Lady Olivia appeared.

She wore a magnificent dress, a dazzling necklace, and shimmering earrings. In her right hand, she held a scepter, at the tip of which red and blue magic stones shone with a brilliant light. The sight of her left the crowd breathless, watching in silent awe.

But the knights were on full alert, their posture ready to apprehend any troublemaker in an instant.

"Lady Olivia… she doesn’t look very happy," Tina whispered.

"She doesn’t?" I asked, tilting my head. "I can’t really tell."

"Well, I’ve had my fair share of meetings and conversations with her. So I can just sort of tell," she said with a small smile.

This must have been before she met me. No wonder I couldn’t see it. As I was thinking, Lady Olivia stopped before the throne.

Prince Alphonse stood there, holding the crown.

"Olivia Harg. The moment this crown touches your head, you will reign as the new monarch. Do you have any objections?"

To his solemn words, Olivia replied, "I have none. I am resolved to support this nation as its ruler."

Upon hearing her declaration, Alphonse placed the crown on Olivia’s head. When she turned to face the crowd, a wave of applause filled the hall. As Olivia took her seat on the throne, a lavish feast was brought out.

While we enjoyed the meal, the nobles were a flurry of activity. Some approached Olivia to flatter her, while others conversed with their fellow aristocrats. Though, only the heads of each house were speaking with Olivia directly.

The other family members were chatting with acquaintances, likely discussing the future. It seemed there were many forward-thinking people among them.

One of them approached us.

"It’s been a long time, Lady Tina, young Shinsuke."

"It has indeed, Lord Rosen," Tina greeted him. "Shouldn’t you be paying your respects to Her Majesty the Queen?"

"My daughter is handling that," the lord replied. "Considering the future, I thought it best for the next in line to go." He glanced toward the throne.

There were so many young people, I couldn’t tell who was who. I didn’t know any of their faces anyway.

"By the way," I said, looking at the man standing behind the lord, "I see the Guild Master is here as well. Are you acting as an escort?"

"That’s part of it," the Guild Master answered. "But it’s also proper for the Guild’s representative to attend."

After greeting us, the lord moved on to the next noble.

"You’re a busy man," I commented. "When you say representative, do you mean for all the guilds?"

The Guild Master nodded. "That’s right. I made it to A-rank in my active days. It’s a long story, so I’ll spare you the details, but I caught the eye of the previous Guild Master, and that’s how I ended up in this position."

So this guy was a pretty big deal.

At first, I’d just thought he was an intimidating old man, but his experience was on another level.

I wished some of the elderly back on Earth could see him—the ones who act all high and mighty despite having done nothing with their lives but get old.

As I was thinking, I heard Bardos say, "Leona, this looks good. Want to try some?"

"Please, try to be a bit more restrained," Leona chided him gently. "You’re a nationally recognized A-rank adventurer. You need to have some manners…"

The Guild Master watched them with a wry smile. "He never changes. A battlefield suits him better than a place like this. The same goes for you, Shinsuke. You hate being the center of attention, don’t you?"

He had a teasing grin on his face.

"It’s not like I tried to stand out," I replied wearily. "It just happened while I was taking on jobs. I feel bad for the adventurers who are actually trying to climb the ranks, but… I never wanted to be this high up."

In truth, adventurers aimed for high ranks because the pay was good. At low ranks, the number of available quests was limited, and the rewards were barely enough to live on for a month. But a single high-rank quest could easily support you for a month, and it would get you noticed by nobles, leading to even better jobs.

You might even be invited to important events like this one, involving royalty.

It was only natural to aim for the perk-filled A-rank. But it was also true that it wasn’t easy to get there.

In other words, my statement was quite problematic.

"I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that," the Guild Master said. "Your master was also not too keen on being an adventurer. But considering his circumstances, he had no choice but to earn a living that way." He looked off into the distance, lost in thought.

Master Dornet. It was because I met him that I’m here today.

*Respect your elders.*

As a kid, I never understood what that meant or what made them so great.

But now I get it. To be alive, to learn and experience all sorts of things—I now understand just how fortunate that is. I only learned that after living through hardship.

And so, the coronation ceremony ended without a hitch, filled with casual conversation and good food. We decided to stay the night at an inn in the capital. The lord and the Guild Master, meanwhile, headed to their respective villas in the city.

That night, in the Queen’s chambers at the royal castle.

With the coronation safely concluded, Olivia sank into a sofa.

Normally, she would check if there was any work to be done, and if not, go straight to bed. But today, even though there was no work, she had a strange sense of unease.

Just then, there was a knock on the door.

"It’s Sakura. Forgive the late hour, but… there is an urgent matter."

Her voice was frantic. Olivia gave her permission to enter.

Sakura curtsied. "Pardon the intrusion. A messenger bird has arrived from Emperor Yorune of the Empire. The message simply says it’s urgent and nothing more."

She held out a letter.

Olivia took the letter and read its contents. When she finished, a weary expression settled on her face.

As Sakura watched with concern, Olivia said, "It seems the conflict at the Empire’s border with the monsters has intensified again. Until now, it was just skirmishes. But today, they faced a large-scale attack. Even deploying the Edgeson Unit didn’t deter the monsters. Fortunately, casualties were light, but… the letter says a powerful monster, like the one from a year ago, may have appeared. The Emperor is requesting support from Red Lightning."

Sakura gasped. "To that extent? I had heard the Empire’s military strength had been significantly reinforced."

Indeed, the Empire’s forces had improved greatly under General Goltor’s command. While they had no A-rank adventurers other than our two, their B-rankers were stronger than the Kingdom’s. Furthermore, while the Edgesons weren’t being mass-produced, they were manufacturing a set number of them.

Their national power should have been higher than the other countries. And yet, they were asking for just two people.

A grave situation was unfolding.

"Send a notice to the Guild," Olivia commanded. "Tell them a request has come from the Imperial Guild for Red Lightning, and that they are to go."

Sakura bowed and left the room.

Alone again, Olivia looked up at the night sky. Was this the source of the unease she’d been feeling all morning? Or was this just the beginning of something that would soon befall the Kingdom or the Republic? Either way, it was bad news.

To think such a difficult problem would arise so soon after her coronation.

But she couldn’t afford to stand idly by. She had to consult with her brother, the chancellor, about how to rally the nobles for what was to come. She had to write down every possible plan she could think of now. With that resolve, she sat at her desk, and her pen began to fly across the paper.

At the same time, Pope Altorine of the Church received a similar letter, this one a request for supplies.

A petition was delivered to the Republic, asking them to restrict their trade routes.

What on earth had happened at the border?

They would only find out later.



		
			Chapter 160

			A Request from the Guild

			The next day, we woke up at the inn and finished a breakfast of bread and soup.

After we left, Bardos stretched. "Alright, business is done. Headin’ back to the city?"

"Yeah, I guess," I replied wearily. "We don’t have anything urgent to do, but we should probably stop by the Guild. They’ve been asking us to show our faces."

Ever since I became A-rank, I’d been getting nagged by both guilds. ‘If you’re in town, please come to the Guild,’ they’d say. The reason was that they needed to keep track of the whereabouts of an adventurer recognized by two different nations.

"That so?" Bardos said. "Well, guess we’ll go too, then."

Leona nodded in agreement.

"Are you sure?" Tina asked. "We wouldn’t want to interrupt your time together."

Leona responded to her teasing. "Even when it’s just me and Bardos, all we ever talk about is fighting. It’s probably better if we go together." She sounded a little exasperated.

I could practically see their daily life. We all headed for the Guild.

When we arrived, we saw the Guild Master from Alum and the elderly woman who was the Guild Master of the royal capital standing in front of the gate, deep in conversation.

We tried to slip inside without disturbing them, but the Alum Guild Master turned to us.

"Oh! Shinsuke! Perfect timing. I need to talk to you and Tina. Come to my office. Bardos and Leona, sorry, but could you two wait inside?"

He had a serious look on his face.

"I don’t mind," I said, "but why not Bardos and Leona? They’re A-rank too."

"Ah, well, you see…" he stammered. "It’s about the Empire."

"I understand," I said. "Sorry, Bardos, Leona. Let’s split up here for now."

Tina wore a similar expression.

The two of them exchanged a glance and nodded. Tina and I followed the two Guild Masters to the office.

The Guild Master’s office was simple, with two sofas and a long coffee table in the center. A large desk sat in the back, and a ten-monji yari was displayed on the wall.

It wasn’t overly decorated, but its simplicity was calming. The four of us sat on the sofas, facing each other.

After a moment of silence, the elderly Guild Master spoke. "Now then. We’ve called you here for a specific reason. A letter arrived for Her Majesty the Queen from the Empire. It seems a fierce battle is taking place at the border. For that reason, they are requesting the aid of Red Lightning."

"The border?" Tina asked. "There was no sign of anything like this when we were last there. Has something changed?"

"That’s the thing, we don’t really know," the Alum Guild Master chimed in. "The letter only said that monster activity has increased. I only found out about this myself this morning, when a Guild messenger came to the lord’s mansion. Since you two are from my Guild, I get looped in on anything involving you. I tried to ask for more details just now, but she doesn’t know anything either."

"Hmph. The old geezer talks big," the elderly Guild Master huffed. "Just because you had a few successes, you get invited to the coronation ceremony. What about my reputation?" She had a deep frown on her face.

"Like I care," the Alum Guild Master shot back. "I worked my tail off since I was young. That hard work got me this position, and I earned the royal family’s trust. Unlike you, who just sat back and rested on your laurels as the capital’s Guild Master." He smirked triumphantly.

"Hmph. You just got lucky," she retorted. "I was quite accomplished in the capital myself, I’ll have you know. And I rushed over to help with that mess at your branch, didn’t I? What would have happened if I hadn’t been there?"

"Hmph. Don’t act so high and mighty," he scoffed. "The result would have been the same whether you came or not, old hag. Besides, you didn’t even show up until it was almost over."

The old woman’s frown deepened. "What was that? It’s a fact that I came, whether it was almost over or not. And you were exhausted at the time, weren’t you? How dare you say the result would have been the same."

"So what if I was tired?" he countered. "It’s not like I was fighting alone."

The bickering had begun.

I probably should have waited for it to end, but I was concerned about the Empire.

"Could we please get back to the topic at hand?" I said, my voice laced with exasperation.

They both jumped, startled, and straightened their posture.

After a brief silence, the elderly Guild Master cleared her throat. "Ahem. Well, as I was saying, we’d like the two of you to go to the Empire. A ship has already been arranged. Once you’re ready, please head to the port. The crew knows who you are, so they’ll let you board immediately."

The order had been given.

"Understood," Tina said. "We’ll head there at once."

With that, we excused ourselves.

The two left behind would probably resume their argument, but I wanted no part in a fight between elders.

When we got down to the first floor, Leona approached us.

"How did it go?"

"There’s trouble in the Empire," Tina answered succinctly. "We’re leaving immediately."

"I see," Leona said. "I have a bad feeling about this, so I’d like to help, but…"

"It’s alright," Tina assured her. "This is our job. Considering your situation, Leona, we can’t ask you to come along."

It was true. Normally, A-rank adventurers couldn’t travel to other countries. But Tina and I were an exception.

"Then I have nothing more to say," Leona replied. "Be careful."

She returned to Bardos’s side.

We thought about saying goodbye to Bardos as well, but we didn’t know what to say. We decided to leave the rest to Leona and headed for the port.

Upon arriving, we went straight to the docks. We had some supplies stored at our base in the Empire. The only things we were bringing from here were the portable meals and field rations I’d bought on Earth.

A sailor saw us as we approached the ship.

"We’ve been expecting you. Please, come aboard."

He led us onto the vessel.

Once we were in our cabin, I said, "The Imperial border, huh? You think a Minotaur showed up?"

"It’s a possibility," Tina mused, "but Minotaurs don’t usually appear in the open. I don’t know the details, but I’ve heard they only show themselves when a stronger enemy appears. Of course, I have no idea how reliable that information is." She sounded uncertain.

So they were a relatively unknown quantity.

But that guy… Danmes, was it? He knew I was an otherworlder. He’d said he’d answer my questions if I won, but then he just retreated. Then again, he was pretty badly injured, so I guess that couldn’t be helped. But Sidoor was definitely involved. Was he involved this time, too? Maybe this battle would help me grasp that ‘something’ I’m missing.

Lost in thought, I stared out at the sea from the departing ship.

Meanwhile, in the Republic.

Lustolfo, the new king, was sorting through documents. Beside him, at her own desk, sat a woman with short blond hair and blue eyes, dressed in a blue lady’s suit. Her name was Melisa, Lustolfo’s wife and queen.

Three maids stood at attention before them.

"You there," Melisa said. "I’m thirsty. Please prepare some drinks and tea snacks. What will you have?"

"Ah, yes, I’ll have the same," Lustolfo replied.

Hearing this, two of the maids left the room.

"You," Lustolfo said to the remaining one. "Fetch me some books from the library. Here is the list."

He handed her the list of required books.

The maid curtsied and left the room.

Once they were alone, the queen let out a long sigh. "Ugh, this is so tiring. I absolutely hate this kind of work. You feel the same, don’t you, Lustolfo-sama?"

"I couldn’t agree more," Lustolfo replied, his formal tone gone. "And you’re just as the rumors said you were. When we first met three days ago, you were so serious, I thought, ‘Who is this person?’" He stretched his back as he spoke.

It was clear now that she had been playing the part of a serious and well-mannered woman, a far cry from the rumors about her.

"Well, what was I supposed to do?" Melisa pouted. "About three years ago, my father told me my marriage to a royal had been decided. I’d been living as I pleased until then. You’ve heard the reason, haven’t you?"

Lustolfo had indeed heard it from the previous king.

‘Melisa’s father is a friend of mine. Originally, his second daughter was supposed to become the queen, but she eloped with some adventurer. So it was hastily decided that Melisa would take her place.’

Lustolfo hadn’t known how to react when he heard that.

He’d discovered Melisa’s true personality on their wedding night, in the privacy of their bedchamber.

"Well, whatever," Lustolfo said. "We’re both at the top now, so let’s just get it done. By the way, about that letter from the Empire… what do you think?"

"It means something has changed," Melisa replied, her expression suddenly serious. "I heard a Minotaur and a Centaur went on a rampage a year ago. It’s possible the power dynamics among the monsters have shifted."

Lustolfo agreed. It wasn’t normal for monsters to become so active unless something major had happened. Things could get turbulent. When he was a prince, he would have been excited to go to the Empire and see what was happening, but now that he was king, he couldn’t just leave.

Melisa felt the same, but her position made it impossible.

The two of them began to consider how they should handle their future dealings with the Empire.



		
			Chapter 161

			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords, Part Four

			A space unfolded, bathed in blue flames.

At its center was a round table, around which sat seven monsters: the Seven Demon Lords.

For the past year, these beings had not caused any major incidents. All they had done was secretly indulge in their own hobbies and work, careful not to be discovered.

"Let the meeting begin," announced Bamhal the Dragon King. "First, Sage. Report on your activities."

"About six months ago, I was conducting performance tests on my Night Zombies," said Redorza the Sage. "During the incident at the Church, I discovered they still had some bugs. It took until six months ago to perform maintenance and get them moving properly. I had them attack only monster nests to avoid human detection, but I never expected *them* to make a move. Still, I was able to gather some excellent combat data against soldiers." He smiled faintly.

Hearing this, Lates the Thousand Poisons sighed. "I’m quite envious. I’ve managed to create several new drugs in my mansion, but I’m having trouble finding good test subjects. All I can get are the nearby bandit gangs and wanted thugs. They have no outstanding talents or skills, let alone magic. Most of them just go mad and die when I experiment on them. My research is at a standstill."

"Scientists have it so tough," Harynair the Corruptor purred. "You should be more like me, doing things on a whim, in the moment. Like with that princess." She flashed a seductive smile.

Princess Grine. She had been used by Harynair for the sole purpose of inflicting a taste of the pain and hardship she herself had endured.

"Seriously," chimed in Rumby the Fateweaver. "Doing this and that and having it all end in failure… isn’t that just boring? Or more like, irritating? I don’t know how you can do it without getting sick of it." She let out a bored yawn.

"You say ‘in the moment,’" Lates retorted, "but if you don’t have enough hands or the right tools when you decide to act, you won’t succeed. In fact, didn’t you yourself admit that your success rate would have been much lower if we hadn’t lent a hand back then?"

Harynair was at a loss for words, a bitter look on her face.

Seeing this, Lates continued, "Speaking of which, when you turned that princess into a Behemoth, you said you had revived it. Is it still around?"

"Ah, I did revive it," Redorza replied to Lates’s curious question. "But it was extremely weak. It barely ate, and I think the environment was poor, because it died of emaciation. I managed to collect its blood while it was still alive, but it seems its tough body can only be developed by raising it in a suitable location. There were too few texts, and I lacked information." He looked disappointed.

"So even legendary monsters die," said Daios the Sea General. "Speaking of which, I hear the succession of thrones has been completed in all the human nations. The new rulers are said to be quite sharp. We may need to reconsider our future activities."

"I agree," Bamhal said. "With the change in leadership, they will surely have been informed about us. There are no more easily manipulated figures like before. Let’s just wait and see for now, limiting ourselves to observing with the scouts and monsters we send out."

"If we’re sending them out, I don’t mind sending some of mine," Sidoor the Sword Demon offered.

All eyes turned to him at his words.

"That’s unusual for you," Redorza remarked. "Did something happen in your village?"

"It’s not that," Sidoor replied. "He has acquired all that power, but he still has no intention of a rematch. I saw him from a distance, and he looked troubled. That’s all."

It was an unexpected display of kindness.

"I appreciate the sentiment," Bamhal said, "but considering the Minotaur race, it’s not a good idea. Do you have any other monsters?"

Sidoor thought for a moment. "Then perhaps I’ll send a Salamander I’m raising for food. Even that is a threat to humans." He offered it as a compromise.

That monster. It was certainly strong, but it lacked intelligence. It was perfect.

"That will do," Bamhal said. "On another matter, have any of you been to Mestie’s Temple?"

All of them shook their heads.

"Mestie… I heard she was my predecessor," Daios said. "Is there something at that temple?"

"Lately, I’ve been sensing a strange power moving there," Bamhal explained. "Only those with great power, like us, or those with a strong aura of death can enter. But in the latter case, they’re practically dead already and can’t do anything. Which means…"

His words sank in, and they all understood.

When one spoke of the dead, one thought of the Undead, but they had no will of their own.

In the silence, Redorza spoke up. "Indeed. If anyone were to do something in a place like that, it would only be us. It’s natural to ask. However, the only ones who would have business at that temple would be myself or Lord Thousand Poisons. Naturally, I have not been there. I have knowledge, but it is all self-taught. Lord Thousand Poisons?" He passed the question on.

"The same," Lates replied. "That place is alluring, but it also has its dangers."

"Which means," Bamhal concluded, "that something has happened without our knowledge. Everyone, be on high alert."

At his words, they all nodded, and the meeting came to a close.



		
			Chapter 162

			A Strange Encounter

			Four days after leaving the Kingdom, we arrived at a port town in the Republic.

The place was even more vibrant than the last time we were here. The number of food stalls had increased, and they were selling all sorts of things.

Accessories. Clothing. Weapons. Armor. Food.

Looking at it all, I wondered, "Is there a festival going on, or are they just not over the last one?"

"That could be part of it, but it might also be a new policy," Tina said. "Look, there’s a sign over there."

Where she pointed, a huge sign proudly declared: ‘Street Stalls Open for One Month.’

Was it for tourism? An appeal to the residents? Either way, it was bound to be a success. Everything for sale looked fresh and new, and the crowds were huge. Adventurers, residents, and even merchants were buying things.

We decided to grab lunch at a random stall. A new item on the menu caught my eye: ‘Seafood Dumpling Stew.’

"Want to try this?" I asked, seeking Tina’s approval.

She nodded.

After ordering from the staff, I asked Tina, "You think this recipe came from the Empire?"

"It has to be," she replied without much thought. "The nations are all cooperating now. Sharing recipes through trade is hardly a big deal."

I didn’t think too deeply about it either. This was something decided between countries; it had nothing to do with a mere adventurer.

After a short wait, a pot and a stone stove arrived at our table. The fire was fueled by wood shavings and small branches. Simmering inside was a medley of shrimp, clams, squid, and sea bream, along with vegetables like green onions and cabbage. The broth was a rich miso color, and at the bottom lay the flour dumplings. They looked like they had soaked up the flavor perfectly.

I took a bite. The flavor was miso-based, but I could also taste soy sauce. The essence of the vegetables and seafood was fully drawn out, creating a rich yet refreshing taste.

"They’ve really studied this," Tina commented. "To advance from a basic seasoning to this level… you can feel their dedication."

She was impressed.

I had to agree. It’s difficult to build upon a basic foundation. It’s often easier said than done. I remembered a great person from long ago saying that success is built upon a mountain of failures. I could feel that in this stew. The pride of a chef. Just then, a waiter brought over a heaping bowl of rice.

"This is to finish your meal," he explained. "After you’ve eaten all the ingredients, please add this to the leftover soup and let it simmer." He bowed and left.

Seeing this, I was baffled. "How do they know about finishing a hot pot with rice?"

"What are you talking about?" Tina asked. "The other day, when we served hot pot to the children at the orphanage, you made porridge with the rice they had, didn’t you?"

Her answer was simple and direct.

Come to think of it, when I’d made that miso-style pork stew, one of the kids said they’d gotten some rice from a neighborhood lady, and I’d immediately thought of making zosui porridge.

So they learned it then. Well, it is a simple dish.

"Well, I guess it’s a good thing," I said, forcing myself to accept it.

Tina looked slightly exasperated, but she ignored me and continued eating.

After we finished our meal, we left the stall. We considered getting a room at an inn, but the request had sounded urgent, so we decided to leave right away.

We started on foot, and once we were far from the capital, I created an iron cart and we headed straight for the Empire.

Along the way, we encountered some bandits in the forest. There were five of them, armed with swords, spears, and one even had a staff.

"Alright, hand over your money, your luggage, and the woman," the sword-wielding bandit sneered, licking his lips. "I’ll take real good care of a pretty lady like you."

The height of vulgarity. Tina replied, "I refuse. I already belong to him." She linked her arm with mine.

The bandit’s eyes lit up. "Snatching another man’s woman and having my way with her is the ultimate pleasure!"

He raised his sword and charged.

Tina sighed, drew her sword, and the bandit’s head went flying.

The others saw this and raised their weapons in unison. I drew my sword and took a stance. Looking at their formation and posture, they were barely more than amateurs. Not a threat.

But they were still bandits. They’d be more accustomed to using dirty tricks than anyone. I hadn’t encountered any like that so far, but maybe I’d just been lucky. I wouldn’t let my guard down.

A bandit with a spear thrust at me, aiming for my stomach. But his attack was slow, and I easily dodged it. As I passed him, I swung my sword horizontally. His head went flying, just like the first one’s.

Three left. The one with the staff shouted, "Take this! Fireball!"

A ball of fire the size of a bowling ball came flying at me.

Its speed was about ten kilometers per hour. Pathetically slow. I sidestepped to the right.

"Fire Shot!"

I launched a fireball of the same size, but at thirty kilometers per hour.

The bandit’s face was frozen in shock as it hit him head-on, and he was incinerated. Was it really that surprising? Milfy did things like this all the time.

Meanwhile, a bandit with two short swords was attacking Tina. He was using his agility to move deftly between the trees as he closed in.

Tina held her sword at the ready, her expression calm. "Skill: Spatial Perception," she chanted quietly.

To an outsider, it would seem like nothing had happened. But Tina could now perceive everything within that space as if she were seeing it with her own eyes. The dagger-wielding bandit appeared behind her in a flash of movement.

Convinced of his victory, the bandit threw a dagger at Tina’s left leg. But Tina dodged it with ease and lopped off his head. The bandit’s face was a mask of confusion.

Only one left. An unarmed bandit. I thought he might be a hand-to-hand combat expert, but he didn’t take a stance. As I watched him warily, he pulled something from his pocket and threw it.

It looked like a green baseball.

In an instant, I shouted, "Tina! The wind!"

At my command, Tina activated her Wind Magic.

Green smoke billowed from the ball. But thanks to the wind, the smoke was blown back toward the bandit. He panicked, but it was too late. He inhaled the smoke and was instantly paralyzed.

Paralysis gas. That was a close call. I wasn’t confident I could have kept moving if I’d been hit by that.

I approached the bandit to deliver the final blow.

"W-wait! Please! I surrender! J-just spare my life…"

To the terrified bandit, I said, "Too bad for you. If there were soldiers on patrol nearby, I might have handed you over. But as it happens, I’m not in the mood to take prisoners."

And with that, I finished him off.

I buried all the bodies in the ground. May they at least become a cornerstone of nature. A year ago, I thought that burning even villains was a form of memorial, but a news special on Earth said that plants and animals buried in the earth become part of nature. I’d changed my thinking; burying them was better than burning.

We continued on, and when night fell, we decided to make camp.

I created an iron hut, built a bonfire, and we huddled close together for warmth.

"Once we get to the Empire, things are going to get busy," Tina said, her face slightly flushed. "So… um… shall we, now?"

"It’s a tight space, so I’m tying both your hands," I said, creating a pair of fetters.

I moved behind the armored Tina and bound her hands with the fetters. Now that she was immobilized, I touched her chest from the front. I couldn’t feel anything through the iron, but the situation—being able to do whatever I wanted to a helpless female knight—was exciting.

"Ah… mm… haah… huff…" Tina’s breathing grew slightly ragged.

Her face was red, and my own excitement was rising. I hugged her from behind, inhaling her scent. I pressed my face against her hair and cheeks, drinking it in. I continued to touch every inch of her body before pushing her down. Just as I was about to kiss her, a scream echoed from outside.

I instinctively sat up, ready to go check, but leaving Tina tied up was out of the question.

I started to remove the fetters, but Tina stopped me. "Don’t worry about me, just go! It could be urgent!"

At her words, I grabbed my sword and went outside.

I sealed the hut with a wall and ran toward the source of the scream.

After a short run, I found a small, hooded person and three goblins armed with swords. The small person was backed against a tree with nowhere to run.

"I don’t know who you are, but I’m here to help!" I shouted as I leaped into the fray.

The goblins saw me and immediately charged. They had no formation, just a straight-on rush. I coated my sword in fire and charged back. One of the goblins in front of me swung its sword diagonally, but I simply overpowered it, shattering its blade. With a return stroke, I cleaved the goblin in two, and it burst into flames.

The other two, now wary, stopped their advance and kept their distance. But it was too late. The moment they felt fear, they had already lost. I kept my momentum, extending my flaming sword and cutting down both goblins with a single horizontal slash. Goblin extermination: success.

"*Whew*… You’re safe now," I said, approaching the small person. "Are you hurt?"

The person was trembling, clearly frightened.

"It’s okay," I said. "I’m an adventurer. You don’t have to reward me for saving you. So…"

As I continued to speak, I felt a strange sense of unease.

The small person wasn’t saying a word. Just as I was thinking this, they tried to run, but their foot caught on a tree root and they stumbled.

As they fell, their hood slipped off, revealing a red-colored goblin.



		
			Chapter 163

			An Unnatural Occurrence

			The person I’d saved was a red-colored goblin.

I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me at the realization that it was a monster, but I had never seen a red one before. Normal goblins are green, and their color doesn’t change even when they evolve. This was exceedingly rare.

"I’m an adventurer and a hunter," I said, "but I have no intention of hunting you without reason. I saved you, so let’s call it even. You can go. But if you attack innocent people, I won’t show any mercy."

I let a little killing intent leak out.

The goblin was frightened, but for some reason, its expression also held a hint of relief. It was a strange reaction. As I turned to leave, it suddenly clung to my left leg.

"What is it?" I asked, confused.

The goblin was saying something, but I couldn’t understand a word.

As I wondered what to do, I realized this was the perfect opportunity to test that device I found in the kingdom’s ruins.

"Come to my hut," I said. "I have a device there that will let us talk."

I led the goblin back.

Bringing a monster to my camp was a foolish move, but I couldn’t sense any killing intent, let alone hostility. There was no sign of an ambush nearby. Besides, it looked like it was being chased. Something must have happened in the monster world. Gathering information couldn’t be a bad thing.

The goblin’s face showed it understood. It wasn’t very wary. It seemed to have placed some trust in me.

We reached the hut, and I opened a hole in the wall for us to enter.

Tina, who was waiting inside, saw who was behind me. "A goblin?! Why is it here?"

"Well, I’ll explain after we use this device," I said, taking the monster translation device out of my bag.

According to the instruction manual, I first had to press the red switch, then point the microphone on the right side at the monster. The monster’s voice would then be displayed on the screen. Come to think of it, how did an ancient alchemist know about the concepts of microphones and screens? I had questions about how it was made, but I decided to shelve them for now.

I pressed the switch. The screen glowed blue, blinked a few times, and then lit up steadily.

The goblin stared in amazement, but I ignored it and pointed the microphone at it. "Speak into this, please."

At my words, the goblin said something.

{CAN YOU UNDERSTAND?}

Text appeared on the screen.

Tina and I were astonished. To think an alchemist had perfected such technology was terrifying.

"Yeah, I can," I said. "Please, continue."

{THEN I WOULD LIKE TO ASK… IS THAT WOMAN YOUR PRISONER? …IT LOOKS LIKE SHE’S IN FETTERS.}

At this message, Tina and I both froze.

Right, I had completely forgotten that we had been in the middle of some bondage play. The goblin wouldn’t understand if I told it the truth.

"No, she’s my partner," I lied, trying to make it sound plausible. "But we were just captured by bandits. I managed to rescue her, but it seems those guys dropped the key somewhere. We couldn’t find it at their hideout, so we had no choice but to come back like this. I was about to try picking the lock when I heard the scream."

Tina was pouting slightly. My explanation made it sound like she’d been caught off guard. She hated to cut corners, especially since she was usually so meticulous. But I couldn’t think of any other explanation that would be convincing.

I placed my left hand on Tina’s right shoulder and gave her a look that said, ‘Please just go along with it.’ She reluctantly dropped her expression back to neutral.

The goblin replied, {THAT’S TERRIBLE.}

It was feeling sorry for us.

I realized the conversation wasn’t going anywhere, so I got to the point. "Now, for the main topic. Why were you being chased by goblins, your own kind? Please start from the beginning, if you would."

I asked the question seriously.

The goblin looked down for a moment before answering.

{I LIVED IN THE ROCKY MOUNTAINS TO THE NORTH OF HERE. THERE, ALONG WITH MY OWN KIND, LIVED MANY DIFFERENT SPECIES, AND I WAS THEIR LEADER. …BUT A FEW DAYS AGO, A MONSTER I HAD NEVER SEEN BEFORE APPEARED, TOOK MY PEOPLE FROM ME, AND TOOK CONTROL. …THEN, IT USED EVERYONE TO TRY AND KILL ME. …FORTUNATELY, THERE WAS A HIDDEN PASSAGE, SO I MANAGED TO ESCAPE, BUT I WAS PURSUED ALL THE WAY HERE.}

So a revolution had occurred among the monsters. And if it was in the northern rocky mountains, it was highly likely these were the monsters from the border. Which meant the goblin in front of me was the former boss of the monsters that had been fighting humans for so long.

Honestly, it was a letdown.

I had expected a boss to be incredibly strong. To have the presence and power befitting a demon lord. But this thing, aside from its unusual color, had the appearance and strength of a regular goblin.

I couldn’t fathom how it had become a boss.

"From the sounds of it, it’s a hard story to believe," Tina said. "But then again, what would a monster have to gain by lying? And it might connect to why the fighting at the border has intensified. What are the new monster’s intentions for leading the others?"

The goblin replied to her question.

{IT SAID IT WANTS TO DOMINATE HUMANKIND.}

That was quite the revelation.

"Domination, huh?" I said. "That’s a monster with some serious ambition. An existence we must defeat. But I have a question for you. Why were *you* fighting humans?"

{BECAUSE EVERYONE ELSE WOULDN’T BE SATISFIED OTHERWISE. …BECAUSE EVERYONE SAID WE SHOULD FIGHT HUMANS. …THAT’S ALL.}

It displayed the words while looking down.

So this goblin just did what it was told. Even if it didn’t want to. That made things even stranger. How could something with no drive become a boss?

"Why did everyone follow you?" I asked. "I don’t mean to be rude, but you’re weak, aren’t you?"

{I DON’T KNOW. …WHEN I REALIZED IT, EVERYONE WAS LISTENING TO ME. …SO I JUST STARTED LEADING THEM.}

The text appeared, accompanied by a look of confusion.

So it didn’t even know itself. In a video game, the logical conclusion would be that it has some kind of mind control ability. To be honest, I still wondered if I was being manipulated right now, but I felt no sense of affection for it. If it tried anything funny, I was fully prepared to cut it down.

"What do you think, Tina? About what it just said?"

"I’m half-convinced," she replied. "If the fighting at the border intensified because the monster boss changed, that would make sense. My doubt lies in whether this goblin was really the previous boss. It’s possible the real boss is dead, and this one, a subordinate, has taken up its will."

That was a convincing argument.

It would explain why this thing had no power.

{THAT’S FINE WITH ME,} the goblin displayed, its expression unconcerned. {AS LONG AS YOU UNDERSTAND THAT I AM HARMLESS.}

It seemed to have no sense of pride.

"What are you going to do now?" I asked. "Tomorrow, we’re heading to the place you came from to fight the monsters. We might even fight the boss. What do you want to do?"

{IT WOULD BE A LIE TO SAY IT HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH ME. …IT’S SAD TO BE SEPARATED FROM EVERYONE I LIVED WITH FOR SO LONG.}

A sad expression appeared on its face as the text scrolled.

This was a tough one. Even if it was a monster, its feelings were no different from a human’s.

But I was a hunter. I could show respect, but not sympathy.

However, thinking about what would happen after we defeated the boss, this goblin might be necessary.

"I have a proposal," I said. "If we defeat the boss, I want you to go back and take your place as leader. But don’t feel like you owe us anything. I’m a hunter. My job is to hunt monsters. If you all stop causing trouble for humans, I’ll be out of business. So I need you to go back to pestering humans, just like before."

The goblin thought over my proposal before replying, its eyes filled with resolve. {IF THAT IS WHAT IT TAKES TO RETURN TO MY PEOPLE.}

"I agree," Tina said, though she looked reluctant. "Our job as adventurers is to protect people from monsters. Peace is the best outcome, but being out of a job would be difficult for me."

Even a model adventurer hated the thought of unemployment.

"So we have a deal?" I asked. "And of course, this is our little secret, right?" I placed my right index finger to my lips.

Tina nodded, and the goblin nodded too. Apparently, it understood the gesture.

"Alright, let’s get some sleep," I said. "And Tina, let’s get those fetters off."

I pretended to pick the lock and removed them.

Tina and I slept inside the hut, while the goblin slept outside.

It seemed to be more comfortable out there.



		
			Chapter 164

			Briefing in the Royal Capital.

			Meanwhile, in the Empire…

Emperor Yorune was working in his office.

The reports coming in from his subordinates were all about the border. The variety of monsters was increasing, their movements coordinated. And now, large monsters had appeared.

It was a scene reminiscent of one year ago.

After finishing the report, Yorune muttered to himself, clutching his head.

"To think it would come to this. What in the world is happening to the monsters?"

This was the most dangerous situation imaginable. The monsters had been ruled by a creature known as the ‘Queen.’

An intelligent being. At first, he had considered negotiating with this monster to end the fighting, but in the end, he never found out what kind of creature it was and decided to leave it be. And now, it had led to this.

Just then, there was a knock at the door. A maid entered.

"Pardon the intrusion. General Goltor wishes to have an audience."

Yorune replied, "Send him in."

He was honestly grateful for the general’s visit. Right now, the more opinions he had, the better.

The general entered the room.

"My apologies for the late hour. I thought it best to wait until tomorrow, but a concerning report just arrived from the border base."

At these words, Yorune braced himself.

"Is it so dangerous that you had to come now?"

"Yes," the general affirmed. "It was a report from a messenger bird. It seems the monsters were observed conducting reconnaissance on our positions during the night."

"That’s absurd," Yorune exclaimed. "Monsters acting like scouts? That never happened in past battles."

He clutched his head again.

His surprise was justified. The fighting at the border had always been confined to the daytime; at night, the monsters had slept quietly. That was why the night shifts were only for watch duty, not a state of constant combat readiness.

With a grim expression, the general said, "I feel the same way. Nothing like this has ever happened before. I can only assume a being skilled in strategy has appeared on their side."

His face was stern.

The general had first wondered if the ‘Queen’ had started something new, but the tactics felt far too human. Even knowing the circumstances, was such a drastic change possible? It was hard to believe.

Even humans could change rapidly, but they wouldn't do so without some kind of trigger.

If that was the case, then either a monster acting as a strategist had joined their ranks, or their ruler had changed. Either way, it was trouble.

"Contact the base immediately," Yorune commanded. "Tell them to tighten security. But add that they are not to overextend themselves."

"Understood," the general replied. "And, Your Majesty? What shall we do about the adventurers?"

"Continue recruiting only parties of C-rank and above. Forcing the issue won't bolster our forces. By the way, has 'Red Lightning' entered the country?"

The general shook his head.

"I see," Yorune said with a sigh. "If those two were here, perhaps some great change might occur. It's just a feeling, though."

But his expression was not one of utter despair. In truth, it was because of those two that the Empire’s crisis and the Church's upheaval had been averted. Of course, he wouldn't entrust everything to them.

No matter how much power one possessed, there was a limit to what an individual could accomplish. It was only when the people around them also fought hard and offered their support that miracles could happen. If that was the case, there was only one thing to do.

He had to ensure everything was in perfect order for when the two of them arrived. That was all he could do for now. He wanted to avoid launching a reckless offensive that could lead to an irreversible disaster.

"General," Yorune said, "in the morning, head to the base. Prepare our countermeasures and defenses. Conduct intelligence activities in preparation for a counterattack. I want us to be ready to move decisively when the time comes."

The general accepted the orders.

"Understood. I will do everything in my power to meet Your Majesty's expectations."

He saluted and left the room.

Left alone, Yorune gazed up at the night sky, wondering if this problem could be contained within the Empire. He couldn't shake a terrible feeling.

A feeling that a crisis was looming over the other nations as well.

What made him think so was a line in the report from the base.

The appearance of Skeletons. It was unheard of for the Undead to fight alongside monsters. The dead harbored nothing but hostility for the living. For them to fight together… it made no sense.

There was too little information to do anything more than speculate.

Yorune watched the crescent moon, his heart filled with unease.

The next morning.

We had a light breakfast and set out.

Traveling with the Goblin was a first for me, and frankly, it was unsettling. Moving alongside a creature I was supposed to hunt was distracting, even if it bore me no ill will. My mental fortitude isn't that strong.

If it were, my emotions wouldn't show during negotiations, nor would I pick fights with nobles just because they annoyed me. I want to be stronger, but this is something that can only come with experience.

With such thoughts, we traveled for several days.

Shortly after entering a rocky region within the Empire's territory, a troop of ‘Fighter Monkeys’ appeared from the side. We quickly hid, and they passed by without noticing, heading north.

"They're heading toward the border," I noted. "Are they planning to join the fray, just like those Lizardmen?"

The Goblin said something, so I used the translator.

{I..THINK..SO. THEY..WERE..SAYING..IT..SEEMED..LIKE..A..BIG..FIGHT..WAS..HAPPENING.}

So that’s what it said.

A big fight. Did that mean the border conflict was intensifying that much? It seemed things were moving faster than I’d thought.

"We need to get to the border base as soon as possible," I said.

Seeing my restlessness, Tina calmly interjected.

"No. We are here at the request of the Guild. Let’s head to the royal capital first."

Her calm words reined in my impatience.

I can't let my emotions get the better of me. I need to stay calm, or I'll lose a battle I could have won.

…Not that I know if we can win.

"You're right. My apologies," I said, managing a slight smile. "We need to go to the capital and gather information."

Tina seemed relieved and went back to keeping watch. The Goblin wore an indescribable expression, but I decided to stick with my policy of ignoring it.

During our journey, we were attacked by Wolves and Goblins, but we fought them all off.

The Goblin took the magic stones from its kin, while the Wolves were left as they were. I had worried our Goblin companion might interfere when I was hunting other Goblins, but it did nothing. I got curious and asked it why.

It replied.

{FIGHTING..HUMANS..IS..THE..MONSTER'S..CODE... IT'S..SAD,..BUT..I..MUST..NOT..STOP..YOU.}

Its face was sad, yet resolute.

"Don't worry," I said, my face unwavering. "I make effective use of my prey and hold a memorial for them. After taking the Goblins' magic stones, I burned their bodies as a rite. That is the duty of a hunter."

To simply kill and leave the bodies would make me no better than a plunderer. A true hunter utilizes the kill, and for the parts that cannot be used, a memorial is held. I don't know how other hunters do it, but that has always been my way.

Sometime later, we arrived at the royal capital.

Before we entered, I had the Goblin hide nearby. There was no way I could bring it inside.

A soldier at the gate said, "We've been expecting you. Please proceed directly to the Guild."

He opened up a shortcut for us.

This was a path exclusively for soldiers, built to allow them to reach their destinations quickly.

If civilians used it, it would get in the way during an emergency. We took the path and headed for the Guild.

Upon arriving at the Guild, a receptionist greeted us.

"'Red Lightning,' I presume. We've been waiting for you. The Guild Master will see you now."

She led us to a room on the second floor.

Inside the room, there was an office desk at the back and a long table with two sofas in front of it. The walls were decorated with vases, golden plates, and what looked like an expensive Orichalcum axe. The owner was clearly a show-off.

Sitting arrogantly at the desk was a middle-aged, overweight man wearing glasses. This was the Imperial Guild Master.

"Welcome," the Guild Master said. "I've heard about you from His Majesty the Emperor. Please, have a seat. I'll explain the situation."

He moved and sat on one of the sofas.

We sat on the other. From his demeanor, he seemed like the textbook definition of a nasty, underhanded boss. However, I couldn't afford to be too obvious with my disdain. I had to handle this calmly and deliberately. Compared to traveling with the Goblin earlier, this was a piece of cake.

The Guild Master began. "Now, to explain the circumstances. The fighting on the border has intensified more than ever. The monsters' offensive has grown stronger. Our soldiers, as well as the hired adventurers, have fought valiantly, but there is no sign of the situation letting up. Therefore, our Guild has decided to dispatch more adventurers. You will be joining them."

He wore a nasty smile.

Tina spoke up, her face serious. "We came here at the request of His Majesty the Emperor. Of course, we will participate. You need only explain the situation, Guild Master. Please refrain from unnecessary remarks."

The Guild Master's comment had irritated me, too. Why? Because it was so condescending. As a superior, I could tolerate a certain amount of that. Otherwise, they wouldn't be dependable, and those below them would lose the will to follow. However, being too arrogant is also bad. It creates an unpleasant and unmotivated work environment. A truly competent superior knows how to strike that balance. This Guild Master was, frankly, a bad boss.

"What a strange thing to say," the Guild Master retorted. "I'm merely stating the obvious. Even for someone as beautiful as you, on what grounds—"

Before he could continue, Tina cut him off, her expression blank.

"I said enough with the platitudes. Please give us the detailed explanation quickly. Our time is precious."

The Guild Master's face soured with displeasure.

"Very well. I shall explain. At the border, the number of monsters has increased to a level greater than a year ago; it's said to be comparable to the army of a nation. Among them are multiple high-rank monsters. Cyclops, Goblin Guardians, and Lizardman Hunters have been spotted. The country is producing and sending Edgesons, but the soldiers have voiced concerns about whether it will be enough to cover everything. Other adventurers are accepting the request and departing as soon as their preparations are complete. Anything else?"

His attitude was grating on me.

"No, that's all," I replied curtly. "In that case, we'll depart as soon as we're ready. Let's go, Tina."

We left the room without another word.

Left behind, the Guild Master fumed.

"Damn it!" he snarled, slamming his fist on the desk. "Just because they're recognized by two nations, they get so full of themselves! I used to be an A-rank adventurer, you know! Shouldn't they show a little more respect?!"

Should he complain to the state? No, a direct protest would likely be ignored. The duo's accomplishments were too great. Frame them for a crime? No, the timing was terrible.

Those two were essential for the battle at the border. Any clumsy move would backfire and only lower his own standing. Fine. Once this matter was settled, he would think of a good plan.

If he played his cards right, he might even be able to make the beautiful Tina his own.

He was a typical example of a man with excessive ambition.

And he was blissfully unaware that it would lead to his own ruin.



		
			Chapter 165

			Anxious Feelings.

			After leaving the Guild, we went to our base.

We sorted through the luggage we'd brought, deciding what to take and what to leave behind. As for weapons, I decided to leave my long-range crossbow. My accuracy with it had improved, but I was by no means a master. For long-range, I had magic. I also left behind my books, since we didn't have a magician with us.

What I would take were field rations, canned food, and the translator.

There would be food at the base, but I had to be prepared for the possibility of being isolated or unable to return. Only then could I do my job and come home. It was completely different from my life as a salaryman on Earth. This was a world of life and death. There was no room for sentimentality.

"Is this everything we need to bring?" I asked.

"I think so," Tina replied. "And our weapons. Let's bring daggers and spares. Monsters will attack us on the road. It would be a disaster if our main weapons were to chip or break. We should use spares to handle them."

With that, she went to the storehouse and brought out some weapons I had made.

She returned with a sword, a spear, a dagger, and a hammer. All of them were prototypes I hadn't even tested. But I understood her point. No weapon lasts forever.

No matter how legendary the materials of my current weapons were, they could break from something trivial. It would be too late then. To reduce the strain on them, it was best to use weapons that were okay to break.

Still, even if they were just prototypes, I was resistant to the idea of treating things I'd made as disposable. I get attached to everything I create.

But to survive, I had to cast aside sentimentality. Hadn't I just thought that a moment ago?

"You're right," I said. "Anything else? Doesn't look like it. Alright, should we head to the tool shop? I want to restock, and there might be something new."

Tina nodded in agreement.

Our supply of potions was getting dangerously low. We gathered our things and went outside.

There were several tool shops along the main street, which was lined with all sorts of stores. We didn't have a favorite, so we entered one at random. Inside, they had potions, of course, as well as tents, mining equipment, and a tool that resembled a lighter.

I bought ten potions there. Nothing else seemed particularly valuable, and nothing caught my eye. I suppose in the past I might have bought something, but now my equipment was more or less complete. I wouldn't waste money. It was the natural decision.

"They had quite a good selection," Tina commented. "There were a few things similar to those in your country, Shinsuke. Do you think someone else has come here?"

"I don't know, but there aren't any other prominent figures around. Could it have been me?"

"No, that's not possible," Tina said flatly. "You have no reason to teach them anything."

Such a swift answer.

She knows me so well. A true partner, indeed.

As we walked a bit further, we saw a food shop with dried bonito flakes, kelp, and dumpling dough on display.

Ever since I had cooked for those children that day, I had taught various ways to make dashi stock and the different types there were. The other adults had started to imitate it. As a result, these ingredients had become necessities in the Empire.

"I wonder if this was really a good idea," I said, feeling gloomy. "I thought it would be fine since it's just food, but now I'm starting to feel a little anxious."

Until a year ago, strong flavors had been the mainstream, but now lighter tastes had also become widespread. Many were now pursuing even greater flavors by combining both, and the culinary world's ambition had risen dramatically.

However, what made me anxious was the feeling that tradition was being destroyed.

No one likes having their long-held customs broken.

At my company on Earth, I was once told to let a machine do the work I had been doing and to learn a new job. Even when I did as I was told, I was often confused because things were different from what I knew or had been changed.

And that was just in one organization. If an entire country were to change, there would surely be those who were dissatisfied. What if that led to unnecessary trouble? Just thinking about it was depressing.

Perhaps sensing my thoughts, Tina said, "I don't know what you're thinking, but why don't you try to have a little more faith? There are good people and bad people. Isn't that right?"

She gave me some sound advice.

She was right. I've always been prone to pessimism. I've rarely been optimistic. It seems what happened with my friend is still weighing on my mind. I can't be like this. With a battle ahead, I'll get myself killed if I'm in this mental state.

*Self-loathing, be gone! Hah!* It had been a while.

"You're right," I said. "No need to be so neurotic. Alright, our preparations are complete. Shall we get going?"

"Aren't you going to stop by the orphanage?" Tina asked.

"No, it's fine," I replied, a weary look on my face. "I don't have anything to talk about. I'd rather not go if I don't have a reason."

It's pointless to go when there's nothing to do. I don't like just showing up to say hello and then leaving.

"Well, if that's what you want, I won't force you," Tina said with a sigh.

I had a good idea of what she wanted to say, but I didn't press the issue. There was no reason to get into a debate about it.

We shouldered our packs and headed for the gate.

We arrived a short while later.

A soldier saw our luggage and said, "You're leaving, then. Understood. No need for a baggage check. But a word of advice. The border has become an unprecedented battlefield, unlike anything we've ever experienced. May you have good fortune in battle."

He gave us a salute.

We nodded deeply and stepped outside.

The soldier's words stuck with me.

"That's the first time anyone's said that to us. Is it really that dangerous? Does he mean the high-rank monsters he mentioned are that tough?"

As I speculated, Tina offered her own analysis.

"That's part of it, but there must be more. Monsters' basic behavior is to find prey and attack. Even if they ambush us, that's normal. Of course, adventurers and soldiers know that. For them to be struggling despite that must mean something impossible is happening."

True, they've been operating under assumptions everyone knows to be true. They should have countermeasures in place. I guess we won't know for sure until we get there.

"I suppose we'll just have to go with that in mind," I said. "The other problem is how to sneak *that* thing past them."

I gestured with my right hand toward the Goblin, who was watching us with a worried look.

I had to think about the future, but I also had to solve the problem right in front of me.

* * *

The scene changed to the Saint's Church.

Headquarters. Top floor.

A room where only the highest-ranking members were allowed to enter, furnished with a massive table.

There, Pope Altorine was sorting through a mountain of paperwork. A cardinal was at her side, assisting with the work. The piled documents included… local surveys… a progress report on Owari Village… and a petition from the Empire.

Of course, the knights checked the details, and Altorine just did a final check before signing if there were no issues.

"*Phew*," Altorine sighed. "Emperor Yorune's request. A request for supplies to the Church—the quantity is as usual, but he's asking for a temporary price reduction. Are they that short on funds? Or did they spend too much on weapons development? In any case, it's certain that things have become quite dangerous over there. Please pass this on to the merchants."

The cardinal took the signed document.

"Understood. And what shall we do? We haven't received a request for reinforcements, but shall we send a few adventurers?"

To this, Altorine replied, "Let's see. Please just put out a call for recruits. Their Guild should be doing the same. Inform them that we will provide financial support if they accept."

She gave the order.

The cardinal bowed and left the room.

Left alone, Altorine continued her work.

"A repeat of last year, but on a larger scale. The Emperor has to hold them off, or the damage will spread. And things are getting suspicious here, too."

She looked at a single report.

A survey of the surrounding area reported that not a single monster could be found.

Altorine, of course, as well as the knights and adventurers, were on high alert. It was impossible for there to be none. There should be some.

She had a very bad feeling.

She had decided to send adventurers, but only C-rank could go. Their own forces would be reduced, but the Empire was the priority.

If the source of all this was the monsters at the border, then solving that should solve everything.

"I hear those two have arrived on site as well," Altorine mused. "I really hope they can do something. I want to go myself, but this position gets in the way. I can't leave. It's frustrating."

She muttered in vexation.

It wasn't that she disliked her current position. She could protect many more people now. But she could no longer move about freely. Having reached the top of the chain of command, she couldn't just entrust matters to someone else and take action, as she had when she was a Knight Commander.

Altorine gazed up at the ceiling, praying for the success of the two adventurers.

* * *

At the border base.

We used a secret plan to make our way there.



		
			Chapter 166

			The Battle at the Base.

			When I arrived at the border base, I announced, "A-rank adventurers, 'Red Lightning.' We've come in response to the request."

The soldier confirmed our identities. "The general has informed us of your arrival. We'll take care of the cart. Please, come inside."

As the soldier cleared a path, I said, "Thank you. There are some fragile items inside, so please be careful."

I showed him a wooden box containing ten potions.

After seeing the contents, the soldier said, "Understood. You, take this cart to the storage area. Be gentle with it."

The subordinate he ordered led the cart away.

We proceeded inside.

The Commander's Office.

The room was as luxurious as a high-class hotel, with an office desk, a long guest table, and two sofas. A large hammer was displayed on the wall, and a shelf held medals and certificates of commendation. Unlike the Imperial Guild Master's office, it wasn't filled with extravagant items.

Rather, it gave an impression of dignity, a silent warning that insolence would not be tolerated. I wasn't sure why, but my intuition told me so.

General Goltor, who had been working at his desk, looked up. "You've come. Please, have a seat. I believe you've heard the situation from the Guild, but allow me to confirm it one more time."

He stood up from his desk and sat on one of the sofas.

We sat across from him. Tina recounted in detail the explanation we had received from the Guild.

After hearing it, the general sighed. "*Hah*... Same as always. My apologies. That has nothing to do with you. Well, there are a few additional points. First, regarding the monsters' movements, there have been eyewitness reports of them conducting what seems to be reconnaissance at night. Also, their attacks now include not only ambushes but also traps. And finally, multiple Skeletons have been seen moving alongside the monsters."

The general paused for a breath.

"Skeletons?" I asked, a little unsure. "I thought the Undead attack monsters, too, right?"

Beside me, Tina added, "And what do you mean by traps? Monsters are doing something so human-like?"

To their two questions, the general replied, "To answer your question, beautiful Tina-jou, the traps are not things like pitfalls or rockslides. There have been multiple cases where monsters feign a retreat, lure our pursuing troops into an ambush, and then surrounding monsters attack all at once. Of course, we've issued warnings, but… some still fall for it. Especially the adventurers."

He had a pained expression, as if the words were difficult to say.

And rightly so. The more experience one has, the harder it is to immediately accept something so unbelievable. Not without learning a painful lesson first. Most would die before that happened.

The general continued. "As for the Skeletons… honestly, I don't know. When I received that report, I couldn't believe it myself. Not until I saw it with my own eyes. Skeletons were indeed moving with the monsters. What's more, I witnessed a scene where a Skeleton seemed to be giving orders to the monsters."

He looked utterly perplexed.

It was Tina who seemed more shocked than I was.

"That can't be. The Undead giving orders? They're supposed to just wander around and attack the living. Wait, Shinsuke, could it be something like the Church's Headless Knight?"

She whispered the last part to me.

"I doubt it," I whispered back. "He was a samurai with a will of steel. He had the mental fortitude to maintain his sense of self even after death. Not everyone can do that."

The general looked like he wanted to say something, but he didn't.

"And so," he continued, "this has become a more dangerous battlefield than ever before. I know it's been a long journey, but after a short rest, I'll have you assigned to your posts—"

Just then, a frantic knock sounded, and a soldier burst into the room.

"Forgive the intrusion, sir, this is an emergency! The monsters are attacking!"

"What?!" the general demanded. "Where?!"

The soldier, still flustered, replied, "Sir! The attack is coming from the east!"

"You two," the general said, turning to us. "I'm sorry, but please head to the east side immediately."

We nodded and hurried out.

When we arrived, the area was in the midst of preparing a counter-attack.

An elderly platoon leader was shouting orders. "The lookouts are holding them off for now, but it's only a matter of time before they break through! We're heading out as reinforcements immediately! Just in case, a few soldiers will remain here! Don't let your guard down!"

His men saluted without a word of complaint.

"Alright, let's see just how bad this is," I thought. "This is the perfect chance to find out."

My hands itched for a fight, and I idly stroked the pommel of my sword.

"Don't let your guard down," Tina warned, her face serious. "There might be some kind of trap."

Her quick thinking, based on the briefing, was a huge help. I nodded and steeled my resolve.

We marched out, moving quickly without breaking formation.

A few minutes later, we reached our destination. Soldiers and adventurers were engaged in battle with monsters. Their ranks consisted of multiple Anacondas, Wolves, and Goblins with bows positioned in the rear.

"These aren't exactly tough opponents," I observed. "But this is an unpleasant sight."

I should have been optimistic, but something felt wrong.

Because it was strange. No matter how the monsters ambushed them, there was no way the humans should be losing to this.

"I agree," Tina said. "But right now, we're hired hands. We should follow orders."

She felt the same way I did, but she was suppressing it.

The platoon leader shouted, "Provide support at once! But do not pursue them too deeply! Just drive them back!"

At his command, the soldiers charged forward.

Just as we were about to join them, the platoon leader stopped us.

"Wait. I presume you are 'Red Lightning.' I need you to act as messengers and return to the base immediately."

"Why?" I asked. "What's the reason?"

"Something is strange," the platoon leader replied. "The monsters have no intelligence, yet there are no high-rank, or even mid-rank, creatures here. For that reason, I need you two to return without fighting here."

To this, Tina responded, "If it's an order, we will obey. Let's go."

With that, we headed back to the base.

As we were returning, I muttered, "Well, I can understand how that man feels. It's an unsettling sight to watch."

"I completely agree," Tina said. "And we have been given the role of messengers. Even if nothing happens, we won't be abandoning our posts—"

She was cut off as someone came running towards us from ahead.

As we got closer, we saw it was a soldier, arrows sticking out of his entire body, running and gasping for breath.

"Hey! Are you alright?! What happened?!" I asked, alarmed.

The soldier gasped, "A…ambush… After…everyone…was gone… from…below…the cliff… li-lizard…men…"

He died before he could finish his sentence.

We rushed back in a hurry.

The area around the base had become a battlefield.

Lizardmen were attacking the soldiers one after another.

I silently drew my sword.

"*Suuuu*… CHEEEEEEST!"

I roared and charged forward.

A surprised Lizardman turned to face me, and I unleashed a powerful overhead slash.

"EEEEEEEST!"

The Lizardman couldn't block it and was split in two. The other Lizardmen turned their attention toward me. I had drawn their focus.

"Gale Strike!" Tina shouted.

A drill of wind erupted.

Using Aqua Roller, she closed the distance in an instant and took down three Lizardmen.

"Fire Shot!" I yelled.

I unleashed a volley of explosive fireballs.

Their accuracy was low, but it was enough to halt their advance. Some hid behind rocks, but others were hit directly.

Two of them were burned to death. I couldn't be sure about the rest, but there should have been about twenty of them.

Amidst the flames, a Lizardman emerged from behind a rock, drew its bow, and fired. The arrow flew straight toward Tina. Its aim was precise. And since it was coming from her side, she hadn't noticed. At this rate, it would pierce her head. But Tina simply tilted her head slightly and dodged it.

Thanks to her spatial awareness skill.

The Lizardman tried to nock another arrow, but my horizontal slash, enhanced by Thunderclap Incarnation, sliced its torso in two. Even if it could have dodged my magic, I had to ensure a certain kill.

The Lizardmen all raised their weapons, preparing to counterattack.

Just then, a monster suddenly appeared from below the cliff.

It was less like it had climbed and more like it had flown. A bird? I thought, but it had no wings. It possessed that much leg strength. The monster that appeared was a Lizardman wielding kodachi-sized swords. But its aura was different.

It was a head smaller than the others. They were normally around 180 centimeters tall, but this one was about 140. I thought it might be a child, but my instincts screamed, *That's not it*.

The Lizardman spotted me and charged with swift movements.

Not in a straight line, but weaving left and right. This was bad. I couldn't get a good read on the distance.

"Flame Demon Sword!" I shouted.

I created a wall of fire in front of me.

If I couldn't predict its movements, I would just create an obstacle to disrupt them. The Lizardman seemed to sense this and appeared to stop. But then, it leaped on the spot.

Into the air. About five meters. To jump that high from a standing position… what kind of leg strength did it have?

The Lizardman threw three knives from its belt simultaneously.

I deflected them with my sword. As the Lizardman landed, the wall of fire vanished. We stared each other down. But the Lizardman immediately retreated and jumped off the cliff.

As I stood there, confused, Tina called out, "Shinsuke! The Lizardmen are retreating!"

At her words, I looked around.

Indeed, not a single one remained. Was that thing just buying time? It seemed I was up against a tough monster.

This battle might be even more severe than the one a year ago.



		
			Chapter 167

			Future Developments.

			The defensive battle at the base was over.

The returning reinforcements saw the situation and immediately took action. The number of injured was considerable; counting both seriously and lightly wounded, there were thirty in total. And the number of dead, including the soldier I had just met, was eight.

They had died fighting the Lizardmen.

Seeing this, I muttered with a bitter expression, "If only I'd been a little faster…"

Just then, the platoon leader who had been standing beside me spoke.

"Don't blame yourself. Everyone here was prepared to die in battle. This time, we fell for the enemy's decoy operation and left this place under-guarded. It's frustrating, but it was their victory."

He was grinding his teeth.

He was right. I had been moving quickly then, but I had deliberately held back a little to conserve my strength and maintain a perfect state of readiness. I don't think that was the wrong decision, but this devastation was the result. The thought that I could have been faster was nothing but arrogance.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I was being a little arrogant."

"Don't worry about it," the platoon leader replied. "It's what anyone would think after seeing such a tragedy. Just use that feeling as fuel to fight harder."

With that, he went inside the base.

Come to think of it, why was he standing next to me? I thought Tina had been there.

I looked around and saw Tina talking with some soldiers.

I walked over. "What's wrong?"

"We were just discussing what we can do now," Tina explained. "That platoon leader said he had something to talk to you about, so I took his place."

She explained it succinctly.

It seemed I had made him worry. It's not good to cause trouble for the people on the front lines.

Back in high school, I once did a peculiar school event called a temporary employee work experience. At the time, I wondered what the point of it was, but after helping out with the work a little, I made an unexpected mistake.

As a result, I caused trouble not only for the person who was teaching me but for the other workers as well.

That's when I realized: no matter what the reason for working, you must not get in the way of the people on the job site. Of course, when I entered the workforce and tried to work with restraint, I ended up being a target for bullying.

But I digress.

My dejection had caused the platoon leader unnecessary worry.

"I'm sorry. I'm fine now," I said. "By the way, you were talking about something? Why with you, Tina?"

I was curious.

In the Kingdom, it was natural for people to know about Tina. But in the Empire, even though we had spent a year here, we had mostly done Guild work. And we hadn't done any of it as part of a group.

"Apparently, the merchants from the Kingdom have been talking about us," Tina said with a look of exasperation. "When they're buying or selling things. As if they're bragging about their own accomplishments."

I see. We were A-rank adventurers recognized by two nations. Of course, word would have gotten around. It was possible that the merchants who came to the Empire were exaggerating stories about our activities here.

I don't know what they were thinking, but maybe they just wanted to brag.

"I see. So, what did you talk about?"

Tina's expression turned serious. "As things stand, advancing is out of the question, and even defending is difficult. The soldiers were saying we should get reinforcements from somewhere, but I disagreed. Because there are no spare soldiers in the base."

She explained.

It was true. If we were to reassign soldiers within the base, that would just create a shortage in another department. That wouldn't solve anything.

We were already at a stalemate; weakening ourselves with our own hands was a foolish move.

Tina continued, "As for future measures, I said we should prioritize treating the wounded, avoid unnecessary battles, and focus on defense. And of course, when we defend, we should build and set up more traps and fences than we have now. Fortunately, we have the materials. Those who can move should take the initiative. However, even when the wounded recover, it will be difficult for them to return to duty right away."

She had a bitter expression.

"What do you mean?" I asked. "Are we short on potions?"

"No, healing their wounds isn't the problem," Tina replied. "They've all been poisoned. It seems the Lizardmen's weapons were coated in poison. They said it will take time for the poison to wear off."

She looked exhausted.

That was a problem. For poison, there was a medicine called Cure. But that was something usually carried by those who went into forests or marshes. Because that was the only place you'd find monsters that used poison.

Unfortunately, the border was a rocky area.

There were no monsters that used poison. Of course, they wouldn't have any Cure on hand.

And even if we went back to the capital to buy a large amount, there was no guarantee they would have any. This country had a low awareness of poison, and they didn't stock much Cure.

As things stood, our only option was to rely on the soldiers' natural recovery.

"There's nothing to say but that we've been had," I said. "But why would the Lizardmen do something like that? They use weapons, but I've never heard of them using poison."

I tried to recall what I knew about the monsters in the Empire.

The Lizardmen used weapons like humans, always moved in groups, and attacked in groups when they found prey. But I had never heard of them using poison in their attacks.

As I was thinking, a soldier approached.

"Excuse me. The General would like to see you. Please come this way."

No time to think, I guess. We headed for the command room.

* * *

In the command room, General Goltor was sitting in his chair, looking out the window. It was a pose worthy of a villainous organization's boss. Was he going to say something with his back to us before turning around?

Just as I thought that, the general spoke.

"You've come. Thank you for your hard work on this sudden dispatch."

As he spoke, he spun his chair around to face us.

Honestly, it was laughable. He had acted exactly as I had expected.

But this was a serious situation. I couldn't afford to disrupt it.

"I merely fulfilled my duty as a hired adventurer," I said, sitting down on the sofa. "But we fell for the enemy's trap."

"That couldn't be helped," the general replied. "Even when compared with past records, this is something that would be impossible for the monsters of old. Even now, the soldiers in the base haven't been able to shed their old common sense."

He sighed.

His expression was one of someone who couldn't bear the mental strain.

"General," Tina said, "what are your thoughts on what to do from now on?"

The general's mood shifted.

"We are treating the wounded, but those who were poisoned will have to recuperate. We have no Cure, and even if we were to return to the capital, it's doubtful we'd find a large supply. I want to focus our efforts on defense, but with our forces on the east side… I was thinking of transferring troops from somewhere…"

Before he could finish, Tina interrupted.

"That would be a bad move. Moving soldiers around recklessly now would upset the balance of our forces. Instead of reassigning them, we should use the materials in the base to build fences. A large number of them, so they can't be easily breached."

To this suggestion, the general replied, "What you say is most reasonable, beautiful one. However, there is no guarantee that the monsters will not move in the meantime. I think they will attack now, precisely because we are in a state of confusion."

Tina countered the general's argument.

"That is certainly true. However, the lack of movement on the west and front lines is concerning. For them to do this much and then not move… are they not waiting for something? For example, for our numbers to decrease?"

After Tina voiced her prediction, the general thought for a moment.

"So, what you're saying, beautiful one, is that they attacked the east side to deliberately reduce our numbers, force us to transfer soldiers from other locations, and thus reduce the security in those areas. And then, once those places are vulnerable, they will launch an all-out attack. In conclusion, the east side is not their main strategic target."

He voiced his speculation. Tina replied.

"I believe so. The Lizardmen's movements… when we arrived, they were only targeting the soldiers and didn't seem to be trying to get inside."

She recalled what had happened on the battlefield.

I had only seen the tragic state of the soldiers and had been focused solely on killing the Lizardmen. It was proof that I hadn't been looking at the bigger picture. Tina, on the other hand, had been calmly observing her surroundings even in that situation.

She truly was a partner I didn't deserve.

"In that case," the general said, "it seems we should do as you say, beautiful one, and prepare a large number of fences and traps. I will have the soldiers and adventurers adopt a thoroughly defensive formation. And of course, we will do the same in the other locations as well. Your input has been most helpful. I thank you."

He gave a slight bow.

"Please don't mention it," Tina replied. "I was merely doing my job. And I have a question. Is there anything of importance in the west and front areas? Perhaps…"

To this question, the general replied, "No, nothing in particular. The front has a warehouse for incoming supplies, but they are later transported and distributed evenly between the west and east warehouses, so there's nothing of great value there. The west side, unlike the others, has a corpse disposal area. We place the monsters we've slain and the soldiers who have died there. Other than that, there's no place that could be called a feature."

He was perplexed, but his face looked as if he had just had a revelation.

A corpse disposal area. There was no reason for monsters to target that place, but… the general's expression suggested he knew something.

However, the reason he didn't say anything was likely because he wasn't certain. In that case, there was no need to press him.

"Tina, if you have nothing else to say, let's take our leave here," I said. "General Goltor seems to be busy."

To this, Tina replied, "You're right. Well then, General Goltor, we'll be going."

She stood up from the sofa.

"Ah, you must be tired after being dispatched on your first day," the general said. "It's getting to be evening. I'll have someone show you to your room."

To this, Tina replied, "No, thank you. We may be A-rank, but we are still mere adventurers. We require no special treatment. Instead, we would appreciate it if our tent could be placed in a location farther away from the others."

She blushed slightly.

Seeing this, the general seemed to understand something.

"I-I see. If that's the case, then it can't be helped. I'll pass that on to the soldiers."

He replied with some hesitation.

Seeing that, we inwardly smirked.



		
			Chapter 168

			Interlude: Their Respective Nights, Part Three.

			And so, the first day's battle at the border base came to a temporary close.

But this was merely a prologue.

And no one knew.

That an unprecedented crisis was about to befall the nations.

* * *

At the monster stronghold.

A cave teeming with countless monsters.

It was so vast that even a ten-meter-tall monster could move about with ease, and there was enough space for a thousand of them to fit comfortably.

The monsters resting there were…

Cyclops. Great Ogres. Goblin Guardians. Lizardman Hunters. Assassin Anacondas. Muay Thai Kong.

Each one was a high-rank monster, said to be difficult for even adventurers, soldiers, and knights to defeat.

For so many different types of monsters to be gathered in one place was abnormal. It wasn't about pride or anything of the sort. In the monster world, aside from fighting humans, there were also territorial disputes among monsters.

But here, a monster known as the 'Queen' had kept them in line, so there was no strife, only the battle against humans. And a new monster had taken advantage of that, ousting the 'Queen' and taking the throne for itself.

It was an unnatural being.

It had the head of an owl and the body of a wolf. The clawed limbs and tail of a lizard. The wings of a crow on its back. It moved on two legs, and its blue eyes would not tolerate any dissent.

It had the monsters call it their 'King.'

"Well done, my Lizardmen," the King said. "Now the humans will disperse their forces. And that is when we will begin our operation."

It looked pleased.

The King had never intended to take the base from the start. If he were to capture it with his current forces, their numbers would be drastically reduced.

So, he would simply supplement his forces.

To that end, he had set his sights on the corpse disposal area on the west side of the base. There were a large number of monster carcasses there. If he could retrieve them, he could control them as Undead. Of course, the other monsters would find it unpleasant, but since they would be under his control, it was not a problem.

The only problem was whether the humans would move according to his expectations.

But the King knew.

That general specialized in human-wave tactics and had always relied on them. If his numbers decreased, he would bring in reinforcements from somewhere. That was the kind of man he was.

Of course, he had probably requested reinforcements from the capital, but it was night.

Even if it was only a half-day's journey, traveling at night was too dangerous.

If they were to move, it would be in the morning. They would arrive at the base around noon. There was plenty of time.

"Then we shall move tomorrow morning," the King declared. "The target is the west side. The troops attacking the east and the front will act as a diversion."

At this command, the monsters let out a roar.

The King left the area and went outside to get some fresh air.

The cold night wind. The cloudless, starry sky with a shining crescent moon.

"This is for the best," the King said. "This sacrifice is for the good of the world. My servant, make the preparations."

No one answered his mutterings.

For the King's servant was on a separate mission.

* * *

In the Empire.

The royal capital. The royal castle.

The office.

Emperor Yorune looked at the report that had arrived from the base and let out a deep sigh.

The monsters' attack had been cunning, and many soldiers were wounded. It would take time for them to recover.

He wanted to send out a reinforcement unit immediately, but marching at night was dangerous. The only light they had to illuminate the darkness was the torches they carried.

Most monsters would be asleep, but there were some that were active.

For example, Goblins. Individuals that had not been active during the day were often criticized by others and would move at night. And now, with the Undead appearing at night, the danger level had increased even more.

He couldn't move them immediately. The soldiers would have to depart in the morning, and they would arrive around noon.

Of course, they had urgently gathered all the Cure they could find in the city. And the mass production of the Edgesons he had requested from the Dwarves was complete.

They were ready to be deployed at any time. With this, the battle at the border, while not advantageous, would at least reach a stalemate.

"I wish they would just quiet down now," the Emperor said, a bitter expression on his face. "But that's too optimistic."

If it were to end here, there would be no trouble. There was a sense of strategy to the monsters' movements, but he couldn't figure out what they were aiming for.

It was like trying to choose the right pot from a selection of many in the dark.

There was too little information.

At this rate, he would have to start seriously exchanging information with the other nations.

Until now, the information they had exchanged had been limited to minor things that wouldn't put either side at a disadvantage, but this was no time for such niceties.

The Emperor immediately began to draft letters to the rulers of each country, calling for their cooperation.

It was only later that this act would prove to have prepared them for an unprecedented crisis.



		
			Chapter 169

			The Situation at the Base.

			The battle was over, and we headed for the area where our tent was pitched.

It was in a location far from the other adventurers. The tent itself was twice the normal size, and inside, it had not only a bed but also a desk and chair. There was even a weapon rack.

Normally, a tent would only have a bed. Such treatment… I'm not good at being counted on. I'm not used to shouldering such expectations.

"Alright then," I said. "Shall we go and get it?"

Tina agreed with my words.

We took a cloth cloak with us.

At the cart storage area.

This was where the carts belonging to the adventurers and the state were kept. Naturally, each cart had a party name written on it so you could tell whose was whose.

Among them, we found our cart. Our belongings were still loaded on it.

I knocked on the floor. *Knock, knock, knock, knock-knock.*

Then, a *knock* came from below.

We looked around and, confirming that no one was there, removed a section of the floor.

There, huddled and hiding, was the Goblin. This was a false bottom. It's a trick often used on Earth for hiding things.

"You did well to be patient," I said. "Put on this cloak. We're going to carry our luggage, so hide in our shadow."

The Goblin nodded at my instructions.

We picked up our luggage and moved in a single file line, with the Goblin in the middle, in an inconspicuous position.

We managed to slip past several patrolling soldiers and make it back to the tent. Once inside, after putting down our luggage, I said, "You're safe now. Just stay still here."

The Goblin, who had taken off the cloak, nodded.

"Now that we've reached our destination, let's organize our information," Tina said. "First, is there anything else you know?"

To this question, the Goblin replied.

{I..DON'T..THINK..SO... I..MEAN,..IT..APPEARED..SUDDENLY..AND..DROVE..US..OUT.}

The text appeared.

So it was a swift takeover, not giving them any time to fight back.

A decisive type. Sounds like a tough opponent.

"Then what did it look like?" Tina asked. "It must have appeared before you, at least."

She asked her next question.

It's true, even if it was sudden, it should have at least seen its appearance. On Earth, it's easy to hide your identity over the phone or internet, but there are no such machines here.

The Goblin replied.

{IT..WAS..A..MONSTER. I'VE..NEVER..SEEN..ANYTHING..LIKE..IT... BUT..THERE..WAS..A..SKELETON..NEXT..TO..IT.}

To this, I said, "A monster and a Skeleton, huh? If it's something this guy has never seen, then there's a chance we haven't encountered it either."

I racked my brain.

If I knew its characteristics, I could make some predictions from the records, but just 'monster' isn't enough to go on.

But after a moment's thought, I said, "A Skeleton… The fact that it was next to it tells me a lot."

I had a realization.

"What do you mean by that?" Tina asked.

"It's probably not a normal Skeleton," I explained. "Skeletal monsters are incredibly weak in terms of durability, but they're intelligent. It's a trait from when they were human. The ones that used magic were especially troublesome. Because they would also use traps and strategies to attack. In games, they were tough and annoying opponents. The fact that it's teamed up with a monster suggests it's intelligent."

I explained.

It was just knowledge from games on Earth, but this place was surprisingly similar in some ways. I couldn't afford to underestimate anything.

The Goblin had a 'What's that?' expression, but I didn't bother to explain.

It would be a hassle, and it was an unbelievable story anyway.

"In that case," Tina mused, "there's a possibility that the Skeleton is the mastermind. It creates and controls the monster. Could it be related to the monster that appeared in the Church's research lab a year ago?"

She speculated.

That thing. I haven't seen it, but the Church's knights had said it was 'a monster they had never seen before.' It was certainly a possibility.

"That settles our course of action," I said. "If we can defeat that Skeleton, we might be able to suppress the monsters' activities. When that time comes, it's your turn. You understand, right?"

The Goblin nodded.

With this, our basic strategy was decided. Of course, I wouldn't tell the general. I would have to talk about the Goblin. It was better to keep quiet if there was a possibility of causing a commotion within our ranks.

Of course, it depended on the situation.

If it was something like corruption or embezzlement, something a person shouldn't do, then I would have to speak up. But this time, this Goblin was the key to settling this whole mess.

I had to make sure, no matter what, that nothing happened to it.

"Well then, let's get some rest soon," Tina said. "You hide under the bed. The food is here, so help yourself. We'll eat what the soldiers have prepared for us."

The Goblin nodded at her instructions.

Just then, I sensed a presence approaching. I motioned for the Goblin to hide under the bed.

At the entrance of the tent.

"Excuse me. I've brought your dinner."

A woman's voice.

I said, "Come in." A female knight wearing glasses entered. The meal she brought was bread and corn soup, and a steak made from wolf meat. It was thick, and a savory aroma wafted from it. It was quite a feast.

"Please leave the dishes here when you are finished," the knight said. "I will collect them tomorrow. And thank you for your hard work. Thank you for saving our comrades."

She saluted.

"It's our job," Tina replied. "Please don't worry about it."

I nodded as well.

The knight smiled and left.

"If only there were more people like that in the world," I said. "It would be so peaceful."

To my musings, Tina replied, "It can't be helped. No matter where you go, there will always be good people and bad people."

She had a knowing look on her face.

It was a sad thought.

"Alright, that's enough philosophizing for now," I said. "Let's eat this wonderful meal."

"You're right," Tina said. "Goblin, you can come out now. Here, this is for you. Eat it."

She handed it a can of mackerel.

Of course, she had opened the lid. We ate our meal.

* * *

Inside the base.

The soldiers were busy building a large number of fences.

To be placed in the west, center, and east.

"But why would the general give such an order?" a soldier muttered. "He usually reshuffles our positions to balance our forces."

General Goltor's tactics had always been to adjust the number and strength of his personnel and deploy them in a balanced manner. Naturally, if a section was weakened and couldn't call for reinforcements, he would recalculate with the limited numbers and redeploy them.

In short, he had mainly used human-wave tactics until now.

"Apparently, it was a suggestion from the A-rank 'Red Lightning,'" another soldier said. "They seemed to feel something was off about this attack. They said it's better to supplement with things rather than recklessly reassigning personnel. I guess I see their point, but…"

He had a look of reluctant acceptance.

Among them, there were voices of dissatisfaction. Or rather, under the general's command, they could always feel that they were the ones fighting.

For that reason, the idea of supplementing a small number of people with objects, while not wrong in principle, was not something they could accept mentally.

In the midst of this, the platoon leader spoke.

"You seem to have the energy to complain. In that case, shall I let you appeal directly to General Goltor? I can arrange it."

He exuded an intimidating aura that silenced their idle chatter.

"N-no, sir," the soldier said. "I don't think there's anything wrong with the general's thinking. I will gladly continue my work."

He diligently worked on the fences and makeshift weapons.

The other soldiers followed suit.

The platoon leader watched them.

(*I know what you want to say. But in the battles to come, we won't survive with the old ways. That's the feeling I get.*)

He thought to himself.

Watching this scene, the woman with glasses, Chevre, entered the base with a complicated expression.

As she was walking down the corridor, she met the general.

"General," Chevre said. "About the soldiers…"

"I can't say anything right now," the general replied.

With that, he walked away.

* * *

The next morning.

As the sun began to rise, it happened.

I opened my eyes in the tent, feeling sluggish. It seemed I hadn't recovered from the fatigue of yesterday's events. But I had a job to do.

Just as I thought that and got out of bed, I heard hurried footsteps.

"Excuse me for the early hour! Hordes of monsters have appeared in three locations and are advancing simultaneously!"

The best alarm clock ever.
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			The Morning Battle.

			To the panicked soldier, I asked, "Three places at once?! What kind of monsters?!"

"Yes, sir!" the soldier replied. "Goblin variants and Ogres on the east side! Lizardmen at the front! Fighter Monkeys on the west side!"

He gave me a brief explanation.

"What about our deployment?" Tina asked.

"Sir! The request is for you two to deal with the Lizardmen at the front! Breakfast is being prepared on-site. Please come at once."

To the hurrying soldier, I replied, "Understood. We'll get our gear ready and head over immediately."

As I reached for my armor and weapons, the soldier said, "I'll be taking my leave then, sir."

He saluted and left the tent.

As we were changing, Tina said, "You heard him. We're leaving now. You are absolutely not to come out."

The Goblin under the bed poked its head out and nodded.

I donned my armor and took my Japanese sword, a regular sword, and a hammer. I didn't know what might happen. I wanted to save my main weapons. Tina did the same, putting on her armor and taking two swords and a single-edged spear.

My hammer and her spear had magic stones embedded in them. The hammer had an earth stone, the spear a fire stone, each imbuing their respective attributes. But this would be the first time we used them in actual combat. They felt awkward during practice swings, but this was no time to be picky.

Other than these two, none of our weapons had magic stones embedded in them.

Because I had made them as an experiment, wondering if they would become stronger if I attached stones to them. In short, they were things I had made for fun. To think I would be using them in this way… you never know how things will turn out in this world.

"I'm ready on this side," Tina said. "I can go at any time."

"I'm done too," I replied. "Let's get going. We shouldn't keep them waiting."

I moved with a slight sense of urgency.

A soldier was waiting for us when we arrived at the front gate.

"We've been waiting for you. There's a simple meal for you here. As soon as you're finished, please come this way."

What was prepared for us was bread and soup.

We finished it in a minute. When we went to the assembly point, a group of adventurers had gathered there.

Standing before them, the platoon leader began his briefing.

"Alright, I'll explain the situation. At present, the monsters are caught in our fences and traps, and their advance has been halted. Soldiers, as well as two Edgesons each, have been deployed at each location. You are to provide support and defend against the monsters to prevent them from entering the base. Hold them off until they retreat. That is all. Get to work."

At his command, the gates opened.

We were in the midst of a battlefield.

The frantic shouts of soldiers and the roars of monsters filled the air.

But the monsters were being thwarted by the large number of fences and makeshift spear launchers, and they were unable to advance.

"It seems Tina's suggestion went through," I said. "But why are so many monsters attacking all at once?"

"That's a good point, but for now, let's focus on what's in front of us," Tina replied. She went to her post. I thought, *She's right*, and took my weapon and went to my own position.

The other adventurers also readied their weapons and took their designated places.

The Lizardmen were struggling to advance.

Their king had told them that the humans were few in number and that they could break through even with their weapons. But the humans had prepared fences and throwing machines, and they were fighting in a way that kept them at a distance. This meant the decoy operation to attack the facility on the west side was failing.

Just then, a high-ranking Lizardman, a Lizardman Hunter, stood quietly, as if waiting for something.

From our designated positions, we began our long-range attacks.

The adventurers with bows fired all at once. The Lizardmen hid behind rocks to avoid the arrows.

Just then, an adventurer with a sword shouted, "Alright! They're faltering! Let's finish them off in one go! Follow me!"

He charged forward, shouting.

And a group of thoughtless idiots followed him.

"You idiot!" I shouted. "Don't just charge in without thinking! This battlefield is abnormal!"

But my shouts didn't reach those who had already gone. Most of them charged, leaving me, Tina, the adventurers skilled in rear support, and the soldiers behind.

An elderly soldier cursed. "Damn those fools! Everyone! Solidify the defense! We can't afford any more casualties!"

He ordered them into formation.

"What about those who went?" Tina asked, her voice filled with urgency.

"Unfortunately, it's too late for them," the soldier replied. "Look. A nasty one has made its appearance."

In the direction he pointed, the adventurers were being taken down one by one.

* * *

The C-rank adventurer with the longsword had been fantasizing.

If he could stand out in this battle and achieve great things, he could become not just a B-rank, but even an A-rank. The Empire had A-rank adventurers, but they were recognized by the Kingdom as well. They had the achievements and skills befitting a representative of adventurers. And they had good manners.

When he was working in the capital, he had seen them in town. They were polite to everyone. They never looked down on anyone. If there was a merchant engaged in fraudulent activities, they would lecture them and then have them arrested.

Honestly, it pissed him off. Such sanctimonious behavior. Just watching them was irritating.

But since they were A-rank, he couldn't say anything. He couldn't do anything. He felt a sense of powerlessness.

However, when the defense request from the base came, he felt it was his chance. He could show off his skills. And the two A-rankers were here too.

He felt that God had chosen him.

Because he could show them just how strong he was.

The Lizardmen faltered under the attack of the arrows and throwing machines. The perfect chance. He raised his sword, shouted a command, and charged. He heard the A-ranker's voice trying to stop him from behind, but he didn't care.

In fact, there were adventurers following him. The cowards could stay there and tremble.

He charged forward with a sense of derision.

Just then, the Lizardmen emerged from behind the rocks, brandishing their weapons, and fought back. But he was able to counter them immediately. *I can do this.* Just as he was sure of it, something came out from behind a rock. It was small and he couldn't see it clearly. He decided it was nothing to worry about and turned his attention to the Lizardman in front of him.

He saw the sky. *Why? The sky?* he thought. The scene shifted from the sky to the rock wall, and then he looked at the ground. *Why can't my body move?* It rolled and came to a stop. His body was standing, blood spurting from the neck.

Then it slowly collapsed. *Ah, I see. I've been cut.* He watched as if he were a third party, and his vision went black.

A small Lizardman was cutting down the adventurers one after another with a knife-like sword.

A single, deadly blow that severed their necks.

* * *

"So the Lizardman Hunter has come out," the soldier said.

He clicked his tongue. I asked, "Is that the Lizardman Hunter? It seems smaller than usual."

"Is this your first time seeing one?" the soldier asked. "When you think of a high-rank monster, you imagine something larger than usual, but there are exceptions. By being small, their movements are swift, with a speed that the eye can't follow, and they have unique abilities. They're more trouble than they're worth."

He explained.

"What should we do?" Tina asked. "I'd like to go and rescue the survivors."

She said.

Sometime during all this, the Lizardman Hunter had vanished. The remaining adventurers were struggling against the Lizardmen's assault.

"No," the soldier said. "The general's orders are to focus on defense. Besides, it's the fault of those who charged in."

His expression was somewhat cold.

On the battlefield, those who ignored orders were deemed not worth saving.

But I said, "Sorry. I'm one of those fools, too."

With that, I took my hammer and charged forward.

To the soldier who tried to stop me, Tina said, "This is how we do things."

She readied her spear and ran after me.

Our objective was to rescue the adventurers. The battle with the Lizardmen had begun.
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			Rescue Battle.

			We began the rescue of those who had charged in.

The adventurers were fighting back, but they were clearly on the defensive, looking for a way to retreat.

This was convenient. They would listen to what I said.

"Keep fighting back as you retreat!" I shouted. "And don't do anything reckless!"

An adventurer near me replied, "You're helping us, even after we acted on our own? Understood! You heard him! Follow his orders!"

The expressions of the other adventurers brightened at his cry.

"You spearmen, move to the front and keep the enemy in check as you fall back!" Tina commanded. "Swordsmen, focus on any enemies that slip past the spearmen and retreat! Dagger and axe wielders, provide support from the rear as you retreat!"

"Understood, beautiful one!" the adventurers replied.

"We'll give it our all for you, beautiful one!"

"We have no complaints, beautiful one!"

The adventurers were filled with vigor and motivation.

Tina smiled faintly, finding this familiar exchange nostalgic.

"Even a bad memory can become nostalgic if you haven't experienced it in a long time," I said, a hint of sarcasm in my voice.

"Ahem. This is no time for strange sentimentality," Tina said, her expression turning serious as she conjured flames from her spear. "We're going too."

Not to be outdone, I readied my hammer.

"Earth Spear Barrage!" I roared, slamming it into the ground.

The ground in front of me swelled, and countless spear-like spikes of earth shot up. The Lizardmen saw them and scrambled to dodge. The spearmen took advantage of the opening, thrusting their spears at the Lizardmen and striking fear into them. The Lizardmen retreated further, creating a significant distance between us.

"Fire Lance Barrage!" Tina shouted.

She swung her spear in a wide horizontal arc.

The force of the swing created a crescent of flame that flew toward the Lizardmen. Half of them were burned to death, and the other half were severely burned.

Tina was not good with the fire attribute. It was a type of magic she couldn't learn.

Even with a magic stone, she couldn't produce the kind of power she had just now. At best, she could start a bonfire. So how did she produce such power?

The answer was simple: she had used wind magic to amplify the fire's intensity.

In other words, she had adjusted the oxygen concentration to increase its power. This was knowledge from Earth science that Tina had devised on her own.

At this display of power, the adventurers exclaimed.

"What incredible power! Truly a beautiful Valkyrie."

"Bring us glory and victory!"

To their joyous cries, Tina snapped, "Get back already!"

And rightly so. She had ordered them to retreat, yet they were standing there, watching us fight.

"As you command, beautiful one!" the adventurers replied.

Their words were perfectly synchronized.

It was a strange feeling. Was I watching a comedy routine?

In the midst of these thoughts, I felt a sense of dread.

A cold sensation, as if something were sliding across my skin. I dropped my hammer and drew my sword. I looked around, but the numerous large rocks obscured my vision. I activated Detection. Amidst the many blue and red dots, one red dot was moving in a zigzag pattern, approaching me.

From the distance, it was about five meters away. I looked in the direction of the red dot, but a large rock was in the way.

"Flame Demon Sword!" I shouted.

I unleashed an overhead slash as a preemptive strike.

The large rock was sliced in two as if it were butter. Just then, something leaped out from behind the rock.

A small, slender figure.

"The Lizardman Hunter," I said.

I faced the high-rank monster, the Lizardman Hunter, as it readied its kodachi-sized sword.

Seeing this, Tina asked, "Should I provide support?"

"No, it's fine," I replied. "Get those guys back quickly. Tina, I'm sorry, but I need you to take care of the surrounding Lizardmen. This is going to take a while."

I let out a slight grin.

To laugh in this situation… had I gone mad? Or was I enjoying this? I couldn't quite understand the emotions swirling inside me.

"Don't be reckless," Tina said.

With that, she thrust her spear into the ground and drew her sword.

It seemed my partner was going to get serious.

"Ice Field!" Tina shouted.

A vast expanse of ice spread out, and a part of it rose up.

Like an iceberg.

A wall was created, separating me and the Lizardman Hunter from Tina and the others and the few remaining Lizardmen. I felt a little guilty for making her use this technique. Because in this battle, it wasn't a good idea to show too much of our hand.

It would allow the enemy to come up with countermeasures. I couldn't afford to lose.

At the very least, I had to hunt this one down.

I channeled my magic into my sword, increasing its sharpness. I wouldn't use Thunderclap Incarnation. If I used it for every single high-rank monster, I wouldn't be able to defeat the truly strong ones. The Lizardman Hunter lowered its stance and held its sword in a reverse grip. A runner's pose. Its eyes were fixed on me.

They were filled with the killing intent of a predator hunting its prey.

Not to be outdone, I readied my sword and stared back.

The distance between us was about thirty meters. Silence fell between us.

The Lizardman Hunter moved first. It charged straight toward me. Its speed was about thirty kilometers per hour. An untrained person from Earth wouldn't even be able to comprehend it before it was over. But I, who had trained and hunted in this world for a year, blocked the Lizardman Hunter's sword as it reached me.

I parried its blade with the same momentum and unleashed a slash from the lower left.

The Lizardman Hunter dodged by bending its body backward like a shrimp, but I was able to inflict a shallow wound on its body. Just as I was about to follow up, a single knife came flying at me. I deflected it with my sword. The Lizardman Hunter used the opening to regain its posture and crouched on the spot.

It seemed it had thrown the knife with its left hand. What kind of body structure did it have to be able to throw from that position? Did it not have bones?

The Lizardman Hunter was not letting its guard down.

It had encountered this human yesterday. It understood that he was strong. That was why it had gone for a straight killing blow without any tricks. Simple power was the most effective.

A powerful run, fueled by the explosive force of its leg muscles. The target was the neck.

The moment its sword reached the opponent, the human blocked it with his own. It was a little surprised, but it quickly recovered.

It thought it could push through, but the human was stronger. Its blade was parried.

The human counterattacked, but it quickly threw a knife with its left hand. It seemed that had worked. The human flinched.

It corrected its posture and decided to end things with its trump card.

I was still unable to land a decisive blow and was getting impatient.

The ice around us wouldn't last much longer. Maybe another five minutes. For Tina's sake, I had to hunt it down.

It was then that I noticed something strange about the Lizardman Hunter.

Water began to swirl around the sword it held in a reverse grip, imbuing it. A water sword? I thought, but the water condensed further, forming a sharp blade.

A water cutter, I presumed.

I remembered that it had enough power to cut even diamonds. And this was a blade made of magic. I didn't know if even this Orichalcum sword would come out unscathed.

I activated my fire magic. I made it envelop my sword and condensed it.

The Orichalcum's effect increased its power, making it stronger than usual. And it turned from red to yellow, taking the shape of a sword. If I didn't match my opponent, I wouldn't have a chance of winning. To think that I would have to crush one of my hidden powers at this stage… Things never go as planned in this world.

We stared each other down. This one moment. This one blow. Would decide it.

The Lizardman Hunter moved first. The same speed as before. The same direction.

My opponent wasn't underestimating me. This was its full power. I took an upper stance and lay in wait.

The Lizardman Hunter was right in front of me, within sword's reach. The Lizardman Hunter extended its right arm wide. Like a straight punch.

But its fist was far to my right. Of course it was. Its real aim was the water sword it held in a reverse grip. It was aimed precisely at my neck.

"CHEEEEEEST!" I roared.

I brought my sword down with a shout.

The clash of fire and water swords. A duel. It had happened before, but this time, the level was different.

Steam billowed out from between the swords like smoke. The water tried to extinguish the fire, and the fire tried to evaporate the water. And in the test of strength as well.

The Lizardman Hunter judged that it couldn't win with arm strength alone and challenged me with the force of its momentum-filled charge. I focused all my strength into my upper body, and my lower body was dedicated solely to bracing myself so I wouldn't be sent flying.

We were truly evenly matched.

I thought this would go on for a while, but the conclusion was in sight. The fire sword began to push back the water sword.

"Oooooohhhh!" I roared.

Seeing my chance, I put even more strength into it.

And then, with a sharp *pakiin*, something broke. The Lizardman Hunter's sword shattered, and with the same momentum, my blade cut its right arm and inflicted a deep wound on its torso.

I felt a definite impact.
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			The General's Heart

			The battle was decided.

The Lizardman Hunter fell onto its back with a heavy thud. Its right arm had been severed, and its body was covered in deep wounds. It was in no condition to fight, let alone stand.

Just as I took a breath, the ice surrounding us shattered. It seemed my time was up.

Where the Lizardmen had been fighting just moments before, only Tina remained.

Upon seeing me, she rushed over.

"Shinsuke! Are you alright?! Are you hurt anywhere?"

She scanned my body from head to toe.

"I’m fine," I said. "But you worry too much. You don’t have to stare so hard."

I offered a wry smile, but Tina replied, "I can’t help but worry. Even though I was the one who sent you, the thought of you getting hurt where I can’t see you…"

She cast her eyes downward, a hint of sadness in them.

"Sorry about that," I said. "But this is a hunter’s nature. You know that, right, Tina? Besides, I don’t want to see you get hurt, either. If anyone’s going to do something reckless, it should be me."

I placed my hands on her shoulders.

Tina blushed, her lips moving silently. The air was so charged it felt like we were about to kiss.

Just then, I sensed a presence. We quickly stepped apart.

It was the female knight in purple armor and glasses—the one we’d met this morning.

"Are you unharmed?!" she asked. "The surviving adventurers have been secured and are receiving medical treatment. The general is asking for you. Please come at once."

At her words, I sighed. "What’s this about? ...Actually, I think I already know."

Tina’s expression was the same as mine. It had to be about disobeying orders.

The female knight simply said, "The general will explain." Her face was grim.

We returned to the base.

The atmosphere inside was chaotic. The Lizardmen’s attack had destroyed most of the numerous fences, and all the catapults were in ruins. Worse, many of those on the front lines appeared to be injured. There were minor and major injuries alike, though most of the seriously wounded were adventurers.

Taking in the scene, we made our way to the general’s command post.

Inside the command post, we found not only the general but also four unit commanders.

As soon as he saw us, the general spoke. "Now then, I’ve summoned you for one reason and one reason only. Do you have anything to say about your insubordination on the battlefield?"

His expression was dead serious, as were those of the other men. The air was so cold and suffocating it felt like someone from Earth would have fainted on the spot.

A bead of sweat trickled down my face. "...I have no excuse."

I paused before answering. Back on Earth, most people would have made an excuse before apologizing. I was one of them. But this atmosphere wouldn't allow for it.

Tina stated, "Nor do I." Her response was clear and direct, though she seemed a little tense.

Hearing our answers, the general let out a long sigh. "*Fuuu*… Well, this time, your actions were taken to save those fools, and as a result, you managed to defeat the Lizardman Hunter. For that, I will overlook your insubordination."

The other commanders shared his sentiment.

"Wait a moment," I interjected. "It may have been a high-ranking one, but it was just a single unit. There might be several other Lizardman Hunters out there."

The general replied, "As of now, we’ve only confirmed one. Of course, we are considering the possibility of multiple. However, I’m overlooking your actions to both weaken the enemy’s strength and boost our own morale."

Tina followed up on his point. "So, you mean punishing us now would affect the soldiers’ morale? Especially when they’re already exhausted by the monsters’ changing tactics. You don’t believe it’s wise to be harsh at this juncture."

"Exactly," the general confirmed. "But that doesn’t mean you can do it again. Don’t mistake my meaning on that. You must be tired. Go and rest. I’ll be working you much harder from now on."

As he spoke, the door behind him opened. It was our cue to leave them to their meeting. We bowed once and exited the room.

After confirming our departure, the general sighed.

"I appreciate them getting results on the very first day, but I wish they’d show a little more restraint. We almost lost a valuable asset."

Even if those two were seasoned fighters, on the battlefield, something as simple as tripping over a pebble could be fatal. A normal monster could kill you in an instant. That was precisely why coordination was so important.

Shaking it off, the general refocused. "Now then, I want reports from each position. Let’s start with the eastern flank."

One of the commanders stood. "The eastern flank sustained numerous casualties. We engaged the monsters and pushed them into a retreat. There are several dozen injured, but only minor and serious wounds. There were no fatalities."

He sat back down.

"Good work," the general said. "I’ve already heard about the front line. No deaths aside from those idiots, I hear. Next, the western flank."

Another commander rose to his feet.

"The western flank’s damage is… nonexistent." He wiped sweat from his brow with a handkerchief as he reported.

The other commanders looked at him, their expressions a collective, "What?"

"What do you mean?" the general asked. "Weren’t there Muay Thai Kongs on the western flank?"

"That is correct, they did appear," the commander replied. "But for some reason, they seemed agitated by the fences and catapults. Even when we launched a preemptive strike with the catapults, they made no move to attack. They didn’t retreat, either; they just held their position. We weren’t sure what to do, so we ended up in a standoff. After a while, they simply withdrew."

Sweat poured down his face, and he kept wiping it away.

It was understandable. The other fronts had seen fierce fighting, so why was the west completely unscathed? One might suspect him of filing a false report, but everyone here was a stalwart loyal to the general. They would never do such a thing.

The general pondered for a moment. "...I’ve got nothing. Chevre, any ideas?"

Chevre, standing beside him, replied, "If the general can’t think of anything, then neither can I. You must have thought they were aiming for something. The only important location within this base is the temporary supply depot at the front. That’s where support supplies from the outside are first placed for distribution to each department. However, the Lizardmen didn’t charge; they just fought back on the spot. If that’s the case, what other important place could there be… Ah."

Her expression shifted as if she’d just remembered something.

When the general pressed her, Chevre explained, "Well, there is one thing unique to the western flank. The carcass disposal site. The remains of all the monsters we’ve defeated so far are piled there."

One of the commanders scoffed. "With all due respect, only humans make effective use of carcasses. Monsters just eat them. Besides, they’ve been left to rot. To go after those…"

He trailed off with a wry smile.

The other commanders agreed. Even she knew how nonsensical the idea was.

But the general thought for a moment before speaking. "...No, it’s a possibility. After all, they have Skeletons with them, something we’ve never seen before. If there’s an intelligent Skeleton among them, it stands to reason they could resurrect carcasses as Undead."

"But even without doing that, the monsters have more than enough forces," a commander countered. "Why go to the trouble of using dead bodies?"

"You have a point," the general conceded. "There’s no tactical reason for it. But what if it’s a form of psychological warfare? What if they’re trying to send a message? To show us that even if we annihilate their forces, they can just bring them back as Undead. Demoralizing the enemy is a crucial part of warfare."

Silence filled the room.

As they all contemplated this, the general thought to himself, *(I understand their feelings. Monsters might use ambushes or surprise attacks, but they would never resort to tactics like this. This is something humans would do. Could there be a human among the monsters? I can’t rule out the possibility. The battles so far have proven as much. But if that’s the case, it makes even less sense. What do they gain by taking this base? It might weaken the Empire’s defenses, but this is just one outpost. The Royal Capital is secure, and under His Majesty Yorune’s command, garrisons have been established in key locations. Frankly, this is pointless. Damn it. There’s not enough information. Perhaps I should advise His Majesty Yorune to investigate elsewhere.)*

With that thought, he continued the meeting.

Later, around noon, reinforcements and the Edgeson Unit arrived and were redeployed.

Throughout that time, however, the monsters did not attack again.

Night fell.

In the Empire’s Royal Capital, most of the citizens were sound asleep. A lone shadow hung in the air.



		
			Chapter 173

			Interlude: Those Who Move in the Dark

			The Imperial Guild.

The Guild Master’s office.

In a room illuminated only by the light of a lamp, a man sat at his desk, a glass of wine in hand.

He was a former A-rank adventurer and the current Guild Master of this guild. Having finished all the paperwork submitted by his staff, he was taking a moment to breathe.

Normally, he would just go home, but it was so late that he planned to sleep at the guild tonight. The sleeping quarters here were luxurious, of course, so there was no issue.

But the Guild Master was in a foul mood.

"...Hah. His Majesty Yorune’s requests are too damn detailed. This is overkill, even for defensive measures. But the citizens just keep saying how it makes them feel safe. It’s so irritating."

He grumbled to himself.

Yorune’s policies, unlike his predecessor’s, were focused on defense. The Former Emperor had also worked on defenses, but only did the bare minimum. That was because his philosophy was to attack rather than defend.

Even as old age made his thinking more peaceful, his fundamental nature never changed—namely, his obsession with battle. It was only his rationality and his love for his two daughters that allowed him to keep it in check. Of course, the Guild Master knew nothing of this.

To him, the Former Emperor had simply changed.

It was then that the door opened.

There was no one else in the guild but him. *An enemy?* he wondered, tensing up. A figure wrapped in a black robe entered.

He couldn't see their face at all, and there was a strange smell in the air.

"It’s been a while, Guild Master," the robed man said. "Do you remember me?"

At the sound of that voice, the Guild Master shot to his feet. "That voice… Could it be, Chancellor Vil-sama?"

It was only natural he’d be shocked. The Chancellor had tendered his resignation after the new Emperor ascended the throne and had been missing ever since.

"The very same," Vil confirmed. "Forgive me, but for certain reasons, I cannot show you my face."

"Not at all, my lord," the Guild Master said, bowing his head in deference. "I’m sure you have your reasons. Please, don’t concern yourself."

"I see," Vil said. "I’m glad to see you haven’t changed. Now, to the main subject. My king, Dion-sama, has been resurrected."

"Dion-sama?! But how?" the Guild Master exclaimed.

The dead coming back to life was a miracle, an impossibility. It was a natural question.

"I used a certain secret art," Vil explained. "As a result, Dion-sama was revived as a monster, and I, as the price, was transformed into an aberration."

"A… a monster?" the Guild Master stammered. "Then, the battle on the border… Don’t tell me…"

He seemed to have grasped the situation.

"You never fail to meet my expectations," Vil said. "Now, that’s enough of that. I came to see you for one reason: to ask for your cooperation."

The Guild Master pondered this for a moment. "Cooperation? For example, pulling some strings to prevent forces from being sent to the border?" he suggested.

Vil shook his head. "The opposite. I want you to send *more* forces to the border."

With a look of surprise, the Guild Master asked, "Why? If you reduce their forces, taking the base would be simple. There’s no reason to increase them."

"You’re right," Vil agreed. "However, our objective isn’t to take the base. It’s to take the country."

After a moment of thought, the Guild Master’s eyes widened. "You mean… to reduce the forces in the Royal Capital?"

Vil nodded at his conclusion.

Indeed, in terms of reducing forces, the capital was just as viable. However, according to reports, there were no significant enemy groups in the vicinity. They were all at the border.

"I have no concerns about our forces," Vil said with a smirk. "I’m using a new magic I’ve acquired to conceal them. They’re on standby around the Royal Capital even now."

"Incredible," the Guild Master said. "To think you’ve mastered such power… I am in awe. Very well. Fortunately, Yorune has been recruiting C-rank adventurers and sending them to the base. There are still a few parties in the Royal Capital, including some B-rankers. With my authority and some extra reward money, they’ll jump at the chance."

He laid out a rough plan.

The ones to watch out for among adventurers were the A-ranks, but B-ranks couldn't be underestimated either. It was a mystery why they hadn’t gone to the base yet, but if the Guild Master could handle it, Vil would leave it to him.

"In that case," the Guild Master said, a grin spreading across his face, "upon the successful conquest of the Royal Capital, what will my compensation be?"

"I shall grant you the seat of the new Emperor of the Empire," Vil declared. "Under the command of Dion-sama, the King of the World, of course."

At this ultimate reward, the Guild Master gasped. "What! Such a reward for me… I understand completely. My body, my life… everything is for Dion-sama."

He prostrated himself on the floor.

It was easier to win someone over with the most desirable and realistic reward, rather than offering something like immortality.

"I’m counting on you," Vil said, and then he left the room.

Once alone, the Guild Master returned to his desk, pulled out some documents from a drawer, and began to write, his smile hideously contorted.

Meanwhile, at the border, in the monsters’ stronghold.

The King was displeased with the latest report.

His predictions about troop deployment had been wrong, and they had built and used a large number of fences and makeshift catapults. His strategy had been based on General Goltor’s personality and tactics, yet it had been completely ineffective.

Had he changed his approach? No, he knew that man’s personality. He wouldn’t change his ways so easily, as it would affect his soldiers’ morale. Did that mean someone else was giving him ideas?

There were those who would offer the general opinions, but no one who would challenge his policies. So it had to be an outsider.

It was hard to believe he would accept the words of someone he barely trusted. But if it was someone he *did* trust, that was a different story.

*(So the general has found a trustworthy outsider,)* the King mused. *(I never heard of such a person when I was alive. Did it happen after my death? Should I have that one investigate when he returns? No. We’ve come too far to waste any more time. I’ve received reports that the new kings of the other nations are starting to notice. At this point, I don’t care if a few unexpected things happen. Fortunately, I’ve acquired a rare monster.)*

He shifted his gaze.

There stood a red-skinned, quadrupedal lizard—no, a Giant Salamander.

Its name was Salamander, a monster rarely seen in these parts. They were originally from the eastern border.

Why was it here? He considered it a stroke of luck. Just then, he sensed a presence behind him. There was no need to turn around; it was someone he knew well. It was Vil.

"I have returned."

"You’re back," the King said. "So? How did it go?"

"All preparations are complete," Vil reported. "Arrangements with the Three Nations are in order. As soon as his work in the Empire is finished, we can move at any time."

"*Fufu.* I see," the King chuckled. "Considering how quickly he works, I’d say he’ll be done in about two days from now? Making arrangements with adventurers isn’t so simple. The experienced ones have sharp instincts."

The King did not underestimate adventurers.

They were people who had clawed their way up through sheer ability. They had their fair share of experience. This time, thanks to some foolish show-offs, they were able to kill more than expected, but he would not let his guard down.

Just because there were a few fools didn’t mean they were all the same. In fact, it was highly likely that this incident would make them more cautious.

As he was thinking, Vil spoke again. "I apologize for interrupting your thoughts, but I have one more thing to report. I found an interesting monster in the forests of the Republic, so I brought it back. Please, take a look."

Upon seeing it, the King smiled.

Elsewhere, Redorza the Sage of the Seven Demon Lords muttered to himself.

"...That’s odd. They’re nowhere to be found. I’m sure I let them run rampant here."

He gazed out at the desolate forest, ravaged over a three-hundred-meter radius.



		
			Chapter 174

			The Search and a Bad Feeling

			The next morning, we awoke in our tent.

After the battle with the Lizardmen, the night had passed without incident. Reinforcements and the Edgeson Unit had arrived, solidifying our forces.

As we started breakfast, Tina spoke up. "The general said he wants us to come to his room after we finish eating."

"Did he come up with some kind of strategy?" I asked, munching on a piece of bread.

Nothing came to mind.

"I can’t say," Tina replied. "But since we’ve been summoned, we have to go."

I had a bad feeling about this. This place was stricter than I’d expected. While I was confident in my current gear, I lacked a decisive edge. I had been thinking about returning to Earth for a bit. My house was under renovation and swarming with contractors, but I figured I could manage.

"Alright, let’s get going then," I said. "And you, stay hidden like always."

The Goblin eating canned food next to me nodded.

Inside the commander’s office, the general’s first words to us were, "You’re on standby leave."

I was stunned into silence for a moment.

"What do you mean by that?" Tina demanded, her voice edged with anger. Her reaction was understandable, given how sudden the declaration was.

"After yesterday’s incident, the adventurers are feeling a strong sense of responsibility for their failure," the general explained. "Some are even wailing about how they ‘shamed that beautiful person.’ What do you think would happen if you two—or rather, Miss Tina—showed up now? It’s not hard to imagine, is it? Even I am having a hard time keeping my composure in the face of your beauty."

He clutched his head as he spoke. It seemed the general, too, had fallen under the spell of Tina’s ‘All-Round Perfection’ skill. Tina took a small step back.

"General," I said, "when you say standby leave, does that mean we could, for example, temporarily leave the base and return to the Royal Capital?"

"No problem," he replied. "Even if you’re further away than the capital, you can use this to contact us immediately."

He pulled out what looked like a vintage wireless transceiver, slightly larger than modern ones, likely a type used during wartime.

"This was made by the Dwarves," the general explained. "Though it’s not an original design. A long time ago, three of these apparently just appeared out of a mirror belonging to the Dwarves. They were amazed to find they could talk to each other from a distance and tried to replicate them, but it was too difficult, and they were on the verge of giving up. Then, they got a hint from something a certain someone said while drunk, and they managed to complete it."

He recounted the story matter-of-factly.

Come to think of it, didn’t I run into Lurud at a tavern a while back and end up drinking with him? I barely remembered anything after that, only waking up in bed at my house with Tina sleeping next to me in her armor.

"Out of curiosity," I asked, "does this thing have the range to reach the Royal Capital?"

"Yes, it does," the general confirmed. "It’s still in the experimental stage, but the goal is to eventually make it possible to communicate from anywhere in any country. Messenger birds can take too long. However, we have no intention of making this available to the public. If there were too many of these things, it would inevitably lead to chaos. Their use is restricted to the military top brass."

That made sense. It wasn’t the kind of thing you could carelessly make public.

I took the wireless transceiver. "Then I’ll take this into my care. Thank you for the leave."

I bowed and left the room.

Inside the base, a soldier was guiding us in a way that seemed to intentionally avoid other people. It must have been a consideration to keep us away from the other adventurers. I was grateful to avoid any unnecessary trouble.

Once outside, we returned to our tent.

After confirming no one was around, I spoke to the Goblin under the bed. "We’re going to be gone for a while. I’ll leave food for you in the usual box. Eat as you please. And no matter what, don’t go outside."

The Goblin nodded.

We left the tent and departed the base on foot. Pulling the cart would have attracted the wrong kind of attention.

Once we found a deserted spot, I created the cart and propelled it with magic.

We reached the Royal Capital without encountering any monsters along the way.

"I’m heading to the Dwarven workshop for a bit," I said. "What about you, Tina?"

After a moment’s thought, she replied, "I’ll go with you. I don’t have anything else to do on my own."

As we walked through the city, we saw Dwarves hard at work in their workshops, assembling Edgesons and processing weapons and armor, a blacksmith’s typical trade.

There, I spotted the person I was looking for.

"Hey, Lurud. Long time no see. How’ve you been?"

Lurud stopped his work to greet me. "Oh, hey! Long time no see yourself. Oh, right. Thanks to you, we finally finished that thing. I’ve been meaning to thank you."

"You mean this?" I said, holding up the device. "The general told me about it. To be honest, I don’t remember much from when I was drunk, but I’m glad it was helpful. I can’t imagine I said anything coherent."

"No, no, it was a huge help," Lurud said with a grin. "We had no idea how to make the sound travel, but you told us about the existence of ‘radio waves.’ After that, we managed to apply the principle somehow using Thunder Stones."

He spoke with genuine delight. An old man’s smile wasn’t cute like a woman’s, but it reminded me of a carpenter who lived in my old neighborhood—gruff, but kind.

"Well, I’m glad it helped," I said. "One more thing. I’m trying to get stronger, but I’ve hit a wall. Even grimoires have their limits. Do you happen to know anything about runic characters?"

I figured a Dwarven weaponsmith might know something.

Lurud thought for a moment. "Sorry, I don’t know anything about runic characters outside of grimoires. But, back in my grandfather’s day, there was apparently something called Onmyōdō? He said he only saw it once, but it was a pretty powerful piece of work."

He spoke with a nostalgic air.

Onmyōdō. How convenient—or rather, perfectly suited for me. It was a welcome lead, and one I couldn't believe I'd overlooked. I’d encountered several Japan-specific items since coming to this world. It was a failure on my part not to have considered it sooner.

"Where can I see it?" I asked.

"It’s gone now," Lurud said, his face falling. "I heard it was lost by my grandfather’s time. I tried to reproduce it myself, but it was too difficult, so I gave up. For one thing, I couldn’t read the characters."

That made sense. Most languages only used one writing system. Japanese had three. It was understandable that he wouldn’t be able to decipher it. Just then, an idea struck me.

If that was the case, I could find out by going to Earth. Japan was my home country, after all. Gathering information would be easy.

"Thanks," I said. "I’ll buy you a drink next time."

"I’d appreciate that," Lurud replied, "but are you sure? Last time, you were so lightweight you got completely hammered, and that beautiful young lady had to come pick you up. It was quite a scene. When I handed you over, you said, ‘Let’s do it again tonight.’ You probably don’t remember, but you had fun, right?"

He asked with a lecherous grin.

I glanced at Tina beside me. She was beet red. I scratched the back of my head.

The air became too awkward to bear, so we made a hasty exit.

"Alright," I said. "I’m heading to Japan. I got some good information. What about you, Tina?"

"I’ll stay here," she replied. "It would be a problem if both of us disappeared at the same time. But isn’t your house full of contractors right now?"

"I’ll go at night," I explained. "No one will be staying over. There are plenty of places to sleep over there. Places that are open all night."

Internet cafes, 24-hour public bathhouses—there were tons of options.

"I understand," Tina said. "But please be back within two days. There’s a limit to how long I can cover for you."

Her warning was serious. I nodded. From there, we went our separate ways. I entrusted the wireless transceiver to Tina and gave her a quick rundown on how to use it. We made an unspoken agreement to meet at the cave with the magic circle. If she wasn't there, I would head straight to the base.

Then, I used the magic circle to return to my house in the Kingdom.

It was a little past noon. I still had time. I decided to go see Bardos. I wanted to talk to him about what was happening in the Empire.

When I arrived in the city and went to his house, I sensed no one was there. Had they gone out somewhere? Just in case, I went to the General Store ‘Yuri.’ The shop was closed, and a sign hanging on the door read, ‘Closed. Reopening date undecided.’

What was going on? As I wondered, a voice came from my left.

"Oh, Shinsuke-san? When did you get back?"

I turned to see the guild’s receptionist standing there, holding a shopping basket.

"Ah, I got back through… means I can’t really talk about," I said, evading the question. "I’m heading to the Empire soon. More importantly, do you know where Bardos and the kids from this shop went?"

She seemed to understand and only answered the second part of my question. "Bardos-san and the others headed to the Royal Capital about three days ago. Something about a direct summons from the Queen herself."

I breathed a sigh of relief.

"A summons? Did something happen?"

The receptionist’s expression turned serious. "I don’t know the details. The Guild Master took Bardos-san and his party into his office, and they left as soon as they came out. The only explanation he gave the staff was ‘a summons from the Queen.’ But he ordered all C-rank and above adventurers with real skill to head to the capital and told the others to refrain from any unnecessary outings. Not that there’s any work, so no one’s going out anyway."

She sighed. "No work? You mean there are no clients?"

"There are no monsters," she explained, her face troubled. "We can’t gather materials, and there’s no need for escorts. There’s nothing like this even in the old records. The adventurers, and the staff, for that matter, have no idea what to do."

What in the world was happening in the Kingdom? No, on this entire continent?

It felt a bit dramatic, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something big was about to happen.



		
			Chapter 175

			The Queen's Worry

			After hearing what was happening in the city, I headed straight home. There was a chance I wouldn’t learn anything more by sticking around. It was better to just focus on getting stronger.

That night, I had a simple dinner of grilled Wolf meat. It was eight o’clock.

Figuring the workers would be gone by now, I teleported. If any of them were still there…

Arriving on Earth, I scanned my surroundings. No one. Thank goodness. I had been planning to knock them out and give them amnesia. A look at my house revealed it had changed considerably. The walls were gone, leaving only the frame and roof. The kitchen and bathroom had been demolished, and piles of new lumber and concrete lay around. At least they hadn’t left any heavy machinery.

I immediately pulled out my phone and searched for a place I could stay. I found a 24-hour health land about an hour away. A true godsend. I decided to head there at once.

Since I didn't have a car, I created a pair of iron roller skates and propelled them with magic. Fortunately, I was in the countryside. There were only a few streetlights, and hardly anyone was around. I proceeded without a care in the world.

Meanwhile, in the Kingdom’s Royal Capital.

Bardos’s party, having departed from the city of Alum, arrived sooner than expected. The journey should have taken four days.

"We arrived surprisingly quickly," Leona commented. "I guess this is what it’s like when there are no monster attacks along the way." Her tone was ambiguous, a mix of relief and disappointment.

Milfy, holding Leona’s baby, replied, "It can’t be helped, Leona-san. The monsters haven’t been showing themselves lately. We were wary of bandits, but there was no sign of them either. It’s safe, but it’s also abnormal."

Matilda, standing next to them, added, "Of course it is. To not encounter a single one is like the world screaming that something is wrong. That must be why the Queen summoned us A-rankers."

She seemed to have figured things out. Everyone present had felt it, too. For the past few days, there had been a complete absence of monster-related quests, leaving them all perplexed. A summons at a time like this had to mean they’d learned something.

When they reached the gate, a gatekeeper approached them. "Excuse me. Are you the A-rank adventurer party ‘Wind Guard’?"

"Yeah, that’s us," Bardos confirmed. "The Guild Master sent us at the Queen’s request." He explained the situation as the Guild Master had instructed him to upon their arrival.

After a brief exchange with someone else, the gatekeeper said, "We’ve been expecting you. Please proceed to the throne room at once. Her Majesty the Queen is waiting."

"W-Wait a minute," Leona interjected. "It’s nighttime." An audience at this hour was unheard of.

"It’s quite alright," the gatekeeper assured her. "Her Majesty has given orders to let you through if you arrive anytime outside of her sleeping hours." He pointed to a carriage waiting nearby.

Bardos and the others exchanged glances. They could feel that something extraordinary was happening. They boarded the carriage and headed for the royal castle.

In the throne room, illuminated only by candlelight and the moonlight streaming in from outside, were several figures. Normally, the room would be empty.

Queen Olivia sat on the throne, with Chancellor Alphonse beside her. Before them stood Bardos and his party. The baby was being looked after by the maids.

"I apologize for summoning you on such short notice tonight," the Queen said.

"Not at all," Leona replied. "We understand this must be an important matter. Is it about the recent monster situation?"

"Indeed," the Chancellor confirmed. "According to reports from the towns, monsters have completely vanished for the past few days, leaving adventurers and the guild in a state of confusion. The only ones happy about it are the merchants. One was heard laughing in a tavern about how he’d ‘saved on escort fees.’" The Chancellor sighed.

That merchant was a fool. If the monsters suddenly returned to their usual activity, who would be willing to escort him?

Matilda spoke up. "May I ask a question? Under these circumstances, why were we summoned to the Royal Capital? Isn’t this a situation that calls for an investigation?"

Leona and the others agreed with her assessment. A proper response was only possible after a thorough investigation. Bardos remained silent.

"We have, of course, conducted an investigation, but it yielded nothing," the Chancellor replied. "There have been no reports of attacks on any towns or villages. We held a meeting on the matter, but it produced no fruitful opinions or suggestions. Useless yes-men…" He muttered the last part under his breath.

Matilda considered this for a moment. "Does this mean that our presence in the Royal Capital implies there is something important here?"

"No," the Queen said. "While this castle and the city do hold important national treasures, they are merely symbolic. There are no artifacts sealing away powerful monsters. I feel that there is some sort of deliberate intent behind this situation. So, I asked myself, if I were the one attacking, where would I strike? The answer I came to was the Royal Capital. To conquer a country, it’s most effective to take its heart. If you can make the city with the royal castle fall, conquering the rest becomes much easier. After all, the people will have lost their sense of security and their foundation. Few would have the will to try and take it back."

She closed her eyes as she laid out her prediction.

Leona and the others were astonished.

"Your Majesty, that won’t happen," Leona declared. "The citizens all support you. You should not underestimate their loyalty."

It wasn't flattery. In every town and village, there was no ill will toward the Queen. She had implemented various initiatives to improve their lives and had done everything within her power for them. Of course, some nobles were dissatisfied, but the Queen had so much support that they couldn’t openly oppose her. They were left to remain silent and simply agree.

"Thank you," the Queen said. "Now, to return to the matter at hand. That is why I want to fortify the defenses of the Royal Capital. I have also requested that B-rank adventurers come as well. The soldiers and knights are armed with all available weaponry. Thanks to technology from the Empire, our armaments have been strengthened."

Her expression was one of relief. Smooth relations with other nations were a great advantage in an emergency.

"So, will we be stationed in the same area as the other adventurers?" Leona asked.

The Chancellor shook his head. "No, you will act as a mobile unit, on standby at a temporary post in an inn in the city center. In the event of an emergency, you will be dispatched to provide relief to the area in the most critical situation."

"What? Wait a minute," Milfy protested. "Isn’t that a bit… vague? Wouldn’t the most dangerous place in the capital be the main gate?"

Matilda and Rumily agreed, while Leona pondered the decision. Bardos remained silent.

It was a logical assumption. In times of war, the easiest point of entry was the most likely target, as it allowed for the deployment of a large army.

"Of course, that was my initial thought as well," the Queen said. "But as I mentioned, I feel a deliberate hand in this situation. If the attack were coming from outside the country, fortifying the gates would be standard procedure, as there would be no need to worry about what’s happening inside. However, if this is a domestic matter, it’s a different story."

"Since the monsters are not showing themselves, they must be hiding somewhere, waiting for orders. That means there’s a possibility they’re already doing something within the Royal Capital. We’ve issued a high alert and are conducting an investigation, but personally, I think it’s too late. The preparations may already be complete. That’s why I want you, Bardos-san, and your team to be able to respond flexibly. There are several secret passages near your temporary post. Using them will allow you to reach the scene faster than usual."

Milfy seemed to accept this explanation, and Matilda and Rumily nodded in agreement, as did Leona.

"Uh… so, basically," Bardos said, scratching his head and stammering, "we just go where we’re told and rough things up, right?"

He couldn’t be disrespectful in front of royalty, but he was awkward and unused to such situations. If he were alone, it wouldn’t be a problem, but now he had a wife and child. He couldn't afford to cause them any trouble.

"Y-Yes. Well," the Queen replied with a wry smile, "that’s the gist of it."

Leona and the others let out a small sigh. The Chancellor looked unsure how to respond.

Back on Earth, the next morning.

I spent the night at Muscle Health Land.

It was less of a bathhouse and more of a gym. There was a wide variety of training equipment, but the sleeping area was just a tatami mat and a blanket.

Oh well. My real goal was to learn about Onmyōdō. I promptly set off for a place that would suit my purpose.



		
			Chapter 176

			The Destination

			It took me two hours to get there.

A massive torii gate stood at the entrance, a place that would be swarmed with visitors during the New Year. For now, there were only a few people scattered about, but it was clear that it had its regulars.

This was Hikyō Shrine, a famous temple in this town.

The grounds were about the size of a school field, selling the usual amulets, talismans, and demon-slaying arrows found at any temple. But this place had something unique: an Onmyōdō history museum.

It was said that during the Heian Period, an era teeming with Onmyōji, there was one of particular skill. Of course, there are similar places in Kyoto. The founder of this shrine was said to have taken on many disciples, making it his mission to pass down his knowledge to future generations.

Now, however, all that remained was the knowledge of Onmyōdō; the actual power was all but gone. But I could read the documents and learn from them. Maybe. Perhaps. Whatever! I wouldn't know unless I tried! In life, a spirit of challenge is what matters!

I wandered through the shrine grounds. I saw the main temple building, a shed for tools, a ritual hall, an office, and a shop.

Since I couldn't find the history museum, I decided to ask at the office.

"Excuse me. I heard there’s a history museum here about Onmyōdō?"

A middle-aged man with glasses at the window replied, "Hmm? Oh, yes. If you go inside the ritual hall in front of you, there’s a staircase leading to the basement. That’s the history museum. Admission is free. Please, feel free to look around." He answered with a business smile.

A museum in the basement? How unusual. I thanked him and headed underground.

I entered the ritual hall, and sure enough, a sign above a staircase read ‘The History of Onmyōdō.’ I descended into a dimly lit passage, so deep I couldn't see the bottom. By the time I reached it, I felt like I'd gone down five floors.

Was it meant to be hidden? I wondered as I looked around. The space was about half the size of the shrine grounds, lit only by lamps hanging from the ceiling. It was dim, but not so dark I couldn't see. The documents themselves—picture scrolls, ancient texts, and other old artifacts—were displayed behind glass.

As I examined the exhibits, I found them quite fascinating: the five-pointed star of Onmyōdō, the types of shikigami they were said to have controlled, the different characters used in talismans. This was exactly what I wanted to know.

Just then, a voice came from behind me. "So, what do you think? The history of Onmyōdō?"

I spun around. Standing there was an old man in his seventies with a white beard, dressed in a white kimono.

I hadn't sensed his presence. The stairs were wooden and creaked loudly, yet I hadn’t heard a thing. Had he been here all along? No, I had looked around, and there was no one.

As I stood there confused, the old man chuckled. "*Ho ho ho ho*. To think someone would come to a place like this. It was a convenient spot for a nap, but I suppose I have to work now." He stroked his beard as he laughed.

So that was it. He was just hiding somewhere, slacking off. It was indeed the perfect place for it.

"If you slack off too much, you’ll get fired, you know," I said. "I’m just here to do some research, so I won’t say anything."

I turned back to my research.

Seeing this, the old man said, "*Ho ho ho ho*. You won’t find what you’re looking for here… one who possesses power."

Surprised, I turned back to him. Before I could ask how he knew, he said, "This is no place to talk. Let’s go up and have some tea."

He started toward the stairs. I followed him up, still on my guard.

We were guided to the main temple building. A monk we passed on the way asked, "Chief Priest, who is this with you?"

"A guest of mine," the Chief Priest replied with a smile. "Please bring us some tea." The monk immediately hurried off.

"You’re the Chief Priest?" I asked, surprised.

"*Ho ho*. Could you not tell by my appearance? Or is it my attitude toward my work?" His eyes were appraising me.

"Your attitude toward your work," I said.

"*Ho ho*. Well, that’s to be expected in this day and age." He started walking again.

We arrived at a room containing only a low table and some cushions. A monk came in, served us tea, bowed, and left.

"Now then, about your question," the Chief Priest began. "I have a similar power myself, so I can generally tell. Though I don’t have nearly as much as you. Mine is faint. All I can do is gauge the power of others." He took a sip of his tea.

"Does that mean the priests before you had experiences like me—like I have?" I asked.

"Hmm. I don’t know if it was the same experience as you say," he replied. "Let’s just say it was different. Long ago, it’s said that the founder of this shrine, an Onmyōji, trained in another world. Following that tradition, the monks here have dedicated themselves to training for generations. When a promising candidate appears, they are made the chief priest, and it becomes their mission to protect the founder’s legacy. But there is another legend. If a worthy user of that legacy should appear, we are to lend them our strength."

He took another sip of tea.

"So, you weren’t in the basement from the start?" I asked.

"No, I really was slacking off," he admitted with a faint smile. "I was dozing in the basement when I felt an incredible power and hid on instinct. I’m a coward, you see."

So he really was slacking off. I had my doubts about a chief priest who slacked off.

"So? That’s not all you have to say, is it? If you’re talking about this legacy…"

Before I could finish, he cut me off. "So impatient. That’s the youth of today for you. Well, have some tea first."

I downed the tea in one go. It was bitter. Matcha?

"Truly restless," the Chief Priest sighed. "Well then, let’s go. I wanted to hear your story, but it seems you’re not willing to share." He looked disappointed.

There was no way I could talk about another world. Some people were aware of it, but only as a rumor. It was doubtful they truly believed it. Not unless I took them there myself.

The Chief Priest stood up, and I followed him.

After a three-minute walk, we arrived at a warehouse in the courtyard.

It was secured with a padlock, which the Chief Priest opened with a key from his pocket. The inside was dark and windowless, completely pitch black and dusty. The Chief Priest entered first, and I heard some rustling.

A moment later, a light came on from the ceiling. It was an old-fashioned lamp, giving the impression that the place had been preserved exactly as it was. The warehouse was filled with various wooden boxes, looking more like a storage for junk than a place for something important. But given the Chief Priest’s attitude toward his work, I wasn’t surprised. This was likely for a similar reason.

As I was thinking, the Chief Priest said, "Sorry to ask, but could you move this box for me? It’s too heavy for my old bones."

He pointed to a wooden crate large enough for a person to easily fit inside.

I nodded and slid the box to the right. It was heavy, but to my trained body, it was nothing. I moved it without any trouble.

"*Ho ho*. You’re certainly well-trained, to move it so easily," the Chief Priest commented. "Now then, let’s go."

He removed a section of the floorboards, revealing, as I expected, a ladder leading down. I followed him into the darkness below.

It was dark here too, but the Chief Priest, who had somehow acquired a lamp, illuminated the space. Before me was a wide box, like a coffin.

"Don’t tell me the founder’s body is in there," I asked fearfully.

"And what if it is?" he replied with a wide grin. The lamplight made his smile look terrifying.

As a shiver ran down my spine, he chuckled. "*Ho ho ho ho*. A joke. I would not do something so sacrilegious. There is a sword in here. The very sword used by our founder."

He opened the box. Inside lay a sword in a magnificent scabbard. But its shape was slightly different from the *uchigatana* I was used to seeing; it was closer to a *tachi*.

The Chief Priest took out the sword and drew it from its scabbard. The hamon, or temper line, was a beautiful, delicate wave, and the blade shone brightly, without a single blemish. The hilt was slightly frayed, but it didn’t look deteriorated. This was a sword from the Heian period? It could have passed for a modern creation.

"*Ho ho ho ho*. You seem captivated," the Chief Priest said. "I was the same at first. It was so beautiful, I wondered why it wasn't shown to the world. My predecessor told me this was a masterpiece that must never be revealed. The founder is said to have created it using techniques from another world, a stone never seen before, and his own Onmyōdō power. Doesn’t that sound like a convincing explanation?"

His explanation helped me pull my focus from its beauty. I regained my composure and used ‘Analysis’ on it. The materials were Adamantite and Light Stone. Light Stone? I’d never heard of it.

"You mentioned Onmyōdō," I said. "Where does its power lie?"

In response, the Chief Priest removed the hilt. Where the maker’s signature should have been, there was instead Brahmi script, which I couldn't read.

"These are characters for warding off demons in Onmyōdō," he explained. "One theory says that it would glow with a faint purple light and fell monsters with a single stroke. I don’t have such power… but you might."

He reattached the hilt and offered the sword to me. I took it silently and channeled my magic into it. He had brought me this far; I wanted to show my gratitude.

A hot sensation ran through the hilt, and at the same time, the sword began to glow with a faint purple light.

"Oh! The light from the legends! To think I would see it in my lifetime… How grateful I am," the Chief Priest said, tears streaming down his face as he put his hands together in prayer.

I stopped channeling my magic, and the light faded. I tried to return the sword to him, but he stopped me.

"Take it with you. It is the founder’s legacy. It is most fitting for you."

He had a look of complete understanding on his face. Normally, it would be polite to accept, but I said, "No. This is a symbol of the temple. It’s not something I should take. All I want is the source of the Onmyōdō power, the characters. Please, teach them to me. And one more thing, if I walk around with this, I’ll be arrested for violating the Firearms and Swords Control Law." I finished with a wry smile.

The Chief Priest looked stunned for a moment. "*Ho ho ho ho*. That’s right. It is rather difficult to carry around in this day and age. Very well. I will provide you with the books written in the Brahmi script."

He took the sword, sheathed it, and placed it back in the wooden box.

"If possible, I’d like to borrow them," I requested. The Chief Priest nodded.

We emerged from the underground room and went to get the books. And so, I was able to obtain a piece of that power. But at that time, I had no idea that a battle far greater than I could imagine awaited me.



		
			Chapter 177

			A Chance Reunion

			I was at Hikyō Shrine, reading the books written in the Brahmi script. I thought they would be impossible to read, being so old and in a foreign script, but for some reason, I found myself gradually able to understand them. Was this the power of my Language Function skill? It seemed a bit slow to take effect, but oh well. As long as I could read them, that was all that mattered.

As I was reading, a Miko approached from the side. "Excuse me. Here is some tea and a light lunch. You’re reading so intently. It’s no wonder the Chief Priest saw something in you… as one who possesses power."

Her words caught my attention. "Does that mean you are the next successor?" I asked.

"I’m embarrassed to say, yes. I am the Chief Priest’s granddaughter," she replied with a gentle smile. "I’ve heard about you from my grandfather. I will do what little I can to assist you. Now, if you’ll excuse me." She bowed and left.

Gratefully, I drank the tea and ate the three rice balls.

After finishing my meal, I returned to my research. The books detailed demon-exorcising techniques and the mechanics of weapon enchantment. Even the explanations were in Brahmi script. Was this the mainstream writing in Heian Japan?

After about an hour, the Chief Priest came in. "How is it going? Making progress?"

"I wouldn’t say it’s smooth sailing, but I’m getting there," I replied with a half-smile. "I’m planning to copy some parts into my notebook and try them out. It seems the effects will be weak if my knowledge is incomplete, so I’m trying my best to understand everything."

It was true. Just looking at the words wasn’t enough to grasp their true meaning. Without understanding the words, I couldn’t see their essence, and nothing would happen. I wouldn't be able to do anything. To put it simply, it was like English. Even if you’ve seen the letters, if you don’t know the meaning, there’s no point.

Thanks to my Language Function, I could understand the words, but it was taking time to grasp their true meaning.

"*Ho ho ho ho*. Such dedication," the Chief Priest said. "By the way, have you considered settling down with my granddaughter?"

I spat out a mouthful of tea. That was close. I almost soiled the book.

"What are you talking about?" I demanded. If it was a joke, it wasn’t funny.

"Well," he said with a laugh, "if someone with your power were to become the heir to this temple, the next generation would be born with great power. It’s not a pleasant thought for me either, but for the continuation of the family, I must ask."

If it was an unpleasant thought, he shouldn’t have brought it up. But that’s how families were.

"I’m sorry, but I have someone over there I’ve sworn my future to," I said, politely declining.

"She could be your mistress," he suggested. "My granddaughter would agree. Look."

He pointed, and I saw the Miko from before, hiding behind a paper screen, listening in. Her silence meant she was serious.

"I’m sorry to both the Chief Priest and the Miko-san, but I’m not that kind of man," I said, turning my eyes back to the book.

"I see. What a shame," he said with a disappointed look, leaving the room. The Miko left with him.

"*Fuuu*. I wonder what would have happened if Tina were here," I sighed in relief.

Meanwhile, in the other world.

"*Achoo!*"

Tina, who was practicing her swordsmanship outside the base, sneezed. She paused for a moment, thinking.

"Is he being approached by women over there? Maybe I should have gone with him. No, Shinsuke is devoted to me. I trust him on that. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have done… that." She blushed and looked down, then resumed her practice.

Back on Earth, it was evening.

I had finished reading all the books at the temple and copied the important parts into my notebook. As I was about to leave, the Chief Priest appeared.

"Oh? Leaving already? I was going to prepare dinner for you."

"No, thank you. I don’t want to be that much of a freeloader," I said. "The lunch you provided was more than enough."

"Don’t worry about it," he said with a serious expression. "I told you, didn’t I? We are to lend our strength when one like you appears. That is the rule of this temple and the will of our founder."

"In that case, please lend me your strength when I’m in trouble here," I replied. "Though I’ll try not to cause any trouble."

"*Ho ho ho ho*. You’ll be fine. The politicians around here wouldn’t dare to mess with us. After all, this place is important to them. My granddaughter’s power is specialized in fortune-telling. It’s limited to one month ahead, but her accuracy is one hundred percent. For them, one month is plenty of time. Plus, inconvenient results also come out, so the hush money is no small sum. *Fufufu*."

His final smile was sinister. I might have stumbled into a seriously shady temple.

"Please try to live within the limits of what the Buddha would forgive," I said, bowing before I left.

As I walked, I thought. How should I use this Brahmi script? What should I do about the Light Stone? I had been curious about it and tried to make one, and the result was a stone that housed the light attribute. But the analysis showed it wasn't naturally formed but artificially created. The only ones who could make such a thing would be a magician with the light attribute or an alchemist.

However, I had researched the types and history of ores in that world, and there was no record of artificially created stones being developed. They used ores to make various things, but there was no precedent for creating the ore itself. I felt like I had touched upon a hidden part of history. It sent a slight chill down my spine, but having participated in the black market auction, it was too late for that now.

As I was lost in thought, I sensed a presence approaching from behind.

"Well, well, what a coincidence to meet you here."

I turned around to see Kuroda.

I was surprised to see him, a person I only ever met at the auction. "It’s been a while. I’m surprised too, to run into you in a town like this."

"*Fuffu*. I go out when I have business to attend to," Kuroda said. "I was just meeting with a certain individual. This is my way back. Of course, I happened to spot you as I was getting into my car, so I thought I’d come and say hello."

"Thank you for going out of your way. But I doubt you came over just because you happened to see me," I said pointedly.

"*Fuffu*. This is no place to talk. How about that coffee shop over there?" He pointed to a place called ‘Cafe Nyan Nyan.’

"The name is a bit much, but are you sure?"

Kuroda looked at the shop, thought for a moment, and said, stammering slightly, "Well, I was the one who invited you."

It seemed he had pointed without looking. Suppressing a laugh, I followed him.

As we entered the shop, a maid with cat ears and a tail greeted us. "Welcome, master! *Nyan nyan*♪"

I had expected it, but it was still something to behold. I could understand the owner’s tastes.

I followed Kuroda. The interior was somewhat old-fashioned, with no flashy colors or decorations. The only decor were some houseplants and two paintings on the wall, one of a meadow and one of the sea. The shop wasn’t very crowded.

We sat at a table away from other people. A maid came over. "What would you like to order, *nyan*?"

"I’ll have a coffee. And you?" Kuroda asked me.

"Same for me."

"Right away, *nyan*♪" the maid said and left.

"Is this a hobby of yours?" I asked sarcastically.

"*Fuff*. I’m more of a dog person, myself," Kuroda replied smoothly.

As expected of the overseer of the black market auction. Even when flustered, his mind and spirit remained unshaken.

Two coffees were placed on our table, and the maid left again. I took a sip.

"So? What was the purpose of your kind invitation?"

"I see you don’t wish to waste time on small talk," Kuroda said. "Very well. I had originally planned to discuss this the next time you came, but since the opportunity has presented itself, I’ll get straight to the point. Would you be interested in working for me?"

He smiled a suspicious smile.



		
			Chapter 178

			Negotiations on Earth

			"Work for you? I thought I was already acting in a way that benefits you. Is there something you’re dissatisfied with?"

I felt a surge of irritation. Was there something he didn’t like about what I’d been doing? After providing all those items, a small flicker of anger sparked within me. But my opponent was a seasoned professional. The moment I let my guard down, he’d devour me. Over there, strength determined survival, but here, it was a battle of wits that mattered. I had to distinguish between the two, or I would lose.

"Not at all," Kuroda said. "Far from dissatisfied, I am beyond satisfied. The goods you’ve brought have been a boon to major corporations. They’ve successfully replicated properties close to the original from the analyzed components, and the auctioned items are still being stored as vital materials. Of course, some materials need to be used sparingly, but that doesn’t change their popularity. We’re even getting orders from overseas. It’s a revolution. It would not be an exaggeration to call it a new reformation."

He declared it with a theatrical flair. He seemed to be enjoying the sound of his own voice.

"In that case, wouldn’t it be better to maintain our current relationship?" I countered, speaking my mind. "As long as I have money, I’m satisfied."

To be honest, I couldn't care less how the world turned. That day, I had despaired at the reality of society and fled to the countryside as if on the run. If not for that book, I would probably be a hermit by now, thoughtlessly growing vegetables in a field.

"*Fufufu*. That’s exactly what’s so convenient for me," Kuroda said, his smile like that of a con artist. "If you work for me, there will be no commission fees. I will pay you the full auction price. Furthermore, if you do a little work for me, I will pay you an hourly wage. Five thousand yen per hour. You won’t find a better offer anywhere else."

It wasn't a scam, though. The terms were certainly good. The average hourly wage in this society was around twelve to fifteen hundred yen. After factoring in overtime and after-hours work, and then deducting taxes and insurance, an income of about two hundred and fifty thousand yen a month was considered standard. I knew this because when I was working at a company, the pay I received for all my hard work was pitifully small. A monthly salary of about two hundred thousand yen. Something felt wrong, so I did a thorough search on my computer and discovered that my salary was being skimmed. I thought about suing immediately, but with no allies in society, there was no one who would lend me a hand. Even if I was in the right, the voices of the many who supported the wrong would be recognized as correct, and I would be branded a villain.

The majority rules. Those who have won the trust of many get to speak of justice. In a way, it was understandable, but in another, it was absurd. It meant that if a villain gathered support, they could reign as justice, and the innocent would be branded with infamy. It was as if the darkness of the world had been brought to light.

I had digressed, but that was why Kuroda’s offered sum was so attractive that there was no reason to refuse it. Normally.

"By ‘a little work,’ do you mean bringing in more goods from over there and sending a few of your subordinates?" I asked.

"Exactly," Kuroda replied. "An easy job, wouldn’t you say?" His smile widened.

It was certainly easy. Just teach them the magic circle and the method, and they could bring back the abundant resources from that world. For me, there was no better deal.

"It’s certainly an attractive and wonderful offer," I said. "There’s absolutely no other proposal like it."

At my words, Kuroda’s smile deepened. His expression was one of confident victory.

But then I continued.

"However, I must refuse. That place is an ideal world for me, too. It’s because I learned of its existence that I am who I am today. Even if a few people go over there and bring back resources, it might be fine for now. But in the future, there’s a possibility of depletion. The people here are greedy and ruthless. This may be an inappropriate analogy, but it could lead to a situation like the Oil Shock."

At my analogy, Kuroda held his breath.

The Oil Shock. An incident that occurred in the 1970s. The soaring price of crude oil caused all related products to either rise in price or become scarce, leading to a frenzy of hoarding. Furthermore, mandatory power-saving orders led to the closure of facilities and the shutdown of some machinery.

The cause of the Oil Shock was said to be war and revolution, but to me, it felt more like imports had simply decreased. The primary reason for the price hike was that there was less of it.

When chickens got sick, a large number were culled, and as a result, the price of eggs and meat went up. From that, I could easily picture a future where, in a few years, many people from Earth would come and strip the other world of its resources. If that happened, things wouldn't go as they had been, and there was a possibility of a large-scale war. It was better to keep things as they are. Even if the number of items I put up for sale is small, they can be used without waste, researched, and something similar can be created. I believe that innovation and adaptation are what humanity needs.

Well, that was the complicated way of thinking about it. The honest truth was, don’t take away my comfortable place. Besides, I once let a friend die because of my own selfish assumptions. I didn't want that to happen again.

"I see. You have a point," Kuroda said. "It’s clear that if the numbers dwindle, criticism on this side will rise. However, that’s no reason for you not to work for me. We just need to set limits."

He wouldn’t give up. As expected of the overseer. If he saw a profit, he wouldn’t back down an inch.

"You are right," I said. "But I am someone who has grown tired of mainstream society. I set foot in this society because I saw a mutual benefit. I have no intention of joining any organization. Even if it means making enemies of you, Kuroda-san." I declared it with resolve. The better terms didn't matter. I would live my life as a hunter. That was all.

Kuroda thought for a moment. "It seems your decision is firm. Very well. I will gracefully withdraw my offer. But please, continue to do business with us in the future."

He picked up the bill and stood up.

"Let me pay my share," I said, reaching for my wallet.

"No, no. I was the one who invited you. It is only proper for me to pay." He headed for the counter.

I stood up to follow him.

As we left the shop, a voice called out, "Please come again, *nyan*♪"

I wouldn't be coming back.

A black Rolls-Royce was parked in front of the shop, a driver standing beside it. As Kuroda approached, the door opened.

"Well then, I shall be off," he said with a bow. "Good luck."

I bowed in return, and the car drove off. After watching it for a moment, I muttered, "Alright. I have research to do, so I’ll find a quiet place. And I have to be back by midnight." I walked away.

Inside the car, Kuroda had his eyes closed. It would be a lie to say he wasn't angry that his proposal had been rejected. It took guts to turn down such favorable terms. But this wasn't the first time. He had been turned down in meetings with famous financiers and presidents of large corporations. He had the composure and calmness that came with such experience. Otherwise, he couldn't be an overseer. If he ever showed his emotions, he would be immediately dismissed. Rumors would be spread, and he would never find work again. Or perhaps he would be silenced in a way that looked like an accident.

The underworld was profitable, but the risks were high. Those who knew secrets were shown no mercy. There were plenty of people who could replace Kuroda.

*(Hmm. I thought he would act emotionally, but he was surprisingly calm,)* Kuroda thought. *(Did he experience something similar over there? In any case, it’s a blow that it’s become impossible to bring him in. I can no longer meet the demands of my clients.)*

He sighed.

Ever since the stuffed four-armed gorilla, his clients had been demanding monsters from the other world.

"Next, a Goblin! Preferably a live one!"

"I want a Slime! I want to know if it’s really just made of water!"

"I want a Dragon, but if that’s impossible, then I want something amazing like a Cyclops or an Ogre!"

Kuroda had gone to great lengths and used all his wits to deal with these requests. The clients’ demand was for a "live organism." The very words he had once said had come back to him. Now he understood how he felt. What were they going to do with such a thing? Rearing animals from Earth was difficult enough. Rearing creatures from another world would be nothing but chaos.

A dead, stuffed animal had its uses. It could be studied to their heart’s content. They could strip its materials as much as they wanted. Because a dead creature doesn't do anything.

*(Well, no matter,)* Kuroda thought. *(This gives me an excuse to curb the clients’ demands. Whether I bring him in or not, there are always pros and cons. I just have to move in a way that turns it into a pro.)*

As he contemplated his next move, Kuroda took a brief nap.

In the other world, at the monsters’ stronghold, Vil stood by the King’s side. "All preparations are complete. We await your command."

The King smiled slyly and gave an order to the monsters.



		
			Chapter 179

			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords, Part Five

			In a room where blue flames were arranged in a circle, the Seven Demon Lords sat at a marble round table.

The appearance of that otherworlder had transformed the once tedious atmosphere into one of amusement. Today, however, everyone’s expression was serious.

"I have gathered you all for one reason," said Bamhal the Dragon King. "The recent anomaly: the disappearance and silence of the monsters."

At this, Rumby the Fateweaver chimed in, "Disappearance? You mean they’re nowhere to be found? Is that even possible?"

"It’s a fact," Bamhal confirmed with a sigh. "They have vanished from their usual haunts, and there have been no reports of attacks on adventurers or travelers on the roads. It is a strange phenomenon indeed."

"I, too, have something to report," said Redorza the Sage. "The Night Zombies I had operating in the forests of the Republic have suddenly disappeared."

Lates the Thousand Poisons countered, "Were they not simply defeated? Do the undead not turn to ash after being slain?"

"I considered that," Redorza replied. "But there is something that doesn’t add up. If the Night Zombies were defeated, it would cause a stir among the humans. After all, they would have eliminated a troublesome presence. However, my reconnaissance revealed no such talk. In fact, they are still investigating the matter."

Lates fell silent. If they had been defeated, there would be no need for an investigation.

"Hey now," Harynair the Corruptor purred, a playful tone in her voice. "Could this be a sign that something interesting is about to happen?"

"Perhaps, perhaps not," Bamhal said. "There seems to be a movement to increase military strength in this matter. And by using monsters, no less. Do the humans have someone with such power among them?"

The others pondered this. The power to control monsters was something they had never heard of a human possessing.

However, Redorza spoke up. "I believe the Empire was researching it several decades ago. They tried with humans at first, but they were not compatible, and it ended in a series of failures. So, they experimented on a single monster. A rare specimen, at that."

"Rare?" asked Daios the Sea General. "How so?"

"A female Goblin," Redorza replied.

This surprised everyone. A female Goblin was an impossibility. The Goblin breeding method was to capture a human female or a female of a similar monster species and mate with them. Furthermore, all offspring were male.

"A female Goblin? That’s impossible, isn’t it?" Harynair exclaimed. "How could such a thing exist?"

"That, I do not know," Redorza admitted. "At the time, I was disguised as a human, working as a researcher on that project. One of the other researchers had procured it from somewhere. For me, it was a precious experimental subject. I couldn't let it go to waste." He spoke with a hint of nostalgia.

"So, you’re saying it went on some kind of rampage?" Sidoor the Sword Demon asked.

"It did at first," Redorza explained. "But over time, it gradually came under control. This is what I observed personally after the Empire abandoned the project. I had nothing better to do. Even so, I don’t believe it would suddenly go on a rampage in this situation. I think something else is behind the military build-up that the Lord Dragon King mentioned."

As they all contemplated this, Rumby spoke up. "You know, I wonder if this has anything to do with that ‘Mestie’s Temple’ you were talking about the other day. The timing seems to fit, doesn’t it?" She said it without much thought, just tossing out an idea.

Hearing this, Redorza’s eyes widened. "It’s possible. The timing and location—the Empire—certainly match. If one of the researchers there harbored some ambition, it’s a possibility. I remember now. That one was researching hypnosis magic. Research on using the Undead to control monsters. If he had that data and put it to use…"

"If that’s the case," Daios interjected, "and if this new force has none of our sense of order…"

As they all reached the same conclusion, Bamhal declared, "This is something we cannot ignore."

The meeting continued.



		
			Chapter 180

			Report and Enhancement

			I researched in the library until it closed.

It had no shortage of reference materials, and it was quiet and calming. On top of that, this library closed at nine in the evening. It was the ideal place to study.

After leaving, I went to a Gyūdon Restaurant and had a large serving with miso soup and pickles. On the way… I stopped by a convenience store to buy something.

The only thing left was to take a bath, but at this hour, my only option was the Health Land. I wasn't particularly fond of that place, though. Then again, in the other world, there were saunas but no baths. My house in the Kingdom didn't have one either. I was walking along, wondering what to do.

On my way home.

I came across a river. I looked around, confirmed no one was there, and took off my clothes.

It was… cold. Freezing. But beggars can't be choosers. I scrubbed my body from head to toe.

Once I was clean, I used my fire magic to start a bonfire and dry myself.

I had already gathered the branches. To any onlooker, it would be the sight of a naked man warming himself by a fire. By any measure, the actions of a pervert. Once the water droplets were gone from my body, I got dressed.

I put out the fire, destroying the evidence.

When I arrived home, I looked over the construction site.

It seemed to have progressed a fair bit compared to yesterday. The floors had been newly replaced, and the bathroom was coming along smoothly. Their satisfying work made me feel like I couldn't lose to them.

My work as a hunter over there.

I hadn't been slacking, but this gave me a renewed sense of purpose.

I went to the magic circle and crossed over to the other world.

After arriving.

I considered just resting at home, but I figured I should get an update on the Empire's situation over the past day.

Well, it's not like it would change so quickly. Not unless something major happened.

I headed over using a teleportation circle.

Upon arrival.

I made my way to the base.

The time was past ten at night. Tina was probably asleep. Multiple bonfires were set up around the base, keeping the area bright even in the dead of night.

A guard on watch saw me.

"Well if it isn't the leader of 'Red Lightning.' Returning at such a late hour. Where have you been?"

To this question, I replied.

"Oh, just a little excursion hunting monsters. The general did order me to take a vacation, after all."

I told a partial lie.

The guard said.

"Ah, I see. It's been chaos over here. A flood of adventurers from the Royal Capital poured in around noon."

He sighed.

I said.

"Adventurers? What about the monsters?"

To this, the guard replied.

"No, no movement from the monsters. It's so quiet it's eerie. The adventurers are the bigger problem. Apparently, the Guild Master strongly encouraged them to join the border defense, offering a reward of ten gold coins. It seems he did a lot of things without authorization."

He sighed again.

I asked.

"Isn't an increase in manpower a good thing?"

To this question, the guard responded.

"Well, yes, but the problem is food and sleeping arrangements. When the number of people increases, consumption and space become the biggest headaches. In fact, several parties are camping outdoors without even a tent."

He pointed toward a group of adventurers gathered around a bonfire.

He was right, more people meant a higher rate of consumption. It was a golden rule.

I said.

"I see. I can only say that sounds tough."

No other words came to mind.

The guard replied.

"Well, that's how it is. Sorry to have kept you with my long story. Please, rest well."

He gave a bow.

I bowed back and headed for Tina's tent.

I thought she would be asleep, but the light was on.

As I approached.

"Shinsuke?"

A voice came from inside.

How did she know? The question crossed my mind, but I let it go.

I entered the tent.

"Sorry I'm late."

I apologized just in case.

Tina said.

"It can't be helped, considering the situation over there. So? Was there any progress?"

I showed her the notebook and the stone.

"There was. Something quite surprising, actually." I explained my discoveries on Earth.

After I finished, Tina said.

"Is that so? That is indeed surprising. I have seen evidence that people from long ago came here and left things behind, but to think it happened there as well… And this Light Stone? I've never heard of it. I'm not that knowledgeable about ores, so I can't say for sure, though."

She answered, looking uncertainly at the Light Stone in her hand.

I said.

"This thing is imbued with the light attribute. If you pour magic into it, you can use light magic, but at most, you can only make a Sword of Light. You can't double its size or use it freely like Altorine-san."

To this explanation, Tina replied.

"Even so, that's more than enough. Normally, light magic is an innate power. Not everyone can use it. But I think it's best not to speak of this to anyone."

Seeing my confusion, Tina continued.

"Because light magic is powerful. The power to slice through anything. If misused, it's impossible to defend against. The exceptions would be your condensed flames or a sword like the one Former Pope Aleister possessed, which could match its power. But ordinary magicians and adventurers can't do that. We had Rodel put under surveillance because his personality was dangerous. I'm sure you understand without me having to say it."

I nodded at that.

If that arrogant, swaggering fool were to commit evil, the damage would be immense. It was a natural precaution.

At that moment, I thought.

"Wait, huh? In that case, wasn't exiling him from the country a bad idea? I mean, it did turn into a bad situation."

To my question, Tina answered.

"That's a fair question. That's precisely why he was sent to the rocky mountains on the border. The monsters there are mostly avian, so even with light magic, it's meaningless unless he can get close. He has no means of long-range attack. Besides, the Sword of Light is useless without a weapon. And even if he had one, it would crumble unless it was stronger than Mithril. It was an execution in the name of exile."

She explained it matter-of-factly.

I see, so to execute him publicly would require an act on the level of overthrowing the state. But what he did was fail a subjugation mission and violate the rules in the arena.

That alone wasn't enough. Exile was the most they could do.

And as a result, he became a monster and got stronger. Wow. That's not funny at all.

I said.

"In that case, the one who modified him must be a pretty dangerous being. We should probably kill him, but I can't imagine accomplishing that without dying myself. Best not to encounter him."

I voiced my pessimistic thoughts.

I'm no hero, nor am I a champion who protects the world.

I'm just a hunter.

A year ago.

When I was completely defeated by the monster known as Sidoor, I felt more acceptance than frustration.

An overwhelmingly superior being.

Back at my company on Earth, when I looked at my superiors like the president or the department head, I honestly saw them as irrelevant.

All they did was move their mouths. They made no effort to work properly. They just acted high and mighty.

Those higher-ups were just people who had built relationships with money and smooth talk. All I felt was anger and exasperation.

I've gotten sidetracked.

This was the first time in this world that I felt I absolutely couldn't win.

Tina said.

"I agree. My opinion is the same. As for my work as an adventurer, that's one thing. But what I do outside of that is my decision to make. Deciding to go with you was my choice as well."

She answered with unwavering eyes.

She's a genuinely good person.

I said.

"Alright then, back to the topic at hand. This Light Stone… I want to combine it with your Orichalcum Sword."

At my suggestion, Tina asked.

"Mine? What about you, Shinsuke?"

To her question, I replied.

"I'll be fine. I have a technique that can serve as a substitute. But you don't. You have your ice sword and wind-clad attacks, but that doesn't change the fact that you're lacking in power."

My words were merciless.

Tina thought for a moment.

*He's right,* she thought. *Even if I improve my sword's performance or master new magic, there will always be enemies I can't beat. It's better to do this now than to regret not doing it later.*

Tina asked.

"What will you do, Shinsuke? Are you going to use that Brahmi script to enhance your sword?"

To this, I answered.

"That's the plan. I've managed to understand it, so now it's just a matter of putting it into practice. The Brahmi script won't work for you, so we'll use the Light Stone. Do you have any objections?"

Tina closed her eyes, then said.

"You're right. Now that I think about it, there's no reason to hesitate. Please, do it."

She said, holding out her sword.

I did some work on the Light Stone, then used `Matter Conversion` to make its form clay-like and fused it with her sword.

I could have changed its internal structure, but that would have slightly reduced its strength.

Her longsword became a wide broadsword.

I converted the scabbard to match. Luckily, it was made of iron, so I could use my power.

Tina took it in hand and gave it a light swing.

"It's surprisingly light. I can't use its weight for attacks, but… hmm. That doesn't matter for slashes from the Light Stone."

She said this as she poured her magic into the sword, which became enveloped in light and fused with the blade.

I explained.

"I put a Weightless Stone inside the Light Stone. The sword's weight increased, so this is to avoid putting a strain on your muscles."

To this response, Tina said.

"Thank you. With this, I can fight to my heart's content."

She continued to gaze at it.

I said.

"Alright then. I'm going to work on carving the Brahmi script into the tang of my sword. I thought about using a skill, but it seems it won't work unless I carve it myself, infusing it with magic."

To this, Tina said.

"Starting now? It's already late."

To her surprise, I replied.

"I have to. That's why I bought this. Caffeine-rich chocolate for staying awake. This stuff is great. It not only restores fatigue but also stimulates the brain. Well, apparently, too much can cause addiction, so I'll eat it in the morning."

Seeing this, Tina asked.

"Are you sure that's okay?"

A worried look on her face.

That was understandable. Chocolate didn't exist in this world.



		
			Chapter 181

			The Day It Begins

			The next morning.

After working all night, my eyes were heavy, and sleepiness was washing over me.

Tina said.

"Are you really okay? If you want, I can speak to the general…"

She offered.

It seemed Tina herself hadn't slept much, perhaps out of worry for me.

I replied.

"I'm fine. I managed to finish before dawn, so I got about an hour of sleep."

I answered with false cheer.

I was forced to pull all-nighters like this more times than I could count during my corporate days.

Back then, when I tried to work overtime to finish what I couldn't, my boss would forbid it, saying, 'Paying for overtime is a waste.'

So I'd take my work home, along with a pile of documents he'd force on me, saying, 'Do this, too.' Among them was work that other employees had started but left half-finished before it was passed to me.

Naturally, if I couldn't finish it, I would be the one to blame.

Compared to that unreasonable labor, this was something I could actually enjoy.

I said.

"Besides, I have the chocolate I prepared for times like this. If I eat this…"

I chewed it a few times and swallowed.

A little while later, it felt as if my brain was boiling, my blood surging, and my body was pulsing with life.

In a way, I was in a pretty sketchy state.

"Here it comes, here it comes! *Dokun*! It's here! Today's work will be no problem!"

I was in a state of elation.

To an onlooker, I would look like a degenerate who had gotten his hands on some dangerous drugs.

Tina asked.

"Are you really okay?"

Her eyes held both worry and pity.

I said.

"I told you I'm fine. Come on, let's go. There might be some new developments."

With that, I left the tent.

Tina followed behind me.

In the Commander's Office, General Goltor was sitting in his chair with his eyes closed.

When he saw us, he said.

"My apologies. Even though it was for our convenience, I gave you a sudden break."

Seeing his apologetic face, I replied.

"Please don't worry about it. We were able to spend the time meaningfully. By the way, I heard a lot of adventurers came from the Royal Capital?"

At my question, the general said.

"Ah, what was he thinking? A bunch of them came, lured by a directive from the Guild Master and an unprecedented reward. And here we are, already having trouble moving with the number of people we have. When I sent a letter of protest about this matter… the reply I got was, 'I did my best for the country!' And here His Majesty the Emperor and I wanted to leave a decent amount of forces in the Royal Capital."

He slammed his fist on the desk in frustration.

Tina asked.

"Leave forces behind? You think something is going to happen in the Royal Capital?"

To this question, the general replied.

"It's a possibility. You two know about the strangeness of this front, don't you? It clearly feels like there's a strategy at play. We were trying not to significantly reduce our forces just in case. But because of that fool… *phew*… I sent a few dozen soldiers back to the Royal Capital under the pretext of balancing our forces. Some of the idiot adventurers who arrived yesterday had the gall to say things like, 'Are they cowards?' What is he doing, causing nothing but chaos?"

He was clearly very irritated.

I asked.

"General, do you happen to know that Guild Master?"

At this question, the general made a sour face.

"I do. He's been an adventurer since the time of the former emperor. He was originally from a noble family and sought only his own martial prowess and reputation. His reasons were selfish, but it's a fact that he was diligent. For the meritocratic Empire, he was a man worthy of being called a role model. But when the former emperor retired from the front lines and lost his aggressive stance on war, things changed. He became the Guild Master based on his past achievements, but that's when he changed. He no longer showed the same zeal for his work, nor did he display his martial strength. He ended up clinging to power just like the other nobles. When the former emperor's policies changed, he changed right along with them. I don't know how many stubborn old men like me are left in the Empire today."

He spoke with a hint of nostalgia.

I asked.

"So, does that mean this incident has something to do with the Guild Master's authority?"

I voiced a possibility based on what I'd heard.

The general replied.

"That's not it. Emperor Yorune did recruit adventurers, but it was purely to balance the numbers. Skilled individuals like you were negotiated with in secret to come to the base, and the recruitment was a camouflage for that. The C-rank and above requirement was, of course, for experience, but also to weed out those who lacked confidence in their skills. In fact, the reward for participating was negligible. It was safer to do a normal job. But he ruined all of that. Among the C-rank adventurers who've come, there are some who are clearly useless."

At his frustration, I asked.

"Even at C-rank, wouldn't they have a decent amount of skill in this country?"

To this, the general replied.

"They just throw their weight around. In short, they're useless individuals who command from the rear under the pretext of leading, never participating in the battle themselves, and just taking credit for the achievements of the adventurers fighting on the front lines. The accomplishments of a party's work are shared equally among all members. Have you not experienced that yourself?"

I thought about it.

Indeed, when I teamed up with Bardos, my rank went up to match his. The Kraken subjugation was the same; we both became A-rank together. So that's how it works.

Tina asked.

"But why would the adventurers fighting on the front lines agree to that? If that continued, they should have quit."

To this question, the general answered.

"Some of them have quit. But even if they do, they can just be replaced with new ones. I hear some are forced to stay because a weakness is being held over them, but the majority are just paying off debts. So I can't be too harsh."

He had a look of disgust on his face.

Tina asked.

"So, should we consider these reinforcements useless?"

She asked, bringing the conversation back on topic.

The general replied.

"That's right. I've instructed the soldiers to teach them the basics, but it will likely have no effect. The probability of fools like the ones from yesterday emerging is high. When that time comes, you must absolutely refrain from any rash actions. We must win this battle."

His words were serious and carried an intimidating force.

I said.

"Of course. But I believe it's also important to save as many lives as possible."

I answered with an equal amount of pressure.

Tina felt the same.

The air grew cold—so much so that a third party might have fainted.

After a brief staredown, the general said.

"*Phew*… You're right. What was I thinking? I've seen too many adventurers prepared to die and too many who act foolishly, and it seems I've forgotten what's most important. But only as much as is possible. It will be meaningless if you two get killed as collateral damage."

I felt a will in his last words that would brook no argument.

I said.

"Of course. I'll just do what I can."

Tina nodded as well.

The general said.

"Very well. Then I will have you two fight on the front lines. Don't worry about the flanks. We've done everything we can there. In short, we've added more fences and catapults. There's a difference in elevation there, so we can also have them support the front if need be."

He explained.

Tina said.

"Understood. Then we will take our leave."

She bowed and we exited.

We walked down the corridor toward our destination.

Meanwhile.

Empire. Royal Capital.

Throne Room.

Emperor Yorune was holding his head in his hands.

The Guild Master's unauthorized actions.

Normally, he would want to deal with it severely, but the situation was what it was. He couldn't be too harsh.

But to do nothing would be a blow to the royal family's honor. It was regrettable, but if the adventurers caused any problems, that alone would be grounds for punishment.

He was lost in thought, staring at his own dark shadow.

Just then, a knight rushed in, flustered.

"*Pant, pant*… Y-Your Majesty! An army of monsters has suddenly appeared about thirty meters from the main gate of the Royal Capital!"

The worst possible outcome had occurred.

Republic. Royal Capital.

Throne Room.

Prince Lustolfo was dealing with a line of nobles requesting an audience.

The topics were all boring, revolving around their own prestige and taxes.

Just then, a soldier rushed in.

"Forgive my interruption during an audience! A large army of monsters has suddenly appeared about fifty meters from the main gate of the Royal Capital!"

At this report, the nobles' faces showed shock, but Prince Lustolfo alone had a look of confirmation, as if to say, 'As I thought.'

Church. Headquarters.

Top Floor.

As Pope Altorine was organizing documents with a cardinal and several knights, a knight rushed in.

"Y-Your Holiness! A large number of monsters have suddenly appeared from the forest near the entrance to the church! Their numbers are unknown!"

Though surprised, Altorine remained calm.

Kingdom. Royal Capital.

Throne Room.

Queen Olivia was speaking with Chancellor Alphonse.

Their conversation—'Are there any oversights in our investigation? Is the balance of our forces adequate?'—was one that would make anyone who overheard it think a war was about to begin.

Just then, a knight rushed in.

"F-Forgive me! We've received a report that an army of monsters has suddenly appeared about fifty meters from the main gate of the Royal Capital!"

The Chancellor calmly considered the situation.

Queen Olivia said.

"So… it has finally come, hasn't it?"

She murmured as if she had foreseen it.



		
			Chapter 182

			The Nations' Response

			The sudden, simultaneous appearance of monsters in four nations.

While the populace and soldiers were in turmoil, the leaders of these nations strove to respond calmly.

Why were they able to remain so composed?

Let's turn back time.

Imperial Royal Capital.

Emperor's Chambers.

Emperor Yorune was looking at four devices on his desk.

There were three wireless transceivers and a small mirror.

This mirror was created based on one that the Dwarves had once used to communicate with another world. They had succeeded in linking the mirrors, but they couldn't transmit voice or image.

Believing it would eventually succeed, one was delivered to the royal family of each nation.

However, there was no progress from there, and just as they were about to give up, the story of a certain man's wireless transceiver emerged.

The method of radio waves made it possible to receive and transmit voices from afar. However, the drawback was that it couldn't reach very far without a relay point.

The mirror came to mind as a way to overcome this weakness.

If they were connected, perhaps the radio waves alone could pass through.

After repeated experiments, they succeeded splendidly.

The wireless transceivers were promptly delivered to the royalty of each nation.

Yorune spoke into the transceiver.

"Queen Olivia, can you hear me?"

After a moment, a voice came from the transceiver.

"This is Olivia. I can hear you. This is an amazing device."

Her voice was filled with surprise and admiration.

From another one.

"This is Lustolfo. I can also hear Queen Olivia's voice. Your Majesty the Emperor, can you hear me?"

The Emperor replied.

"I can hear you. It seems you have no problems either."

Finally, Yorune spoke into the last transceiver.

"Pope Altorine, can you hear me?"

Immediately, a voice came back.

"I can hear you. And of course, the voices of the other two as well. To complete such a technology, the Dwarves do wonderful work."

Her voice held a tone of admiration.

Olivia said.

"It seems we've successfully connected with each nation. Now then, Emperor Yorune, let's get to the main topic. I'm sure everyone has noticed, but it's about the movements of the monsters, isn't it?"

To this question, Lustolfo replied.

"Yes. In the Republic, the incidents of monster settlements in the forest being attacked have compounded the tension and anxiety that is spreading. We are investigating, but there has been no progress. The nobles have the gall to use this as an excuse to ask if they should increase taxes."

His irritation was palpable.

Altorine said.

"Here, the monsters have disappeared, and the citizens are pleased by the lack of threat in the surrounding areas. But there are many voices of dissatisfaction among the adventurers. I'm assigning them work for now, but I don't know how long we can hold out."

Her voice was weary.

Olivia said.

"It's the same here. Some of the merchants are overjoyed, but they haven't considered at all what will happen when a major incident occurs."

Her voice was tinged with a sigh.

Yorune said.

"So similar things are happening in every nation. I feel uneasy about this. What if the monsters were to launch a large-scale offensive? How is everyone dealing with this?"

To this question, Olivia answered.

"On my end, I am gathering several skilled adventurers from each city. Four A-rank adventurers should be arriving soon. If I were to attack, I would aim for the center—the Royal Capital. As a countermeasure, we are strengthening our security."

Altorine said.

"Here, we have positioned knights around the city and issued security requests for the dissatisfied adventurers. We have also evacuated the people of Owari Village to the city."

Lustolfo said.

"The same here. The head of the Adventurer's Guild is quite capable. He said he would stand on the front lines himself if a battle were to occur."

Yorune said.

"On my end, I have sent two A-rank adventurers to the front-line base. I considered having them guard the Royal Capital, but I feel that the root cause of this incident is in the monsters' stronghold. If we can just defeat it, I believe it will all be over."

In response to this, Olivia said.

"In other words, until a conclusion is reached on the Empire's side, we will be forced to fight a defensive war. To be honest, a tough battle is inevitable."

The others fell silent.

A defensive war isn't just about protecting.

If surrounded, one becomes isolated, unable to replenish supplies, let alone medicine or food.

Each nation had prepared supplies accordingly, but with so many people, they would eventually run out. Moreover, they didn't know how much strength the enemy possessed.

They needed the Empire's warriors to do their best.

Yorune felt the fate of all resting on his shoulders. The thought weighed down on him like a heavy burden.

Sensing this, Altorine said.

"Emperor, be strong. If you were to fall now, that would truly be the end. It's alright. Our warriors are not so weak. They can hold out for about a week. Right?"

To this question, Lustolfo replied.

"Of course. My country is not weak. In fact, I'm thinking we might as well just advance as we are."

At his slight jest, Olivia said.

"I just said it would be a tough battle, but I take it back. I have plenty of leeway on my side as well. If you'd like, shall I dispatch a few people?"

Her voice held a smile.

At the voices of the leaders, Yorune understood. Everyone was encouraging him.

They themselves had no room to spare. Yet, they didn't complain to Yorune or hold him responsible.

At their words, Yorune said.

"*Heh heh*. No need to worry. We will do our best here. Please wait for good news with peace of mind."

He raised his voice, though it was a bluff.

Seemingly relieved, Olivia said.

"Well then, shall we discuss our future moves?"

A long discussion took place.

Time returns to the present.

Kingdom.

In the throne room, Queen Olivia asked.

"So, do we know the number and types of monsters?"

To this question, a soldier replied.

"Th-the numbers are unknown, but we have confirmed dozens of Goblins, Ogres, and Orcs! Also, many Wolves and Slimes! And there are reports of individuals that look like Skeletons."

At this, Chancellor Alphonse said.

"Skeletons? Impossible. It's morning. They should be weak to sunlight."

The soldier said.

"W-well, about that… just before the monsters appeared, the weather suddenly turned strange. The sky is covered in clouds."

Olivia said.

"So they can control the weather as well. To think such a monster exists. You there. Contact Bardos-san and the others immediately. Tell them I want them to be ready to move at a moment's notice."

The soldier bowed and left.

Republic.

Lustolfo, having heard the report, asked a similar question.

"The numbers are unknown. The types are reported to be Goblins and Fighter Monkeys. We have also confirmed many Mantises and Geckos!"

In response to this, one of the nobles said.

"Impossible! Why would so many monsters appear at once? Is this not a mistake in your report?"

Unable to accept the truth, the noble hurled abuse.

The other nobles joined in, but Lustolfo said.

"Silence! Is this any time for such talk? Why don't you all just issue orders for your own guards to march out?"

At this command, one of the nobles replied.

"W-with all due respect, they are for my own protection. If, by some chance, I were to die…"

His response was timid.

The other nobles had the same look on their faces.

Seeing this, Lustolfo said.

"I see, what a shame. If you had achieved something in this incident, I might have reconsidered past matters. Very well. You. Immediately notify the soldiers and the Adventurer's Guild. Tell them that if they succeed in defending the city, they will be given a suitable reward."

The soldier bowed and left.

One of the nobles, hearing this unexpected turn of events, said.

"W-well, it can't be helped. I will send my excellent guards. They will surely meet Your Majesty's expectations."

His words were filled with fear, but also bravado and greed.

The other nobles followed suit.

Lustolfo was inwardly disgusted.

Their complete reversal was almost refreshing.

But Lustolfo had no expectations for the nobles' guards.

Because they protect nobles. They work and protect because they have an employer who pays them. If they were to act to prioritize the citizens, they would be dismissed or have to pay a penalty for breach of contract.

Therefore, they would not protect the citizens.

Lustolfo said.

"I have high hopes for you."

His words were contrary to his cold eyes.

Church.

Soldiers' Garrison.

Knight and soldier commanders were holding an emergency meeting.

Their subordinates had been sent to the main gate to carry out defense duties.

The topic of discussion was why the monsters had appeared, a rather pointless debate.

During the meeting, Pope Altorine entered, fully armed.

One of the knights said.

"We have been waiting for you, Your Holiness."

He bowed.

The others did the same.

Altorine asked.

"So, what is the situation?"

To this question, a knight replied.

"Yes, ma'am. Currently, the number of monsters is unknown, but we have mostly identified the types. We have found many Goblins, Bears, Wolves, and Anacondas. We are considering the possibility of others as well."

At the report, Altorine said.

"Thank you for your hard work. For so many monsters to appear so suddenly… There may be a high-ranking magician on their side. That would explain this change in weather. Is there any movement from the monsters?"

The knight replied.

"Yes, ma'am. The monsters have not moved since they appeared. However, we have received reports that they could attack at any moment…"

Just then, a soldier entered the garrison.

"F-forgive me! The monsters are on the move! A large group of Goblins and Wolves have attacked all at once! Currently, soldiers and adventurers are dealing with them. Also, something to note… we have reports that the Anacondas have disappeared."

At this report, the knights were optimistic, thinking, 'Did they run away?', but Altorine asked.

"Do you know what they were doing before they disappeared?"

To this question, the soldier replied.

"I do not know. Oh, come to think of it, one of the soldiers reported that 'the Anaconda went to the left.'"

Hearing this, Altorine said.

"The left? You there! Immediately take several knights and soldiers and head to the warehouse district on the left! The city walls there have just been recently repainted! The monster countermeasures have not been applied yet! An Anaconda could easily infiltrate!"

At this order, the knight saluted and left the garrison.

The walls surrounding the church were coated with a paint infused with a scent that monsters and animals disliked. It had no effect from a distance, but if they touched the wall, the scent would be released, and they would immediately flee. The main gate was not painted because many horses came and went through it.

That's why security could be concentrated solely on the gate.

However, the walls of the warehouse district had deteriorated, so they were being repainted. Of course, the final touches had not yet been applied.

Altorine was certain. There was someone with intelligence on the other side.

Otherwise, there was no way a monster would head for a place where it could accurately infiltrate.

Altorine thought.

(*This looks like it will be a long battle. I should probably assume that there are high-ranking monsters as well.*)

She discussed strategies for survival while looking ahead at the future that was about to unfold.



		
			Chapter 183

			The Border War Begins

			The border.

Front-line base.

Completely unaware of the trouble the other nations were in, I was absorbed in the problem right in front of me.

It wasn't monsters, but a swarm of adventurers crowding around Tina.

"My, what a beautiful lady. How about it? Will you join me in monster subjugation?"

"What are you saying? Do you think you're a match for her beauty? I, on the other hand…"

"What are *you* saying? A beautiful person should be with me…"

They were competing with each other.

These were B-rank adventurers. They seemed skilled, but their heads were in the clouds.

Tina said.

"I'm sorry, but I have no intention of teaming up with people I've only just met today. However, if you're willing to follow my instructions in this battle, I might consider it."

At these words, the adventurers exclaimed.

"Really?! Please, give us your orders!"

"For you, I would go through fire and water!"

"Our lives are for you, beautiful lady!"

They were ecstatic.

Tina looked satisfied.

"Well then, I'll be counting on you."

She said, then returned to my side.

I commented.

"That must have been tiring. They're wearing gear that suggests they have some skill, but looking at them, they seem unreliable. What's the reality?"

To my question, Tina replied.

"They're just as they appear. I think they have some confidence in their abilities, but that's it. They're probably the ones General Goltor was talking about. I have no expectations for them at all."

Her tone was exasperated.

The disbanded group was now barking orders at their parties in a strangely commanding tone. They weren't going to survive this.

I said.

"In that case, please give them instructions so they don't get in the way."

Tina nodded.

Just then.

"Hah! You sure act high and mighty, don't you? Lady A-rank?"

I turned around to see a party of four.

The members were a staff wielder, a magician, an archer, and an axe wielder. And they were all women.

The axe wielder, in particular, was intimidating. She was one hundred and ninety centimeters tall, with her crimson hair tied in a ponytail. She wore light armor made of Orichalcum, in an Amazonian style. And the first thing that caught my eye was the eyepatch over her left eye.

At first glance, her demeanor was masculine, but her chest made it clear she was a woman.

Tina asked.

"Excuse me, but who might you be?"

The axe wielder replied.

"Hah! I don't have a name worth giving to a polite lady like you! I just came to say one thing. Don't get carried away, got it?"

Her tone was confrontational.

It was like a greeting from a biker gang.

I was about to say something when Tina stopped me with her hand.

"Not to get carried away? Are you referring to my attitude towards the other adventurers just now?"

To this question, the axe wielder replied.

"Hah! So you do get it. Listen up. No matter what orders you give, we're not gonna listen. That's all I came to say."

The rest of her members had similar expressions.

Tina said.

"I see. That's a relief. It means there are fewer people I need to give orders to."

Her face looked relieved.

It might have seemed like a provocation, but it was her honest feeling.

The axe wielder said.

"Tch! Anyway, that's all I came to say! Let's go, you lot!"

And with that, she went somewhere.

There was a bit of a commotion, but it probably wouldn't be a problem. A nearby soldier captain said.

"Are you okay? I was getting nervous just watching from the side. After all, you were being confronted by 'Mad Dog,' one of the top B-rank adventurer parties."

He was breaking out in a cold sweat.

Tina asked.

"They seem to be quite skilled. Who are they?"

To this question, the soldier captain replied.

"Ah, the person who spoke to you just now is the leader, named Alumi. Her personality is just as it appears, but on the battlefield, she possesses a strength that makes her unparalleled. She's strong enough to not be outdone even by the general."

At his explanation, Tina said.

"To be that skilled… However, I've never seen her active before…"

To this question, the soldier captain replied.

"They started their activities a year ago. It seems they registered just after the super-large monster was subjugated. From there, they completed requests and became B-rank at a considerable speed. I don't know the details. But I hear that of the three with her, two were in an A-rank adventurer party."

He said, then returned to his post.

Tina murmured.

"Two of them? Ah, that staff wielder and magician. I thought I'd seen them somewhere; they were with that rich kid. What do you think, Shinsuke? Shinsuke?"

I was lost in thought, not noticing Tina turning to me.

(*'Mad Dog'? I feel like I've heard that somewhere before. But not recently. Was it a name I heard long ago? But where?*)

As I was pondering, Tina gave me a knee to the gut.

Startled, I said.

"Huh? What is it?"

As I panicked at the suddenness of it, Tina asked.

"What were you thinking about?"

She was giving me a sidelong glance.

It seemed she thought I was thinking about something lewd.

I said.

"No, nothing. I was just curious about that party's name. That's all. I'll tell you the details later. Let's get to our posts for now."

I forcefully ended the conversation.

Tina looked dissatisfied, but given the situation, she begrudgingly accepted.

A soldier captain appeared before the adventurers gathered at the front gate.

"Listen up, everyone! We are about to face an unprecedented horde of monsters. We do not know how long this battle will last. It may be a long one. But the Empire will not fall! I have high expectations for your performance!"

With that declaration, the gates opened.

The adventurers began to march out in unison. We followed.

Once outside.

A gentle breeze drifted across the quiet wasteland. All around were numerous fences and catapults. And multiple Edgeson units.

They were fully prepared and waiting.

Tina said.

"Alright, you will all be on the defensive. Do not charge recklessly. Focus only on the enemies that come towards you. You must not let them break through. If you are injured and can no longer continue fighting, retreat immediately. Is that clear?"

To these instructions, the adventurers replied.

"""Yes! As you command!"""

They accepted in perfect unison.

I said.

"They're either obedient or just simple. Well, at least it's good that there won't be any needless deaths. What's the current situation?"

To my question, a soldier captain replied.

"Sir! Currently, no monster movements have been confirmed. We have scouted up to a distance of three kilometers just in case, but there is no sign of them. We have received the same report from the flanks."

He stated it succinctly.

The last time, they attacked normally. By this time, it wouldn't be strange if they had already arrived.

I had a strange feeling in my chest.

As I thought this, I looked ahead and for a moment, the earth seemed to dent and sink.

Huh? There was a wind, but it was a light breeze. The sky was cloudy, but it wasn't raining.

So why?

Wondering about this, I activated `Detection`.

Then, I saw countless red dots about two kilometers away.

I shouted.

"Fire Shot!"

I activated my fire magic as a preemptive strike.

Tina, who was next to me, said.

"Shinsuke?! What's wrong? Why did you suddenly use magic—"

Before she could finish, the fireball exploded in a seemingly empty space.

From there, several burning Goblins appeared.

Seeing this, Tina shouted.

"Everyone! Battle stations! The monsters are approaching invisibly!"

With this shout, the monsters revealed themselves.

An innumerable number of monsters. I confirmed Goblins, Lizardmen, Ogres, and Wolves among their types.

The soldier captain said.

"Send an urgent message to the general! The monsters have acquired a means of turning invisible!"

A soldier saluted and left.

The soldier captain approached Tina.

"Lady Tina, I would like you to take command this time. It seems the adventurers will only listen to someone as beautiful as you."

His words were tinged with a sense of his own powerlessness.

Tina replied.

"Understood. I will handle the adventurers. Captain, please take command of the soldiers."

At her dignified atmosphere, the soldier captain said.

"Yes, ma'am. An order from one as beautiful as you. In the name of loyalty, I have received it."

He said, then headed towards the soldiers.

Isn't your loyalty supposed to be to the general?

Tina said.

"Shinsuke… let's go."

She said, readying her spear.

I switched gears as well and readied my hammer.



		
			Chapter 184

			The Border Battle, Part Two

			The battle at the border had begun.

Tina said to the adventurers.

"I need you all to head to the other side of the fence. Intercept the monsters to prevent them from crossing! Even if they pull back, do not pursue; focus on defense!"

At these instructions, the adventurers replied.

"""As you command!"""

And charged forward, weapons at the ready.

They looked like a pack of starving boars.

I asked.

"Are they going to be okay like that?"

To my worried question, Tina replied.

"They should be fine. At least they seem to be following my instructions."

I looked in the direction she pointed.

The adventurers had crossed the fence and set up a formation a few steps ahead.

Those skilled in close combat were at the front, while those skilled in long-range combat were positioned at the rear, and the magicians had their staves ready to cast magic at a moment's notice.

And behind them, several adventurers stood with their arms crossed, watching.

I mumbled in admiration.

"They may not have skill, but they seem to have experience. At this rate, we should be fine for a while."

I had nothing but anxiety about their lack of skill as leaders, but not all of them were incompetent.

They understood their own weapons and tactics and positioned themselves in the best possible way. This was a gift born of experience.

Even on Earth, even if you were told you lacked talent or intelligence, if you worked patiently… 'What should I do?'… 'How should I move?' Your body would move before your mind could think. Desk work has the image of using your head, but it's your hands that are doing the moving.

As long as you know what to write, typing out sentences comes naturally.

This was something I thought after watching a program called 'The Unbreakable Men' a long time ago. Though I was one of those who broke.

I've gotten sidetracked.

It seemed they were putting up with their idiot leaders and finding ways to survive.

I said.

"Alright then. Shall we go too? There's nothing for us to do here. I'm most useful fighting on the front lines."

As I started to walk, Tina said.

"I feel the same way. Even if I'm in command, my job doesn't change. Besides, I want to fight by your side, Shinsuke."

Her face was slightly flushed.

She says the nicest things. To live up to those expectations, I headed forward.

The adventurers were watching the monsters' movements.

They were overwhelmingly outnumbered. But since revealing themselves, the monsters had not moved, merely watching them. It was an eerie sight.

However, from behind the monsters.

"…Go."

A human voice was heard.

For a moment, I wondered why, but the monsters began their attack, so I put the thought aside.

The Goblins came first. As individuals, they were weak, but in a group, they were a nuisance.

The close-combat adventurers held their shields at the ready, waiting for them to come. If they charged in carelessly, they risked being surrounded. If their backs were taken, their only fate was death.

The Goblins attacked with their clubs and daggers. However, they were unable to break through the shield wall of the adventurers lined up in a row and were repelled and cut down.

Some Goblins resisted, but they were dispatched by spear attacks from the side.

An adventurer who saw this from the rear said.

"Hmph. Small fry monsters, after all. No match for me. At this rate, that lady will be mine…"

He was lost in a strange fantasy.

An adventurer who heard this said.

"What are you talking about? Getting full of yourself after just one attack. You're just someone who got ahead by giving orders, after all."

He snorted.

That adventurer replied.

"Hmph. A win is a win, no matter what. Instead of being jealous, why don't you do some work yourself? As it happens, my specialty is strategy. I leave the fighting to them."

He said this as he checked his cloak for any dirt.

Another adventurer who heard this said.

"Strategy expert? Can someone like that make a living as an adventurer? I'm different. While giving orders, I immediately take care of any areas that can't be covered and fight beautifully with this sword. Ah, someone like me is worthy of being by that beautiful person's side."

He spoke his fantasy with an enraptured expression.

An adventurer who heard that said.

"What nonsense are you spouting? I am the man worthy of that beautiful woman."

They were having a foolish and meaningless conversation.

Meanwhile, on the front lines, people were fighting for their lives, yet these guys were so relaxed.

It wasn't that they were skilled, but that they didn't understand. But the adventurers fighting on the front lines said nothing.

Because it was pointless.

No matter what warning they gave, they would just say things like 'Stay out of it,' or 'You incompetent fools should just shut up and work.'

They just kept making excuses for themselves.

Anyone can fail once or twice. Everyone does.

What's important when that happens is not to pretend the failure didn't happen, but to figure out how to improve after failing.

That's how people grow.

You don't have to do it in a big way. Even a one percent attempt is still an attempt. It's the steady work that has value. But there are those who don't understand this and blame others for their failures.

A mentally weak person would probably do that.

However, if they regret it afterward, reflect on it, and have the drive to change, they can make a comeback.

But for those who don't even try and endlessly blame others, there's no hope.

Even the time spent talking to them is a waste.

They let the opinions and advice of others go in one ear and out the other. There's a saying for this: 'like water off a duck's back.'

Of course, the adventurers who didn't know such a saying fought on silently, focusing only on what was in front of them. They didn't notice the monster that had fallen from above.

A large black shadow appeared from the left of the bickering adventurers.

The adventurers who looked up at it were speechless.

Its face was that of a Goblin, but it was a giant, probably three meters tall, holding a huge club.

Before they could understand 'Why?', the adventurers were crushed by the club the Goblin brought down.

The magician who saw this scene said.

"A Goblin Guardian… Why is it here?"

He began to tremble.

A high-ranking Goblin monster had suddenly appeared. It was only natural to be afraid.

But the archer adventurer said.

"Don't lose your nerve! This thing is weak to fire! Burn it with magic!"

At this shout, the magicians all raised their staves in unison.

Seeing this, the Goblin Guardian charged. Its target was the magicians.

In front of the terrified magicians, several adventurers with shields and swords stood in their way. It was a pain to leave the front line, but since it was a high-ranking monster, being cautious was a higher priority.

The swordsman said.

"We'll buy you time! While we're at it…"

Before he could finish, the Goblin Guardian swung its club down.

A direct hit. There was no way to dodge or block it.

It's over. The swordsman closed his eyes.

But no matter how long he waited, the end never came. He cautiously opened his eyes.

A man in armor was blocking the club with his sword. He recognized the man. He was an A-rank adventurer he often saw at the guild. He was from 'Red Lightning.'

It was a close call.

As I was about to approach the battlefield where the adventurers were fighting, those idiot leaders were having a meaningless conversation.

I had no intention of getting involved, so I was about to take a detour when a huge Goblin fell from the sky. And in an instant, the leaders were dead.

As I stood there in shock, Tina said.

"That's a Goblin Guardian. A high-ranking Goblin monster. It's a tough enemy with abnormally high defense and durability."

She explained.

I asked.

"So, does it have any weaknesses?"

To my question, Tina replied.

"I hear it's weak to fire. But a weak fire won't be enough to defeat it. It requires flames that can cover its entire body. Experienced adventurers use large amounts of oil to burn Goblin Guardians. Without that, a magician would have to use all of their magic."

She explained.

To this, I said.

"I see, thanks. Tina, you take charge of the front line in place of those idiots. I'll take on the Goblin Guardian."

To my suggestion, Tina replied.

"You're right. As you are now, you won't fall behind. Be careful."

She said, then headed towards the front line.

I saw the Goblin Guardian about to attack the magicians and threw the hammer I was holding with all my might.

The spinning hammer hit the Goblin Guardian in the back. It staggered for a moment. In that instant, I activated `Thunderclap Incarnation` and ran to intervene.

Taking the blow, I felt how tough it was.

The weight was appropriate for its giant size. This was no time for testing the waters.

I infused my magic and said.

"*Fuuu*. Flame Demon Sword!"

Flames erupted from my sword.

Seeing this, the Goblin Guardian retreated. It seemed to have sensed it. That those flames were dangerous.

I said.

"You did well. Leave the rest to me. I'd like you to protect the magicians."

At these words, the warrior said.

"Understood. I'll repay this favor someday…"

He said, then fell back.

I readied my flame sword and faced the Goblin Guardian. The enemy was wary but still held its ground. It had no intention of running.

The two of us glared at each other.

It was the Goblin Guardian that moved first.

It brought its club down with a speed that was incomparable to before.

It came at me with a preemptive strike. I calmly waited with my sword held at my left side.

As the club came down, I shouted.

"Cheeeeeeeeeeeestooooooooo!"

I swung with all my might.

The sword made of Orichalcum was hotter and sharper than before. No matter how hard the club was to cut, it was powerless before this sword.

*Spaaaaan*

The club was split in two. The Goblin Guardian was surprised for a moment, but it quickly regained its composure and brought its left fist down. I dodged it by moving diagonally to the right and back.

It's used to fighting. But I was just as eager to end this quickly.

The moment I fell back, I immediately counterattacked. I aimed for its left leg. The Goblin Guardian hadn't yet regained its balance. I took advantage of that opening.

I was behind the Goblin Guardian.

Naturally, I cut its left leg. It tilted to the left and fell. Flames erupted from the wound. The battle was decided.

However, the Goblin Guardian turned to me and attacked.

A do-or-die resolve.

I respected that resolve and said.

"May you find peace in the flames."

I offered a prayer and cut off the Goblin Guardian's head with my flame sword.



		
			Chapter 185

			A Raging Battle

			I somehow managed to defeat the Goblin Guardian.

It wasn't that taxing on my body. It was a tough opponent, but as long as I knew how to defeat it, it was manageable.

Just then, the swordsman behind me said.

"Thank you… for saving me."

To his words of gratitude, I replied.

"It's only natural to help. We have to avoid as many casualties as possible in this battle, as I don't think this will be the end of it. If you feel grateful, you can buy me a drink after this whole mess is over. Until then, don't die."

To this, the swordsman said.

"Haha, you've got me there. Now I can't afford to die carelessly. Understood. In that case, I promise you the best booze."

He said this and headed back to the front line.

I followed him in the same direction.

Tina said to the adventurers fighting on the front line.

"From now on, I will be in command. Anyone who has a problem with that doesn't have to listen."

At her concise words, the adventurers exclaimed.

"Ooh! The Valkyrie is with us!"

"Our victory is now assured!"

"Glory to us!"

With that shout, the adventurers' movements improved.

In fact, it even gave the impression that their strength was overflowing.

It seemed they were receiving the full effect of her skill.

Tina said.

"Alright, those in the vanguard, continue your defensive battle. Do not attack recklessly. Those in the rear, focus your attacks on the long-range attackers at the back of the monster lines. This is a battle of endurance until the monsters retreat. Do not overdo it."

To these instructions, the adventurers replied.

"""Yes! With pleasure!"""

They gave a good response.

The vanguard adventurers held their shields forward, creating an impenetrable wall. The attacking Goblins' attacks were ineffective, and they were countered with swords and spears. They took them down one by one, reliably.

The Goblins at the rear of the monsters, armed with bows, were stopped by the adventurers who were also armed with bows.

At this rate, they would be able to take down a considerable number of Goblins. The adventurers were inwardly celebrating. However, that thought was shattered.

It was then that the Lizardmen made their move.

The Goblins saw this and cleared a path, splitting to the left and right. Their actions were so coordinated it was as if they had a class system.

Tina shouted.

"Be wary of not only the Lizardmen but the Goblins as well! They will not stop fighting!"

At this order, the adventurers nodded vigorously.

And so, the battle changed to a strategy where the Lizardmen attacked from the center, and the Goblins launched a surprise attack from the left and right.

The adventurers dealt with the movements of the approaching Lizardmen with flexibility.

Tina used the flames from her spear to wipe out the Goblins that had attacked from the left. I, who had arrived late, retrieved my hammer and activated Earth Spear like a pit of spikes, impaling the Goblins on the right side. The Lizardmen weren't just taking a beating, either.

They took advantage of the gaps in the attacks to inflict serious injuries on the adventurers.

Just then, three Lizardman Hunters appeared.

Feeling that this was getting bad, Tina and I dealt with them. We discarded our spear and hammer and engaged them with our swords.

The Lizardman Hunters fought back, but they lacked the aggression of the previous ones. In fact, their demeanor was as if they were investigating something. Were they trying to gauge our strength?

This was convenient for us. Investigating meant they were, in a way, letting their guard down.

I thought we should take this chance to defeat them.

Tina had a similar expression as she fought.

A fierce battle. The roars of monsters and humans intersected. But such a battle would not last long.

When the sun reached its zenith, the monsters all retreated at once.

It was like a receding tide.

An adventurer who saw this said.

"A-are we saved?"

Fatigue was written all over his face.

The other adventurers had similar expressions and collapsed on the spot.

A soldier captain who saw this said.

"Is there anyone who can't move? If you're okay, please fall back. Food has been prepared at the base."

At those words, the adventurers dragged themselves towards the base.

A captain came over to where Tina and I were watching.

"You two must be tired as well. But why do you think the monsters suddenly retreated?"

To this question, I replied.

"Maybe they're on a lunch break too?"

At the plausible scenario, Tina said.

"That's a possibility. Monsters are living creatures just like us. They need to eat. However…"

Before she could continue, the soldier captain said.

"But doesn't that make them just like humans? In my experience, monsters usually attack when they're in a state of excitement. For the most part, that's after they've eaten. And they usually attack around noon. But lately, they've been attacking in the morning and scouting at night. As if that wasn't surprising enough, their movements… I can't help but feel fear."

He said this, his body trembling slightly.

Humans. When they see something unbelievable, fear comes before thought.

Because they can't understand it.

If it's something they understand, even if it's strange behavior, they can comprehend it within a certain range and deal with it. But behavior that is too unbelievable goes beyond that range, and they don't know what to do, so they just stand there. Their minds give up thinking, and they become dazed.

This time, the monsters' movements were exactly that.

But I had an idea.

From what the general said, there was a Skeleton acting together with the monsters.

It was possible that it was giving the orders. If the chain of command functions well, they can be coordinated and move at their best.

I said.

"There are a lot of things we need to think about, but for now, let's rest. We need to rest when we can."

I forcefully ended the conversation.

The soldier captain said.

"You're right. That's for the best. Well then, I'll be on my way."

He saluted and left.

We also headed into the base.

Commander's Office.

General Goltor looked at the report of this incident and let out a deep sigh.

Chevre, who was by his side, said.

"General? Is something wrong? Shall I get you something to drink?"

At her worried voice, the general said.

"No, I'm fine. I'm sorry to make you worry."

He gestured that her concern was unnecessary.

Chevre felt uneasy.

The general was worried about something, and she couldn't do anything about it…

From this, one could infer that she had romantic feelings for the general.

When she was fifteen, the first time she saw him, she felt a pounding in her chest. She felt she had fallen in love. However, the general had a wife and children. If his family relations were poor, there might have been an opening, but his relationship with everyone but his second son was good, and they lived a happy life.

There was no way she could wedge herself in there.

So, she decided to get into a position where she could work by his side.

For that, she devoted herself to training and study, and she was able to attain the highest position of the general's aide-de-camp.

There was no greater happiness.

Ignoring such thoughts, the general said.

"I'm truly sorry. Making you put up with a workaholic like me. You should have had a chance to meet someone nice by now."

At his words, which seemed to see right through her, Chevre said.

"N-not at all! My happiness has already been fulfilled…"

She swallowed the rest of her words.

Her face was slightly flushed.

The general seemed to have sensed something.

"I see, so you've already met someone. In that case, we must end this war even sooner. We must punish the monsters who would dare to stand in the way of love."

For some reason, he was convinced and tackled his work with renewed vigor.

Seeing this, she said.

"You're right. Let's do our best."

She said this, pushing up her glasses, her face a mix of disappointment and feeling like she'd been left hanging.



		
			Chapter 186

			Interlude: The Situation in the Four Nations

			Let's turn back time.

Kingdom.

The monsters had suddenly appeared at a location away from the main gate. The royal family immediately issued an emergency summons.

All soldiers, knights, and adventurers who were confident in their skills gathered before the main gate.

Commanding them was Glad, the shield knight who had attained the rank of captain.

Glad shouted.

"Listen up! This is the gate to the Royal Capital! If they break through here, the damage to the citizens will be immense! All units, fight with all your heart!"

A roar went up at this order.

From this, it was clear that the trust in Glad was deep.

However, a middle-aged knight captain said.

"Tch! Just because he's a favorite of Her Majesty the Queen, he's getting full of himself. Just you watch. In this battle, I'll prove that I'm superior."

He spoke with ambition.

In a way, raising a death flag.

All forces gathered at the main gate, facing an innumerable army of monsters. After a while, the monsters began to move all at once.

The vanguard was Goblins and Slimes. It felt like the opening move.

The knights had confident looks on their faces. The soldiers also looked like it would be an easy victory. For the adventurers, it was business as usual. Each of them was certain of victory in the first battle.

But then, *Boooooom!*.

Suddenly, an explosion was heard from the left and right.

Glad shouted.

"What was that sound?!"

His question was only natural.

Immediately, soldiers and some adventurers split to the left and right to investigate.

When a soldier returned.

"Sir, sir… I-I report! The wall protecting the Royal Capital has been destroyed!"

At this report, Glad said.

"Wh-what did you say?! A surprise attack by the enemy?!"

The soldier replied.

"W-well, there were no signs of the enemy nearby. At the same time as the explosion, they attacked from the outside. Currently, the soldiers and adventurers who went with me are fighting back, but there are too many of them! We need reinforcements immediately!"

At the same time as that report, another soldier came running.

"Th-this is the left side! The wall has been destroyed, and monsters are attacking! We are fighting back, but there are too many of them!"

A similar report.

Glad thought for a moment, then said.

"Messenger! Immediately notify the five A-rankers! Tell them to split up and defend the destroyed walls!"

The messenger saluted and entered the city.

Glad remembered his conversation with the queen.

"Are you saying that something might have been done to the city?"

To this question, the queen had replied.

"It's just a prediction. It's just what I thought I would do. I think I'm probably overthinking it, but please be careful. Especially those A-rankers; they are one of the core parts of our forces. If you judge it to be dangerous, move them accordingly."

Finishing his recollection, Glad said.

"Queen Olivia's predictions are always so accurate…"

With a smirk, Glad focused on the army before him.

A messenger appeared at the inn where Bardos and the others were staying and relayed the situation.

Leona said.

"I see, so that explosion earlier was the destruction of the wall. Bardos? How should we split up?"

To this question, Bardos replied.

"I'll leave that to you. I'm all about rampaging, after all."

He said this with a grin, holding his axe, and tossed the decision to Leona.

Sighing, Leona said.

"Then, Bardos and I will head to the right side. Rumily, Milfy, and Matilda, please head to the left side."

At this instruction, Matilda said.

"Wait a minute. I think the balance of power is a bit too skewed. How about assigning one magician to your side?"

To this question, Leona replied.

"You're right about that. However, while I may be one thing, Bardos has never coordinated in that way. Even when he teamed up with Shinsuke, his style was mainly close combat. His coordination with magicians is practically nonexistent. In that case, it's more efficient for us to fight with partners we're used to. You'd be more comfortable moving with Milfy and the others than with us, wouldn't you?"

After thinking about it for a moment, Matilda agreed.

Ignoring this conversation, Bardos said.

"Are you done yet? Let's go already!"

He was already at the entrance.

Leona said to a castle maid who was at the inn.

"Then please take care of that child."

She said this, then picked up her spear and shield and headed to Bardos's side.

The maid bowed and returned to the room.

Milfy, who had been watching this scene, said.

"Bardos-san is the same as always. Well then, let's head out too."

She said, picking up her staff.

Rumily also nodded and checked her equipment.

Matilda said.

"I don't know if he's obedient or just stubborn. I really don't get it."

She said this, confused by the meaning of her own words, and picked up her staff.

Republic.

Knights and soldiers gathered at the main gate. And all the adventurers in the guild had taken up battle positions.

The defense here was sufficient with just the main gate. Because the left and right sides were a gentle crescent-shaped coastline, there was no other way to attack from land.

Bradamante, who had been promoted to Knight Captain, said.

"Then I'll leave the instructions for the adventurers to you. Guild Master."

At these words, the Guild Master, holding a lance, said.

"Leave it to me. I won't let a single one enter the Royal Capital. On my honor."

As he said this, he emanated a fighting spirit.

This was one of the most skilled individuals in the Republic. A muscular body with a calm judgment. Worthy of being called a master.

He was in his fifties but could still be active on the front lines. However, when his predecessor fell ill, he was named as the successor.

In other words, he was the Guild Master who was closest to being an active adventurer among all the guilds.

Bradamante said.

"That is most reassuring. Then I shall focus on my own work."

She said this, picked up her trident, and returned to the army she commanded.

The Guild Master shouted.

"Listen up, all of you! We don't know when this battle will end! Don't waste your stamina; focus on defense! Refrain from any heroic actions!"

He roared.

The adventurers raised their weapons to the heavens and let out a battle cry. At the same time, the monsters began to move.

The vanguard was Goblins and Geckos.

Seeing this, the Guild Master said.

"Alright then, let's show them a little of our power."

He said this and stepped forward.

The monsters attacked. The Guild Master readied his lance.

Infusing it with magic.

"Skill, 'Vibration'!"

With a shout, he thrust his spear.

Then, something invisible shot out in a straight line towards the monsters.

The moment it touched them, the Goblins were sent flying all at once. They flew back like something out of an anime or manga.

An adventurer who was watching said.

"Whoa. So that's the skill that earned the Guild Master the name 'Wild Bull.' First time I've seen it."

He was excited.

The others felt the same way and readied their weapons to live up to the Guild Master's expectations.

The Guild Master thought.

(*Well, that's about it for a preemptive strike. They don't seem to be intimidated. I wonder how long we can hold out.*)

He was inwardly anxious.

Church.

Knights' Garrison.

Pope Altorine was giving orders to defend the main gate while being cautious of the monsters' strategic movements.

Just then, an old man armed with a spear and three adventurers appeared in the garrison.

"Your Holiness, this Guild Master… has come… to assist. *Wheeze, wheeze*…"

He was already out of breath.

This was the church's Guild Master. He was over ninety years old but was a stubborn old man who wouldn't give up his seat, saying he was 'still active.'

Altorine said.

"Guild Master, I accept your sentiment. For now, it is enough for you to give orders to the adventurers at the guild."

She politely declined.

Hearing this, the Guild Master said.

"Wh-what are you saying! I-I am still active, you know. See, like this…"

He said this and swung his spear around wildly.

The adventurers next to him shouted 'Watch out!' and dodged. And then.

*Crack!*.

A terrible sound echoed from the Guild Master.

The Guild Master dropped his spear and turned pale. Sweat was pouring not just from his face but from his entire body.

The Guild Master said.

"M-my… back…"

He was desperately trying to say something.

Altorine said.

"You adventurers there. Take the Guild Master to the aid station."

At that instruction, two adventurers nodded and carried the Guild Master away.

Altorine, pulling herself together, said.

"Then, you will take command. I will handle the response to each unit from here. You there, as the representative of the adventurers, please take command. I have heard of your popularity. Please protect the main gate together with the knights."

The Knight Captain and the adventurer both bowed. Altorine thought.

(*Alright, with this, I've done what I can for now. All that's left is to somehow hold out until the Empire takes care of things.*)

As she was pondering what to do next with anxiety in her heart, a knight entered the garrison.

"F-forgive me! The monsters are on the move! We've received reports that Goblins and Bears have begun their advance!"

At this report, Altorine said.

"Intercept them immediately! However, do not pursue them deeply; focus on defense! Do not let them enter the city under any circumstances!"

After giving this order, the next soldier entered.

"I-I report! An Anaconda has infiltrated the warehouse district by climbing the wall! The knights are currently fighting back!"

At this report, Altorine said.

"Knight Captain, head to the scene immediately and give orders! Do not let a single Anaconda escape!"

The Knight Captain who received the order saluted and headed out with the soldier.

Empire.

Royal Capital.

Empress Grine, upon receiving the report of the large-scale monster army, said.

"Did they come from the front-line base?"

She voiced the worst possible prediction.

The knight replied.

"It is unknown. However, the monsters appeared suddenly. And they are positioned so as to surround the main gate. It did not give the impression that they came from the base."

He stated his frank opinion.

Grine said.

"Immediately instruct the knight order and the soldiers to fortify the defense of the main gate! Notify the Adventurer's Guild as well! Strictly order them not to hold back their forces! And tell the Dwarves to deploy all available Edgeson units!"

At that command, the knight saluted and left.

Just then, an official appeared before Grine.

"Excuse me. This is a message from General Goltor. It says, 'The monsters have yet to show themselves.'"

At this report, Grine said.

"So that means they haven't been broken through. Official, do not relay any of our situation here to the general."

At this instruction, the official said.

"But if we do that, the Royal Capital will…"

To the panicked official, Grine said.

"That is precisely why. If the general were to leave the base now, who would defend that place? Besides, the general's son and the Knight Captain, Magnes, is here in this Royal Capital."

At those words, the official's expression relaxed.

Knights' Garrison.

There, the knights who commanded each unit and the B-rank adventurer who was the guild's representative and had not gone to the base were gathered.

And then, a young man in his late twenties, one hundred and eighty centimeters tall, wearing a yellow full plate with a family crest engraved on his left chest and a yellow cape embroidered with the same crest, and carrying a large sword on his back, entered.

He was Knight Captain Magnes.

The son of General Goltor and a promising knight with skill and popularity that rivaled that of veteran warriors.

Magnes said.

"I have heard the situation. The monsters are deployed at a distance from the main gate, waiting for something. Currently, the knight order and soldiers have gathered at the main gate and have taken up battle positions. You haven't seen them anywhere else, have you?"

To this question, a knight captain replied.

"Yes, sir! We have thoroughly investigated the walls around the Royal Capital, but no monsters have been confirmed. Also, there is no damage to the city walls or the city itself."

He stated it succinctly.

Magnes thought for a moment, then said.

"Thank you for your hard work. Then we shall focus on defending the main gate. Place a small number of soldiers on top of the city walls and have them report immediately if anything happens. Notify all units. Do not make any unnecessary attacks; focus solely on defense."

At this instruction, a knight captain said.

"Defense, sir? With all due respect, we have the Edgesons. If we use them to rampage, wouldn't the monsters retreat?"

This suggestion was shared by the others as well.

It was a monster's instinct to flee when shown overwhelming power.

Magnes said.

"You all know that the monsters' movements this time are strange, don't you? Doing that would be useless. It would only lower our morale."

At those words, the captains fell silent.

Everyone present knew that the monsters' behavior was abnormal.

Magnes said.

"And you, the adventurer. I would like you to take command of all the adventurers."

The middle-aged adventurer said.

"Are you sure I am suitable for this? Without any consultation with the Guild Master?"

To this natural question, Magnes replied.

"To be honest, I cannot trust the Guild Master. The unusual request to the adventurers earlier, and the timing of this monster appearance. It's all too convenient. He may be in league with them."

At these words, everyone was speechless.

In other words, the Guild Master had sided with the monsters.

To the pondering individuals, Magnes said.

"Of course, there is no proof. It's merely circumstantial evidence. There is no basis for it. I ask you all to keep this conversation to yourselves. I do not want to cause any more anxiety."

Despite his pained expression, everyone saluted.

He didn't have to say such a thing. The fact that he did meant that he trusted the people here.

Magnes said.

"Alright, then let's begin the strategy meeting."

Meanwhile, at the Imperial Guild.

The Guild Master, with a glass of wine in hand, said.

"It has finally begun. Then, when the time comes, I too shall… *kukuku*…"

He drank, laughing.



		
			Chapter 187

			After the First Battle

			We were taking a break at the base.

The fatigue from the last battle was greater than I had anticipated. The other adventurers and soldiers were all eating with exhausted looks on their faces.

I asked Tina, "Do you think they might come again today?"

Tina considered it. "We should probably assume they will. It all depends on what kind of strategy they employ—a short, decisive battle or a long war of attrition. In any case, there’s no point in worrying about it when we don’t know. It’ll just wear us down."

She took a bite of her bread.

I had to agree. Thinking takes energy, and wasting it now would cost us later.

As I was chewing on my own piece of bread, a voice cut through the air. "What’s this? What’s with the long faces? You guys tired out from just that?"

It was Alumi, the B-rank leader of the adventurer party ‘Mad Dog,’ who had a knack for showing up at the worst times.

The female archer standing next to her chimed in. "As expected of you, Big Sis! You don’t seem tired at all after facing so many monsters. I, Mimi, am deeply moved!"

Her voice was filled with delight.

The staff-wielding woman, Loose, commented, "I just think she’s loud. What do you think, Dord?"

The mage, Dord, replied, "Doesn’t matter to me. I can put up with a little noise if it means I get to use my magic. Besides, she’s never boring to watch."

He said this without looking up from the book he was reading.

Those two used to be in an A-rank noble's party, but after a certain duel, they promptly cut ties and left. Somehow, they ended up joining Alumi and Mimi’s party, and here they are.

Another adventurer who had been listening in grumbled, "Don’t be ridiculous. The main front was a nightmare with Goblin Guardians and Lizardman Hunters showing up. What about your side? Did you see even one high-rank monster?"

Alumi scowled at the question. "Goblin Guardians? They showed up over there? *Tch*. We didn’t see anything like that. Just Goblins, Wolves, and Flame Wolves. We took care of the small fry, but we couldn’t finish off the Flame Wolves."

She looked frustrated.

The adventurer who asked listened with an unreadable expression. "Sounds like you had it rough, too. Well, can’t be helped. Let’s just rest up for now."

He slumped down, his face a mask of exhaustion.

Alumi looked stunned. "What’s with you? Not even a comeback? It’s creepy."

She started walking again and eventually ended up in front of us. "Well, well, if it isn’t the A-rankers. You look tired, too. Is giving orders really that exhausting?"

Before we could respond to her provocation, a swordsman adventurer standing nearby spoke up. "Hey, watch your mouth. Those two took down a Goblin Guardian and fought off three Lizardman Hunters. We’re only alive thanks to ‘Red Lightning.’"

His voice was laced with anger.

The other adventurers were all glaring at Alumi with similar expressions.

Having soured the mood, Alumi conceded. "My bad. There was this really annoying A-rank a year ago. Guess I got a little prejudiced."

She scratched her head and apologized.

A year ago. She must mean that noble adventurer. I’ve forgotten his name, but wasn’t he a general’s son?

I replied, "Don’t worry about it. Anyone would feel that way after hearing those rumors. There aren’t that many A-rank adventurers, so it can’t be helped."

My tone was dismissive.

Alumi shot back, "Hmph. Still, they’re nothing compared to the person I respect. He’s not A-rank, but he’s strong, has a foul mouth, and is a cheerful, good-natured guy. He’s not in the Empire anymore, though."

She spoke with a hint of pride.

I didn’t ask, but she was probably just trying to change the subject and blow off some steam.

I played along. "Sounds like a good guy. He must be pretty strong, huh?"

Alumi puffed out her chest. "Of course. He’s an axe-wielder, just like me. Built like a gorilla. He’s the man I look up to."

Just then, the archer appeared from behind her. "Big Sis, we should probably get some food, too…"

Alumi nodded. "Oh, right. Well, see ya."

She waved and headed back to her companions.

I turned to Tina. "Hey, Tina? That axe-wielder she mentioned… I’ve got someone in mind."

Tina replied, "We’re on the same page. I was thinking the same thing."

I thought for a moment. "I remember now. A long time ago, when I was drinking with Bardos at a tavern, he told me they used to call him ‘Mad Dog’ in his village. He also mentioned that he hit it off with a woman who also used an axe."

With the puzzle solved, I felt a sense of relief. Tina, however, looked thoughtful.

"So you were trying to figure out where you’d heard about her before? But why didn’t Bardos team up with her?"

I answered her question. "He said being a lone wolf suited him better."

A pathetic answer.

Back in the day, he agreed to team up with me because, and I quote, ‘being with you means I won’t run out of things to fight.’ Were you some kind of edgelord before you came to the Kingdom? I never said it to his face, but people change. I’m not one to judge.

Tina sighed. "In that case, we probably shouldn’t tell her about his current situation. It could get ugly."

She broke into a light sweat.

I was in complete agreement. That guy has a wife and kids in the Kingdom now. I can only imagine what would happen if Alumi found out.

We both sighed.

Just then, a platoon leader approached us. "Excuse me. The General is asking for you. Please come to the commander’s office."

An unexpected summons.

We acknowledged the order and headed for his office.

Inside the commander’s office, the general seemed to be lost in thought. When he saw us, he spoke. "You’re here. Sorry to call you so suddenly, but I need to hear your thoughts. What did you make of this battle?"

I struggled to answer. "Honestly, I don’t know. It’s completely different from any monster hunt I’ve been on before. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but… it feels awkward? I guess?"

Tina picked up where my fumbling answer left off. "I agree. It’s as if they aren’t fighting seriously at all. It feels like they fight for a certain amount of time and then just stop. Are they aiming for something? Or perhaps… are they planning for a long war?"

Meanwhile, on the monster side.

At their main base, the returning monsters were resting, each lost in their own thoughts. Watching over them were the King and Vil.

Vil spoke. "If I may be so bold… why did you have the monsters withdraw? We could have pressed our advantage."

To this question, the King replied, "Vil, my goal is to rule these nations, not to slaughter everyone. I will make the humans understand that there are some battles they can never win, no matter how hard they try. First, we must break their spirits."

He seemed to have reached some sort of epiphany.

Vil bowed. "If that is your will, my King, then I shall obey. However, the kings of the other nations are proving to be quite formidable. The Kingdom, in particular, dealt with our little trick almost immediately. The A-rank adventurers defending the destroyed wall are quite skilled as well."

The King mused, "I see. So they won’t break so easily. In that case, we will simply wage a war of attrition. All the royal capitals are completely surrounded. Even if they manage to bring in supplies, there’s a limit. Eventually, they will run out."

Vil pointed out a flaw in this plan. "That presents a small problem. The Republic is half-surrounded by the sea. If it comes down to it, they can procure supplies by ship."

He hinted at the possibility of them resupplying with seafood.

The King smiled a testing smile. "Vil, you are not so foolish as to have overlooked that. You have already taken measures, have you not?"

Vil chuckled. "Indeed, it is difficult to deceive you, my King. As you suspect, I have already made my move."

He was smiling, though his skeletal face remained unchanged.

And so, the first day of battle came to a close.

For now, both sides were evenly matched, but in the battle of wills, the monsters had the upper hand.

Why? Because they think of nothing. They feel nothing. They simply rampage, eat, and sleep. That is all.

They are utterly free from the anxieties and fears of the future that plague humankind.



		
			Chapter 188

			Reckless

			Night.

We returned to our tent.

Our discussion with the general had yielded nothing new—just status reports and speculation. After that, we stood guard on the front lines, but the monsters never came. And so, everyone returned to their respective posts.

Inside the tent, I called the goblin over. "I have something to ask you. How many monsters were there where you came from?"

To this, the goblin replied with an apologetic look, {I... don't know. They just... appear.}

Tina’s face soured. "This is troubling. If they are multiplying on their own, we should assume their numbers are still growing. This is no time for optimism."

I agreed. The last thing I wanted was to think we’d thinned their numbers this morning only to find out we hadn't made a dent. But it was strange. If that were true, their forces would keep growing while ours dwindled.

They had to know that much from their nighttime scouting, yet they showed no intention of pressing the attack. They just fight in this one spot and then leave. That’s it.

"Tina," I said, "any idea what they’re trying to do?"

It was a sudden question, and she was at a loss. "Honestly, I have no idea. Normally, I can make predictions based on the enemy’s actions, but we have too little information this time. I can’t even begin to speculate."

She was throwing her hands up.

"Well then," I said, "I guess all we can do tomorrow is more of the same. Luckily, for us, the high-rank ones have been showing themselves. If we can take down a few more of them, maybe something will change."

I wasn’t sure if I believed my own words.

It was knowledge from a game—the pattern of clearing a certain number of missions to trigger the enemy’s next move. Of course, reality doesn’t work that way. But it was all we had to go on.

Tina nodded. "It’s true, we don’t have any other options. Let’s get some sleep. We’ll need it for tomorrow."

She yawned and climbed into bed.

This wasn’t like the usual Tina. She must have been truly exhausted. The goblin crawled under its bed, and I got into mine as well.

A moment later, my consciousness faded, and I fell into a deep sleep.

Night.

The Kingdom’s Royal Capital.

Soldiers stood guard at the main gate, their eyes vacant. The relentless fighting that had started in the morning and continued until noon had left them with a weariness too deep even to voice.

One soldier asked, "Sir, why do you think the monsters suddenly retreated?"

An older soldier replied to his tired-faced subordinate, "Who knows. This is a first. It’d be great if they were gone for good, but they’re still camped out over there. This whole situation sucks."

He was so drained he barely had the energy to speak.

In a clearing far from the capital, the monsters had gathered, remaining eerily quiet. Some were sitting, some standing, others pacing. The atmosphere was baffling.

One thing was certain: this was not normal monster behavior.

Just then, a voice came from behind. "Good evening. We’ve brought you a late-night snack."

A maid had arrived with bread and coffee.

The two soldiers accepted it gratefully. Maids dispatched from the castle were currently tending to the soldiers at the front gate and the garrison.

It was a thoughtful gesture from Her Majesty the Queen, and the soldiers were overjoyed. In a place filled with nothing but grimy men, these shining flowers were a true blessing for the eyes. Their help with medical care and even just bringing food was enough to re-energize the men. Such simple creatures, really.

The maid asked, "How are things at the moment?"

The older soldier, his tone now oddly polite, replied, "There’s been no movement at all. It feels like they might not do anything until morning."

The soldier next to him added, his voice more lively than when he was talking to his superior, "That’s right. Even when they move, they don’t leave that area. It’s like they’re following orders. Frankly, it’s creepy."

The two soldiers shot glares at each other. It couldn’t be helped. It’s a man’s instinct to want to look cool in front of a beautiful woman.

The maid who saw this giggled. "*Ufufu*. You two seem to be in high spirits. Please keep up the good work."

At her smiling words, the two soldiers declared in perfect unison, ""You can count on us!!""

Royal Castle. The Chancellor’s Office.

Queen Olivia and Chancellor Alphonse were poring over the situation reports, their heads aching. The battle had started in the morning with a surprise attack that destroyed a section of the castle wall. It would be stranger if they weren’t worried. Repairs on the wall were being rushed, but even at top speed, it would take two or three days. To make matters worse, the fighting from morning to noon had slowed down the work efficiency.

"For now, it seems no other suspicious objects have been found," the Chancellor said. "They’ve thoroughly checked all the usual barrels and crates, but there’s no sign of any more explosives."

The Queen let out a sigh of relief. "I see. Given the scale of that destruction, it’s only natural to assume there might be more. In that case, we can probably assume that was the only one they planted."

"Still, it was a clever idea to dispatch the maids who had free time at the castle," the Chancellor remarked, approving of his sister’s plan. "It boosts the soldiers' morale and allows us to get status reports more smoothly."

"They are already exhausted beyond measure," the Queen explained with a wicked smile. "There's a kind of fatigue that food and sleep can't cure. So, if we give the men a little something pleasing to the eye, their recovery will improve, their lips will loosen, and they’ll give us more polite and detailed reports."

The Chancellor realized once again that he was no match for his sister’s cunning. Just then, there was a knock on the door.

A maid entered. "Pardon the interruption. The Knight Captain wishes to have an audience."

The Queen and Chancellor exchanged glances.

"There is no reason to refuse," the Queen said. "Show him in."

The Chancellor had the same look on his face.

The maid closed the door, and the Knight Captain entered. "Forgive my intrusion at this late hour. Thank you for granting me an audience. I have a request for you, Your Majesty."

His face was earnest. "Go on," the Queen said, her tone regal. "What is your request?"

"Yes! In order to end this conflict, I believe we should charge into the monsters’ encampment!"

At his bold declaration, the Chancellor interjected, "I cannot approve that proposal. Captain, you saw the monsters’ movements yourself. Furthermore, with a being present that can even alter the weather, a rash move would result in catastrophic losses for us."

Despite this explanation, the captain pressed on. "But if we remain on the defensive, I don’t see how the situation will improve! If such a powerful being truly exists, then all the better! We should muster all the Kingdom’s strength and subjugate it!"

His words were filled with passion. However, the Queen countered, "At present, we have not confirmed the existence of such a being among the monsters. Moreover, we have received intelligence that the Republic, the Church, and the Empire are also under attack. The weather has changed in their territories as well. This means the powerful entity is not necessarily here in the Kingdom. Do you have any questions?"

Her expression dared him to object. The captain faltered. "Th-then, what if we defeat the being that commands the monsters here? No matter how many there are, if we take down their leader, surely we can at least stop the damage to the Kingdom?"

His voice had lost some of its conviction. This time, the Chancellor replied, "What you say is reasonable. However, we have yet to confirm a leader. In a normal Monster Uproar, the commander is obvious because it stands out. But this time, there are too many conspicuous monsters to identify a single leader, and we don’t understand their movements. To be blunt, it’s a complete unknown. A reckless charge would only deplete our forces. You understand what would happen after that, don’t you?"

His voice was laced with anger.

Of course, the captain understood. Once their stamina and morale were depleted, they would be trampled. Not just them, but the citizens as well. The captain fell silent.

The Queen, seeing this, said, "Do you understand? Then return to your post. You still have work to do."

At that moment, the door opened.

The captain left without another word.

After he was gone, the Chancellor sighed. "Haaah… I understand his way of thinking, but I wish he would consider the current situation and the future a little more. I suppose it’s cruel to ask that of those fighting on the front lines, though."

It was the same for the Queen. It’s one thing to command from the rear, but to ask those who risk their lives on the front lines to think about the future is nothing short of cruel. They are on the brink of death, not knowing if they will live to see another day.

"Be that as it may, this should make the captain more cautious," the Queen said, though a flicker of unease crossed her face. She quickly brushed it aside. "Now, let’s continue where we left off."

Meanwhile, the Knight Captain stormed down the hallway, his mind consumed by rage. He was furious that his proposal had been rejected. He had feigned understanding, but inwardly, he was seething with dissatisfaction.

"Damn it," he muttered. "I thought if I achieved something great here, I could impress Her Majesty and the Chancellor. What powerful being? What unknown? In the end, they’re just cowards. Well, they were born from that spineless king. No matter what they do, they’ll always be cowards."

He whispered the last part to himself. If anyone heard him, he would be executed for treason. He knew that.

As he walked, an idea began to form. "Wait a minute. If there really is such a powerful monster, and I find and defeat it, won’t that at least get rid of the monsters in the Kingdom? If that happens, the people’s support will rally behind me, and I can oust the incompetent, cowardly royal family! I’m the head of a noble house, too. If I gather enough allies, it’s possible. Yes! I can become the king of this country!"

"So, I’ll use that puffed-up Glad to keep the main gate pinned down. Then, I’ll have the A-rank adventurers clear out the small fry. That will undoubtedly draw out the high-rank, powerful being. After that, I just need to lead the knights in at the right time to finish it off. Yes, that’s it! I need to start gathering my allies at once!"

He broke into a run, his heart soaring with joy, completely unaware of the fool he was about to become.
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			Nations in Distress

			The Republic.

The Royal Capital.

The Throne Room.

The Guild Master and Captain Bradamante stood before King Lustolfo.

"Thank you for your hard work in this battle," Lustolfo began. "I apologize for the immediacy, but how did the fight against the monsters go?"

To this, the Guild Master replied, "Yes, Your Majesty. In battle, they displayed coordinated movements. There are clearly high-rank monsters among them. Several of them, in fact."

"Oh? Several, you say? Do you have evidence for this claim?" Lustolfo asked, his interest piqued.

"We confirmed the presence of a Muay Thai Kong among the monsters at the rear," the Guild Master said. "Two of them, to be precise."

Bradamante added, her expression grim, "I can confirm this as well. It seemed less like they were commanding and more like they were observing. It’s likely that the Muay Thai Kongs are serving as captains."

Lustolfo buried his face in his hands. "Hmph. High-rank monsters as captains… I wish this were some kind of sick joke."

High-rank monsters were not only powerful but also held absolute command over their own kind. They could even command other species if they demonstrated their strength. And such a creature was merely a captain? Not even a commander?

That could only mean one thing: there was a monster even stronger than a Muay Thai Kong.

"Currently, there are many injured among the adventurers, but most are minor wounds," the Guild Master reported. "A few were surrounded by monsters and sustained serious injuries, but their lives are not in danger."

Bradamante followed up. "The Knightly Order and the soldiers also have injuries, but all are minor. However, several were poisoned by Anacondas and will require some time before they can return to the front lines."

During the battle, the Guild Master had led the initial charge. Carried away by the momentum, a few reckless fools had broken formation and charged ahead. They ignored the Guild Master’s orders and attempted a flanking maneuver, only to run headfirst into what could be called the monsters’ second wave.

They fought valiantly but were surrounded and in a desperate situation. A rescue party led by the Guild Master managed to save them, narrowly avoiding any fatalities. The soldiers formed a defensive line to hold off the pursuing monsters, but the attack was fierce, and it was only a matter of time before they were overrun. They were saved by covering fire from the adventurer mages and archers in the rear.

Under Bradamante’s command, the Knightly Order engaged only the monsters that came directly at them. In the midst of the fierce battle, they were caught off guard by Anacondas slithering in. Several knights fell victim to the poison. Fortunately, Bradamante was nearby and annihilated the Anacondas, minimizing the casualties.

This fighting continued past noon when, suddenly, the monsters vanished back into the forest. Had they retreated? A reconnaissance party of soldiers and adventurers was sent to investigate. A short while later, only one heavily injured adventurer returned.

His breath ragged, he gasped, "R-report… The monsters… are encamped… in the forest… The others… were… killed…"

With those final words, he died. It was proof that this battle was far from over.

The soldiers and adventurers immediately formed a defensive line in front of the gate, establishing rotating shifts to be ready for an attack at any time.

After hearing these reports, Lustolfo asked, "I see. So it is not yet over. Guild Master, I would like your assessment. Do we have a chance of victory?"

To this serious question, the Guild Master replied, his teeth clenched in frustration, "It pains me to say this, Your Majesty, but… I do not know. We haven’t seen the being commanding the monsters, and there are reports of Skeletons. This is an unprecedented situation. All I can think to do is devote ourselves to defense."

Bradamante added, "I am of the same opinion."

"I see. My apologies. Forget I asked," Lustolfo said, changing the subject. "By the way, how were the guards dispatched by the nobles? Were they of any use?"

At this, the faces of the two commanders darkened. Lustolfo understood immediately.

The Guild Master spoke frankly. "To be honest, Your Majesty… they were useless."

His face was a picture of exasperation. According to his report, before the battle began, those men had swaggered around, saying things like:

"What’s this? Are there adventurers here too? The capital must be seriously short-staffed."

"Indeed. To think we have to fight alongside such rabble. We could have handled this ourselves."

None of the soldiers, adventurers, or even the knights bothered to argue with these clueless fools. They were conserving their energy. And it was these very men who were the reckless fools mentioned earlier. While one might wish them dead, they were still allies, and a life is a life. Abandoning them would leave a bad taste in one’s mouth.

After the rescue, they had the gall to shout, "What were you doing?! Letting me get injured, you incompetents!"

"Ouch… Indeed! There’s a limit to laziness!"

The rest spouted similar nonsense. They were so annoying that they were given a special sleeping potion. They won’t wake up unless given the antidote.

Lustolfo rubbed his temples. "I’ve caused you trouble. I will inform their masters that their guards were seriously injured and unable to return to the front."

Both commanders bowed deeply. At that moment, all three of them had the same thought: *Why on earth were people like that chosen to represent the guards?*

Incidentally, these guards had received combat training, but only enough to pass the beginner level. During actual guard duty, they left everything to the soldiers they brought from their own domains and "commanded" from the rear—which was really just them slacking off. It would be one thing if it were just one of them, but all the guards sent this time were slackers. What were their masters thinking, sending them as representatives? The most likely explanation was a shallow thought along the lines of, "They have excellent records, so they should be fine."

Saint’s Church.

At the garrison, in a room large enough for twenty people, five figures stood around a table with no chairs. They were the four captains who led the various knightly orders and Pope Altorine.

An elderly captain reported, "The group of Anacondas that infiltrated the warehouse district has been repelled. We managed to drive several of them outside. However, three of our own were poisoned. Their treatment is complete, but it will take time for them to move. We are currently prioritizing the repair of the walls."

"Thank you for your hard work," Altorine said. "Please ensure that those working on the repairs do not overexert themselves."

The captain saluted.

A female knight captain in her thirties spoke next. "A report from the main gate. The monsters have begun to move in unison, but it is only groups of Goblins, Slimes, and Bears. The others have not moved. Casualties among the adventurers are in the dozens, all with minor injuries, and they are still able to fight. The same goes for the knights. Additionally, we have reports of Rock Wolves among the wolves we have confirmed."

At this, a silver-haired captain interjected, "Rock Wolves? Those high-rank monsters? But they are native to the Empire. Could it be a mistake?"

Everyone except Altorine and the female knight captain nodded in agreement. Why would a high-rank monster from the Empire be here? If it had come in search of food, the border guards would have reported it.

The female knight insisted, her voice a little uncertain, "B-but, I am certain it was a Rock Wolf. I confirmed it with the monster list that was circulated at the Adventurer's Guild…"

Altorine cut in. "This entire situation is abnormal. There is no point in applying common sense to it now. We must always assume the worst. Otherwise, we will be annihilated."

At the Pope’s declaration, all the captains present bowed their heads. This gesture alone was a testament to the respect Altorine commanded.

The elderly captain asked, "Then, Your Holiness… is it possible there are other high-rank monsters?"

To the question he didn’t want to ask, Altorine replied, "We should assume there are. What we must do is prevent any further intrusion into the city. We must hold out until the monsters have completely withdrawn."

Her face was grim.

The captains looked as if they wanted to say something, but they remained silent. They could not think of a better plan than Altorine’s, and even if they managed to defeat all the high-rank monsters, they had a feeling it still wouldn’t be over.

Empire.

The Royal Capital.

The Throne Room.

Emperor Yorune was receiving a report from Captain Magnes of the Knightly Order.

"So, to summarize," Yorune said, "casualties among the adventurers, soldiers, and knights are minor. No other significant incidents have occurred. The attacking monsters were only groups of Goblins and Wolves, and the few high-rank Great Ogres at the rear were merely observing."

It was a puzzling report.

Magnes felt the same way. The lack of damage was too suspicious. He could feel someone’s intent behind it.

"With all due respect, Your Majesty," Magnes said, "I find the Guild Master suspicious."

"I share your opinion on that matter," Yorune replied, his face weary. "However, we have no proof. We can only wait for him to slip up."

Honestly, the matter of the Guild Master was trivial. He could be dealt with at any time. Right now, they had to deal with the monsters and wait for good news from the border.

"Do not worry, Your Majesty," Magnes said, smiling with pride. "My father will see it through. After all, he is the one who defeated that giant monster."

Yorune could only offer a wry smile. The truth of that day was a secret known only to those involved. He had to keep it hidden, even from his own son.

"You are right," Yorune said, looking at the moon shining through the window. "The general, along with the people at the base, will surely overcome this situation."

He had a feeling that the general, and especially those two, would manage somehow.
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			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords, Part Six

			And so, the first day of battle came to a close.

But it was not over. The war against the monsters was far from finished.

And there were others watching.

On the side of the Seven Demon Lords.

Atop the highest mountain on the continent—a demonic peak so treacherous that no human was said to have ever reached its summit.

There, seven monsters had gathered.

Bamhal the Dragon King spoke. "What are your thoughts on this battle, my friends?"

To this, Redorza the Sage replied, "To be frank, I find this whole affair to be utterly foolish."

It was a sentiment shared by all present.

While these beings were known to do as they pleased, there was one absolute rule they all followed: Do not destroy a nation.

It was fine to meddle with individual humans. It was a good way to pass the time. But to attack an entire country was forbidden.

Bamhal, in particular, was the mediator. It had been his duty since ancient times to maintain the balance of the world. He sometimes acted out of boredom, but for the most part, he remained neutral. He had established the Seven Demon Lords precisely because he needed opinions from others to maintain that balance.

Lates the Thousand Poisons mused, "But why would he do such a thing? What does he hope to gain by destroying the humans?"

Daios the Sea General answered, "We cannot say he has no plan. He commands an army of that size. He cannot be incompetent."

Rumby the Fateweaver whined, "Then what does he want to dooo? I don’t get it at all."

Sidoor the Sword Demon offered a theory. "Perhaps he intends to rule them? Kill the kings who lead the humans and take control of humanity himself."

Redorza considered this. "As a theory, it is not without merit. If he intended to wipe out humanity, it would be strange to attack only the royal capitals."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

Harynair the Corruptor, who had been silent until now, spoke up. "So? What are we going to do, Dragon King?"

Her question was uncharacteristically serious. Bamhal replied, "Let us observe for a little longer. The humans seem to be fighting back valiantly. And that otherworlder appears to be fighting on the border as well."

Rumby’s eyes lit up. "Ooh! That human, huh? Hey, what if we gave him a little helpful nudge?"

Harynair purred, "Now that sounds interesting. If I gave him a little push with my power, wouldn’t that be fun?"

Lates, seeing Harynair revert to her usual demeanor, added, "It does sound amusing. What do you say, Lord Dragon King?"

Bamhal’s response was firm. "Denied. A year ago, we made contact with a human and lent him our power with the understanding that we would dispose of him afterward. But lending power to an otherworlder is out of the question. Even though he knows of our existence, we must not allow him to feel any goodwill from us. The relationship between monsters and humans must not be changed."

At his words, everyone fell silent.

In this world, monsters and humans were irreconcilable. It was hunt or be hunted.

To break that rule was something the world itself would not permit.

Redorza spoke. "Then what shall we do? Shall we simply watch as the otherworlder defeats the root of this evil? Even if he succeeds, I doubt the other nations will emerge unscathed."

To this, Bamhal replied, "If that time comes, we will deal with it. And if he fails…"

He did not need to finish the sentence. The atmosphere in the room made his meaning clear.
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			A Strange Morning

			The next morning.

I woke up as usual and ate breakfast. My gear was in order, and I felt great. No complaints.

"Alright!" I said. "How about you, Tina? How are you feeling?"

Tina stretched a little. "No problems here. Same as always."

With our preparations complete, we headed for the main gate. The other adventurers were already gathered there.

Some still looked tired, while others were oddly energetic.

One of the energetic ones boasted, "Alright, I’m in top form today. I can fight to my heart’s content. It’s all thanks to that damn leader not being around."

He mumbled the last part.

An adventurer next to him added, "I know how you feel. Fighting under his command, you’d run out of lives in no time. But we couldn’t defy him or quit. Well, now that he’s dead, my debt to him is a moot point."

He let out a small laugh as he whispered the last part.

The adventurer who had been listening silently extended his right hand. The other man understood and shook it. I guess they had something in common, a shared experience.

Tina commented, "Well, everyone has a problem or two. Let’s not worry about it and just go."

I felt the same. Other people’s problems were for them to solve. Sticking my nose in would only cause more trouble.

Just then, a voice called out from behind us. "Well, well? The A-rank masters are here early. So diligent of you."

It was Alumi, approaching with her usual sarcasm. Her three party members were with her.

Tina replied calmly, "Of course. We are here on a job. Being late is not an option."

Alumi sneered. "Hah. The elites are so serious."

She shot a nasty look our way and walked past. As always, Mimi followed her, agreeing with her leader’s combative tone.

Loose came up to us from behind. "I’m sorry. Our leader is just frustrated because she didn’t get a satisfying fight yesterday. Please think of it as just idle talk."

She bowed her head. Dord did the same.

"Don’t worry about it," I said. "But you two are surprisingly polite. You weren’t like this a year ago when you were with that other guy."

As I tilted my head in confusion, Loose explained, "She was the only one who would take us in. After we left him a year ago, we applied to several parties, but no one would hire us. It makes sense. We were with that shady noble, after all. It’s only natural they’d be wary of us."

"When we were at a loss, she was the one who reached out. We knew her reputation, but she just said, ‘I don’t give a damn about that. I say you’re good,’ and extended her hand. We were so happy. That’s why we plan to support her so her reputation doesn’t get any worse. Now, if you’ll excuse us."

She bowed and walked away.

To think people can change so much depending on who they meet. It’s a good thing.

In that case, I have to protect this life. These mundane moments of happiness are the real treasures.

"I’m feeling motivated now," I said. "Shall we go, Tina?"

Tina grinned. "We’re on the same page. I was thinking the same thing."

Even if a colleague is sarcastic, if they’re a good person, it doesn’t matter. A sharp tongue but a good heart, as they say.

The gates to the main front opened, and the adventurers stepped outside. The area was filled with fences, catapults, and Edgesons. There were no monsters in sight.

I activated `Detection` just in case, but there was no enemy reaction within a fifty-meter radius. Were they not here yet?

Tina observed, "Are there any enemies? I was about to ask, but from the look on your face, it seems not."

She had read my expression.

"That’s right," I said. "Nothing at all. Did they oversleep?"

I tried to make a joke, hoping it meant we had some breathing room.

Just then, the platoon leader arrived. "Shinsuke-dono! Where are the monsters?"

"There’s no sign of them. They’re not invisible, either. They’re just not here."

"I’ll report to the general at once. You two, please remain on standby."

The platoon leader rushed back into the base.

An adventurer who didn’t seem to grasp the situation said, "Maybe they’re hiding like yesterday. Let’s throw some rocks to scout them out."

He and his party grabbed a handful of stones and moved forward. Other adventurers followed suit.

Tina tried to stop them. "Wait. There are no monsters in this area. You shouldn’t waste your energy."

A female mage replied, "But they might have learned from yesterday and come up with a countermeasure. Please leave this to us."

They ignored her and proceeded.

"Are they just trying to claim the glory?" I wondered aloud.

"I don’t think so," Tina said, her expression complicated. "Their eyes are completely serious. I don’t sense any ulterior motives. They probably feel indebted to us for yesterday’s battle and want to repay the favor, even just a little."

If that was their reason, we couldn’t really stop them.

In the commander’s office, the general received the platoon leader’s report. "Good work. Continue to maintain your guard at the main gate."

The platoon leader saluted and left.

Chevre, who was standing next to the general, asked, "Do you think they are planning something?"

"It’s the only explanation," the general replied. "We’ve received similar reports from the other posts. But for now, we have no way of knowing what it is. All we can do is stay vigilant. Chevre, I want you to make regular rounds to each post and check for any abnormalities. I will report to Her Majesty."

Chevre saluted and left the room.

Alone, the general picked up the wireless transceiver.

In the Empire’s throne room, Emperor Yorune was listening to the general’s report.

"Understood," the Emperor said. "I’m leaving things in your hands. Contact me immediately if anything happens."

He ended the transmission and summoned a knight. "Go to the main gate at once and confirm the situation. Then, tell Captain Magnes to send a messenger immediately if anything changes."

The knight saluted and headed out.

At the main gate, Captain Magnes was perplexed. The monsters that had been visible from a distance had vanished the moment the sun rose.

A knight next to him asked, "Do you think they ran away?"

"I wish that were the case," Magnes replied to the optimistic comment. "But for now, stay on high alert. Do not leave this post for the entire day."

The knight saluted.

Seeing that the monsters were gone, the other knights, soldiers, and adventurers seemed to relax, some even lounging around. There were even a few who were celebrating, declaring a complete victory.

Magnes thought to himself, *You fools, celebrating too soon. To be happy in a situation like this… Are you insane?*

He clicked his tongue internally. He would only be convinced of victory when he saw a mountain of monster corpses or watched them flee with his own eyes. This sudden disappearance was just creepy.

Just then, a knight from the castle guard arrived. "I have come to receive a situation report on behalf of His Majesty the Emperor."

He saluted and explained his purpose. Magnes gave him a detailed account of what had happened at the main gate.

"Understood," the knight said. "His Majesty has ordered that a messenger be sent immediately if anything happens. Captain, is the battle over?"

Magnes could only offer a troubled look in response to the personal question. "I wish it were."

The knight seemed to understand and returned to the castle without another word.

Magnes roared, "All of you! Do not let your guard down! Stay alert for the entire day!"

At his command, the knights and soldiers saluted. As the various squads went about their duties, an adventurer approached him. "Captain? Don’t be so tense. Let’s have a drink together, shall we?"

He was already drinking.

Magnes looked at him with disgust. "Fine. If you want to drink, then drink."

He turned and walked away. At his words, the C-rank adventurers immediately started drinking. However, a few adventurers, D-rankers with little experience, did not join them and instead helped the soldiers. They saw this as an opportunity to gain some experience.

Magnes thought, *It seems not all adventurers are idiots. Still, I need to rethink our strategy with this fighting force.*

He began to rework his plans.

These events were not unique to the Empire. The same was happening in every nation. In the Kingdom, the monsters that had been there all day vanished at sunrise. In the Republic and the Church, they simply did not emerge from the forest.

Some celebrated victory, while others remained vigilant. The ratio was three to seven in the Kingdom and the Republic. In the Church, it was zero to ten. The people of the Church revered Altorine, and they moved as one at her command.

At the border, the sun reached its zenith. The morning passed without incident. The soldiers stood watch, the knights made their regular reports, and the adventurers played games inside the base. Those with duties, of course, did not slack off.

Amidst all this, Tina and I were outside the main gate, in the desolate field.

I stood with my arms crossed, thinking. Tina asked, "What is it? Are you lost in thought?"

"No, it’s just… this pattern. I feel like I’ve seen it or know it from somewhere."

They weren’t showing up as usual. Where had I seen a situation like this before?

Tina replied, "I wouldn’t know. It’s from your world, Shinsuke. Maybe it was in a manga?"

"A manga… Yeah, that’s possible. It’s just so similar to something I’ve seen before… hmm…"

As I was thinking, a voice came from next to me. "Well, well? The A-rank masters are so serious, even at a time like this."

It was Alumi and her party, who had casually strolled up to us.

Tina asked, "What is it? Is it alright for you to leave your post?"

Alumi scoffed. "Hah. The monsters aren’t coming anymore. I’m free to go wherever I want."

Mimi beamed at the laughing Alumi. "That’s right, Big Sis. The monsters must have given up in the face of your power. As expected of you."

At her words, something clicked in my mind. "Given up? Make us think that to throw us off guard… No way."

Just as the thought crossed my mind, a black mist began to spread out about two hundred meters in front of us. And from within it, an army of monsters appeared all at once.
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			The Shaken Battlefield

			A massive army of monsters emerged from the black mist.

Alumi, seeing this, cried out, "Wh-what the hell?! They just appeared out of nowhere!"

She was utterly shocked. Her three companions were just as stunned.

Loose exclaimed, "Dord?! Is there a spell that can do that?!"

Dord shook her head. "I-I don’t know. To appear from a mist like that… I’ve never heard of anything like it."

As the four of them stood there, bewildered, Tina barked out orders. "Get ready to engage! You four, don’t return to your posts—fight here! You, soldier! Get back to the base immediately and report this!"

The soldier saluted and sprinted back into the base.

Alumi grumbled, "*Tch*. I’ve got a few things I’d like to say, but I guess that’s the best plan for now. Alright, you lot! Let’s show them what we’ve got!"

She charged toward the defensive line.

I thought to myself, *Her commands are spot on. I’m impressed. I can’t let myself be outdone.*

I drew my sword and ran forward.

My hammer was back in the base. There was no time to go back for it.

Tina muttered behind me, "Impressed… Shinsuke, really, at a time like this…"

She was blushing and fidgeting, but she quickly composed herself and followed me.

As I ran, I thought, *They’re not using their usual tactics. They’re trying something different to make us let our guard down. This is just like that manga.*

I recalled a scene where a group of pursuers and their targets were playing a game of tag. When the pursuers suddenly stopped coming, the leader of the pursued group guessed that it was a ploy to make them lower their guard and throw them into confusion. And he was right—the pursuers had indeed returned.

This was just like that. The monsters didn’t show up at the expected time, making us think they had given up, only to launch a surprise attack. A nasty trick.

By the time I reached the front line, Alumi and her party were already fighting fiercely. She scattered the approaching Goblins with her axe, while Mimi picked off those who tried to slip through the gaps with her bow. Loose’s staff weaved through the air like a serpent, and Dord provided support from the rear with her magic.

Their party coordination was flawless. I hadn’t seen teamwork this good since the days of ‘Beautiful Sword.’

"A good party," I murmured. "In that case, I’ll take on a different section so as not to get in their way."

I turned my attention to a group of Lizardmen. Tina caught up to me, and we engaged them together.

Kingdom.

Noon.

A celebratory mood had taken hold. The adventurers were lounging around, some sleeping, others playing board games, with zero intention of working. The soldiers at the gate were standing guard, but they made no effort to hide their yawns.

They still hadn’t recovered from their fatigue.

At the temporary command post, the knights asked Glad, "Glad-san, is the battle over?"

Glad replied, his face filled with unease, "I’d like to think so, but the monsters vanished without a trace. We didn’t see them retreat. We should remain on guard."

Just then, a voice sneered from the side. "My, my. For the great Captain Glad, you seem rather timid."

It was the ambitious Knight Captain, approaching with several other knights in tow. All of them were of noble birth, their skills proven. They had, of course, fought in real battles and survived.

Glad retorted, "I’m fine with being timid. I’m just doing my best to survive."

The knights around him had similar expressions. To fight with honor and die—that was the ultimate wish of a knight. There was nothing wrong with that belief. But there were also those among them who didn’t want to die, who wanted to live. They had been taught that this was shameful, but they were still afraid.

To them, Glad said, "What’s wrong with feeling that way? It’s natural not to want to die. I got this shield with that thought in mind. To protect others, of course, but also to protect myself."

He gazed at his shield.

His words, rather than being met with laughter, resonated with the knights. A former A-rank adventurer, a veteran who had survived countless life-or-death situations, was showing his vulnerability, without any pretense. Some of them were captivated by this display. All the knights had the same thought: *We will follow this man*. That was why they had been refusing the Knight Captain’s invitations.

The captain scoffed. "Hmph. Fine. Even if a battle does start, rest assured. My elite troops will make short work of them."

He laughed and walked away with his entourage.

Glad mused, "He’s changed. He had an audience with Her Majesty last night, didn’t he? I wonder if something didn’t go his way."

He had seen enough of his type to be sick of them. He was probably trying to rack up achievements to become a captain. Glad would have gladly given him the position. To him, titles were just a heavy responsibility and a source of exhaustion.

Just then, he noticed the sky was growing strangely dark.

"Everyone, on alert!" Glad ordered. "Deploy adventurers to the wall repair site!"

The knights saluted at his swift command.

He had a bad feeling. A feeling that proved to be correct.

A black mist appeared near the capital’s main gate and the damaged sections of the wall on either side. And from within it, monsters emerged all at once and began their advance.

A soldier screamed, "Th-this is bad! The monsters have suddenly appeared and are attacking!"

At his cry, the celebrating adventurers scrambled to grab their weapons and rush to their posts.

"Wh-what the hell?! I thought it was over!"

"Damn it! I haven’t even eaten yet!"

"Take your complaints to the monsters! What the hell is wrong with them?!"

Curses flew through the air.

The Knight Captain grinned. "*Fufu*. So you’ve come. Are you all ready?"

The knights beside him nodded, their faces beaming.

"Alright," the Knight Captain declared. "The operation begins now! We will advance on what we believe to be the monsters’ base, scatter them, and strike the head of the beast! Let’s go!"

With that command, he spurred his horse forward. The other knights followed suit.

The Knight Captain’s eyes were clouded. He didn’t know why the monsters had appeared, but it was now certain that a powerful being was among them. But no matter how strong it was, it was still a monster. It was no match for humans, who excelled in wisdom and cooperation. They would strike the monster’s head with overwhelming numbers.

It would be cowardly in a fight between humans, but against a monster, it was fine. After all, their bodies were stronger than humans. No one would complain if they ganged up on it. They even had anti-monster tools with them.

Victory was as good as theirs.

He would defeat the great monster, return triumphantly with its head in hand, and be met with the cheers of the people. The timid Queen would shower him with rewards. And with that momentum, he would declare himself the one truly fit to be king and seize the throne.

His mind filled with such fantasies, he rode toward the monsters.

Republic.

Royal Capital.

Morning turned to afternoon, but the monsters still did not emerge from the forest.

Bradamante asked, "Guild Master, what is the situation?"

"No change so far," the Guild Master replied. "We have not conducted any reconnaissance, as investigating the forest could lead to a loss of strength."

Bradamante considered this. "A good decision. Sending them in blindly would not be wise. Please continue to maintain your guard."

The Guild Master nodded.

Unlike in the Kingdom and the Empire, few adventurers here were relaxing. As long as there were monsters in the forest, an attack could come at any time. Only the novice adventurers felt that the battle was over. Meanwhile, the knights were fully equipped and ready to deploy at a moment’s notice, while the soldiers were checking for shortages in supplies. As food was running low, they had asked adventurers and fishermen to catch fish at a fishing spot near the capital.

Everyone was praying for a peaceful day. But that peace was about to be shattered.

The sky began to darken, and the Guild Master and Bradamante went on alert. Then, an army of monsters emerged from the forest.

"So it’s not over after all," the Guild Master growled. "Everyone! Prepare to engage! Do not let a single one through!"

At his command, the adventurers raised their weapons.

Bradamante ordered, "All units! Keep the enemy at a distance! Defensive formation, ready to react at any time!"

The knights and soldiers advanced as one, forming a line about halfway between the capital and the monsters. Their movements were much swifter than yesterday.

As the Goblins charged, Bradamante shouted, "You shall not pass! Swirl Lance!"

Water gushed from the tip of her trident, forming a vortex that shot forward in a straight line. The Goblins it hit were torn to shreds, and even those who weren’t were sent flying two meters by the aftershock.

The Guild Master muttered, "As expected of Captain Bradamante. To think she would use a different tactic from yesterday to keep them in check. We can’t lose to them either. We must provide support so they can fight to their fullest."

Just then, an adventurer came running from the rear. "Hah… hah… Guild Master! Th-this is bad! Falcons and eagles are swarming the beach, attacking the adventurers and fishermen!"

The Guild Master was shocked. Why now? Why had carnivorous bird-type monsters appeared at this moment?

"*Tch*! Immediately engage with long-range weapons! Some mages, provide attack support! That place is a crucial food supply! Use all your strength, but don’t be reckless!"

He gave a nearly impossible order. The archers and mages headed out, their faces grim. The Guild Master knew he was asking the impossible. But given their current food situation, they could not afford to let the monsters take control of the fishing grounds. And with the bird-type monsters present, fishing by boat was far too dangerous.

"A war of attrition is not in our favor," the Guild Master muttered, a cold sweat breaking out on his brow. "We must avoid an internal collapse at all costs."

He rushed to support the knights.
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			The Shaken Battlefield, Part Two

			Church.

Afternoon.

The security here was stricter than anywhere else. It had to be.

The country was surrounded by forest. No matter how much they cleared the trees for a better line of sight, they couldn't see what was far away.

Altorine, on standby at the garrison, asked, "What is the situation in each area?"

A knight captain reported, "No abnormalities at present. We have not confirmed the presence of any monsters, but we believe the possibility that they are still here remains."

Altorine turned to another captain. "How are the citizens?"

The captain replied with a pained expression, "There have been no public disturbances. However, due to the order to refrain from going outside during the attack, there is a palpable sense of anxiety among them."

"Have those who are free distribute food rations," Altorine ordered. "While our own situation is important, we must avoid a public uprising at all costs."

The knight captain saluted and left.

Before she could give her next order, another knight appeared. "Reporting, Your Holiness. The Guild Master is shouting, ‘I’m going out too!’ and protesting. The adventurers are trying to persuade him, but he won’t listen. I apologize for the trouble, but we must ask for your assistance…"

To the knight’s grim face, Altorine replied, "Understood. I will go and try to persuade him later. *Fufu*, he never changes, does he?"

She let out a wry smile.

Just then, a knight rushed in. "Hah… hah… Reporting! The monsters have begun their advance!"

"What is the situation?" Altorine asked calmly.

"Yes, Your Holiness. The same types as yesterday are attacking. Also, we have confirmed the presence of multiple Rock Wolves."

"I see. So they were there after all," Altorine said, her face hardening. "There is a possibility of other high-rank monsters. Proceed with caution."

The knight saluted and departed.

Altorine asked, "What about the wall repairs?"

The knight captain next to her replied, "They are already complete, Your Holiness. The warehouse district has been secured. However, as there may still be remaining Anacondas, we have sealed it off completely since last night and are conducting a search."

"A sound decision. Thank you for your hard work. You will take command of the warehouse district."

The knight captain saluted and ran off.

Altorine turned to the female knight at her side. "You will go to the main gate and command the others. I will join you as soon as I’ve dealt with the Guild Master."

The female knight saluted and ran off.

Altorine murmured to herself, "Now then, to persuade that man… No, perhaps I’ll just knock him out."

With those dangerous words, she broke into a run.

Empire.

Royal Capital.

Here, the tragedy was the greatest, and yet the damage was the least.

As morning turned to afternoon, the clear sky became overcast.

Seeing this, Magnes shouted, "This is not good! Tell the soldiers to increase the number of guards at the gate!"

Almost as soon as he gave the order, a soldier rushed up to him. "C-Captain! M-monsters have suddenly appeared!"

"Suddenly?! Report in detail!"

The soldier caught his breath. "Yes, sir! While I was on guard duty at the gate, a black mist suddenly appeared at the location where the monsters had been. A large number of monsters then emerged from it."

A knight next to Magnes scoffed. "From a black mist? Appeared? What are you talking about? I’ve never heard of such a spell or skill. Are you lying?"

The soldier, intimidated, stammered, "B-but, that’s the only way I can describe it…"

He was sweating profusely, insisting he wasn't lying.

Magnes cut in. "That’s enough. Lie or truth, the fact remains that the monsters have appeared. Is that not so?"

"Yes, sir! That is correct!" the soldier replied firmly.

"Prepare to engage and defend at once! Deploy in the same formation as yesterday! Depending on the enemy’s movements, we will counterattack!"

At his command, the knights let out a roar.

Magnes turned to a nearby adventurer. "You there! Go tell those drunk fools that it’s time to work!"

Even if they were idiots, they were short on manpower. They needed every hand they could get.

The adventurer replied, "Th-that is… My seniors passed out after drinking and they’re not responding. I tried to wake them up just now, but…"

Magnes clasped his head. "Then throw water on them and beat them awake! We don’t have a second to waste!"

The adventurer, terrified, nodded and ran off.

Magnes put the exchange out of his mind for the moment. "So? What about the types of monsters?"

A knight saluted. "Yes, sir! As far as we can tell, they are the same types as yesterday. However, they do not appear to have decreased in number."

"Don’t look so grim," Magnes said to the dejected knight. "They’ve been reinforced, that’s all. The question is how we overcome this situation. How many can we deploy?"

"Compared to yesterday, about twenty are unable to fight. Their wounds are healing slowly, and the doctors have judged it too dangerous to send them to the front lines. The Edgesons are still operational, but their ammunition is low. The Dwarves are making more, but we won't be resupplied immediately."

Even Magnes was shaken by this news. The Edgeson unit had been instrumental in fending off the attack yesterday. Without ammunition, they were nothing more than walls, and it was only a matter of time before they were breached.

"Line up the Edgeson unit in front of the main gate and have them concentrate their fire only on the monsters that get close. Tell them not to waste a single shot," Magnes ordered. "The Knightly Order, the soldiers, and the adventurers will hold the front defensive line. I will take command on the front lines myself."

A middle-aged knight captain objected. "With all due respect, I cannot approve of you taking command yourself, Captain. If something were to happen to you, the chain of command would be thrown into chaos. We already have enough trouble with the disobedient adventurers. Please, reconsider."

As Magnes was considering the validity of his point, the young adventurer from before came running back.

"S-sorry! We threw water on them just now, but… my seniors won’t wake up at all!"

The middle-aged captain exploded. "Wh-what?! Did they drink that much?! Those idiots!"

The other captains had similar expressions. The young adventurer, not knowing what to do, looked down.

Magnes roared, "Stop it! What good does it do to yell at an inexperienced adventurer like that?! Right now, we should only be thinking about how to cover our lack of numbers!"

The captains fell silent at his outburst.

Magnes turned to the adventurer. "I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. Return to your post."

The adventurer, his eyes welling with tears, bowed and left.

The captains were impressed by their commander’s kindness but at the same time, felt a deep sense of disappointment in the other adventurers. It was natural. To drink before victory was even declared was unforgivable. Their reputation had plummeted.

But Magnes saw things differently.

It was strange that they wouldn’t wake up just from drinking. Had someone drugged them? But the only ones who would benefit from such a thing were the monsters. And of course, the monsters had not been allowed to infiltrate, let alone have the opportunity to do such a thing.

Magnes thought, *Then it’s highly likely an inside job. The only one who fits the bill is him. What is he thinking?*

He gritted his teeth in frustration.

And so, the battles began in each nation.

Meanwhile, at the border.

Alumi’s ‘Mad Dog’ was fighting fiercely. They had no trouble with the Goblins alone, but then Lizardmen launched a surprise attack from the monsters' rear. The coordination between the Goblins and Lizardmen was remarkable.

The Lizardmen drew their attention with a frontal assault, while the Goblins went for their vital points. The timing was perfect. When they tried to provide support with magic or arrows, the Goblins blocked the attacks with their shields.

This flawless group tactic put Alumi and her party at a severe disadvantage.

And as for Shinsuke and Tina, they were struggling against ten Lizardmen and two Lizardman Hunters.
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			The Reversal

			The battle against the two Lizardman Hunters and their troops was not going well.

"This is bad," I said, a cold sweat breaking out on my skin. "We can’t deal with their coordination."

Tina agreed. "I know. Individually, they’re no problem, but there are too many of them, and their teamwork is impeccable. To be honest, we’re in a pinch."

Initially, we had held our own against multiple Lizardmen. But the arrival of the Lizardman Hunters had turned the tables. Under their command, the Lizardmen were perfectly organized. Shield-bearers blocked our attacks, while others struck with their swords.

It was a disciplined movement, with each one having a specific role. It was tough. When you have to handle both offense and defense on your own, you inevitably leave openings. We had always exploited that. But with one dedicated to attacking and another to defending, there were no openings to be found.

"We should take out the Lizardman Hunters first," I said, clicking my tongue, "but we don’t have the time."

Just dealing with one high-rank monster takes time. It’s not like the others would just stand by and watch. That kind of thing only happens in anime and manga. Reality doesn’t work that way. Attack whenever there’s an opening—that’s the rule of the battlefield.

"I’ll try to separate them somehow," Tina proposed. "You take out the Lizardman Hunters in the meantime."

"That’s not going to work," I countered grimly. "They won’t give us time to cast any spells."

A moment ago, I had tried to wipe them out with fire magic. As I was gathering my power, three Lizardmen had charged me all at once. I had barely managed to fend them off. Tina had been busy with another Lizardman at the time and hadn’t seen it.

"Then I’ll be the decoy," she insisted. "You use your magic while I have their attention."

"Isn’t that my role?" I shot back, a strange sense of rivalry bubbling up. "This is my big moment to look cool."

Tina looked at me, slightly exasperated. "This is no time for that. Besides, you’ve already had plenty of moments to look cool."

So this is what it’s like… to be completely unaware of it yourself.

"But your ice would be better," I argued. "You could skewer them."

"Your fire would be more effective!" Tina retorted, her voice rising slightly.

Before I could say anything else, six Lizardmen charged us. We dodged instantly, splitting up to the left and right. I took on three, and Tina took on three. We were divided.

"This wasn’t the time to be arguing," I muttered. "This is the worst."

As long as we were together, the enemy had been cautious. But now that we were separated, they attacked with renewed vigor. Two sword-wielding Lizardmen came at me.

I dodged one’s horizontal swing, but the second one’s overhead strike came without a moment’s delay. I parried it with my sword, and as I was about to counterattack, the first one’s diagonal slash came at me. I had no choice but to retreat.

Seeing that the two of them were slightly off balance, I tried to close the distance, but a third Lizardman with a shield appeared out of nowhere and blocked my path. I unleashed a horizontal swing of my own, but it only left a small scratch on the shield.

My sword is made of Orichalcum. Even in its normal state, it can cut through iron like tofu. There was only one reason it didn’t cut through: the user’s skill was superior. He had timed his parry perfectly, deflecting my attack with minimal movement.

The previous sword-and-shield Lizardmen didn’t have that level of skill. But this one, with its dedicated role, felt much stronger. The two sword-wielders were the same—their movements and sword lines were sharper.

Tina was facing a similar assault from two others. She parried a left diagonal slash, but as she was about to counterattack, a thrust came from her side. She quickly blocked it with her sword and sidestepped to the left, like a shuttle run. If she had stayed put, she would have been hit by the first one’s attack. As she regained her footing, the two Lizardmen took up a thrusting stance and slowly separated to her left and right.

"This is not good…" Tina muttered, beads of sweat forming on her brow. The two of them had no openings, and if she tried to force an attack, the third one with the shield would block it. He was already watching her, shield at the ready.

Meanwhile, Alumi and her party were being pushed back by the Goblins and Lizardmen.

Shinsuke and his party were in a desperate situation. The Lizardman Hunters were certain of their victory.

Just then…

"""OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOHHH!!!"""

A roar that shook the very earth erupted.

Everyone on the battlefield turned to look.

Adventurers and soldiers were charging toward them.

"Charge!"

"Save them!"

"We won’t let them have their way anymore!"

The adventurers shouted as they ran.

The monsters, regaining their composure, turned to meet the new threat. Alumi and her party took advantage of the opening to retreat. A separate group of soldiers headed toward us. The Lizardmen hesitated, unsure whether to switch targets. I seized the opportunity and immediately broke away, heading toward Tina. The three Lizardmen with her were still stationary.

As I ran, I channeled my magic.

"Cheeeeeeeeeeest!"

With a horizontal swing, I bisected one of the sword-wielding Lizardmen.

Seeing the other Lizardman’s surprise, Tina shouted, "An opening!"

With a right diagonal slash, she cut it in two. The two Lizardmen were dead. We then stabbed the remaining shield-bearer from both sides.

A reversal upon a reversal.

"We managed to survive," I said, breathing a sigh of relief. "Guess it pays to be kind to people, no matter what."

Honestly, half the reason I help people is just on impulse. The other half is with the expectation that if I’m ever in trouble, they’ll return the favor. It’s a bit of a selfish way of thinking, but in a world where you can die at any moment, I like to have some insurance. I’ve never helped people like this back on Earth. Why? Because it only brings you trouble.

For example, if you help an old person who has fallen and dropped their belongings, it’s not uncommon to be accused of trying to steal from them. Knowing this, no one helps unless it’s a life-threatening situation. Your own life could be ruined. It’s only in this world that you can help people without anyone complaining. They just express their gratitude.

Tina smiled. "*Heh*. If you had said that to the me from before I went to Earth, I would have wondered what you were talking about. But now, I understand how you feel."

It was as if she could see right through me.

"Alright, that’s enough talk," I said. "They’ve turned their attention to us."

I was looking at the two Lizardman Hunters. They had compared us to the newly arrived adventurers and judged us to be the greater threat.

Tina readied her stance. "Convenient. We’re about the only ones who can take on two high-rank opponents."

I did the same. The two Lizardman Hunters also raised their sword and spear. We watched each other, slowly circling apart. Tina took on the spear-wielder, and I took on the swordsman.

We were now at a distance where we could fight to our fullest. The four of us stood in silence.

Then, we charged at the same time.

Alumi and her party had been saved by the arriving adventurers.

A soldier said, "I’m glad you’re safe. Leave this to us. Please fall back."

To this, Alumi replied, "N-no way. I can still fight."

Her ragged breath told the whole story, but she tried to put on a brave face. Dord said, "Leader, it’s no use. Loose’s right arm is badly injured, and she can’t swing her weapon. Mimi’s leg is hurt. And I’m out of magic."

She calmly reported the party’s condition.

Alumi looked at her three companions. Loose was clutching her injured arm, her face contorted in pain. Mimi was trying to act cheerful, but it was clear she was forcing it. Dord had no visible injuries, but she was sitting on the ground, with no energy to stand up. Alumi herself had cuts all over her body, with particularly serious wounds on her left arm and right side.

"Alright," Alumi said. "I’ll retreat. But… can you help me carry these three? I can’t do it alone."

She was asking for help.

"Leave it to us," the soldier said. He and another soldier helped carry the three injured members back to the base.
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			Battle Against the Lizardman Hunter

			Our battle against the two Lizardman Hunters began.

Tina was on high alert.

*At first glance, it looks like a small Lizardman, but its leg strength and charging power are superior to the regular kind. I can't look away for even a second.*

The two sides stared each other down. It was the monster that made the first move.

Tina dodged the spear wielder's thrust to the right. Just as she was about to counter, her opponent spun halfway around, swinging the butt of its spear at her. Tina quickly blocked it with her sword, but the force sent her flying back slightly.

The spear wielder pressed its advantage, charging the fallen Tina.

"Air Accelerate!" Tina cried.

A blast of wind erupted from both her feet, launching her backward like a rocket.

"That was close," Tina said, thanking her lucky stars as she got back up. "I was saved by an idea from Earth."

She had remembered a scene from a manga where a character shot fire or wind from their feet to fly, and she had just tried it out in a real battle for the very first time.

The fact that it succeeded was proof that Tina had not neglected her magic training. The spear wielder was momentarily surprised but quickly reset its stance.

"As expected of a high-level monster," Tina muttered, a cold sweat breaking out on her brow. "I can see why Shinsuke wanted to finish them off quickly."

Against ordinary monsters, taking her time wouldn't be a problem. They had no intelligence. Creatures that moved on instinct could learn to a certain degree, but it was negligible. High-level monsters, however, had a terrifying capacity for learning.

And monsters that used weapons were a threat in and of themselves.

But trying to defeat it quickly was difficult; its skill was high. In human terms, it was equivalent to a B-rank adventurer. On top of that, its physical abilities surpassed a human's. A-rank, no doubt. Tina glanced at the broadsword hanging at her waist.

With this sword, defeating the Lizardman would be easy.

It was a legendary-class weapon, imbued with Light Magic. But to use it recklessly would be like giving away information to the enemy.

She wanted to avoid that at all costs.

"In that case... should I use magic?" Tina pondered. "But there's no guarantee it will wait for me to cast. If it comes to this..."

Tina took a deep breath and readied her sword.

Seeing this, the spear wielder sensed an opening and charged. It was fast, closing the distance in an instant. Tina dodged the spear's tip with the most minimal of movements. As if it had anticipated this, the monster spun the butt of its spear around again.

It was the same move as before, but that didn't matter in the heat of battle.

This time, however, Tina swung her sword with the slightest motion and sliced off the end of the spear shaft. The creature was stunned, but it quickly recovered its composure.

That brief moment—a mere second—was all Tina needed.

In that time, she lopped off the spear wielder's right leg.

Before it could even process what had happened, the creature collapsed. As it struggled to get up, Tina mercilessly approached and sent its head flying.

Meanwhile, my own battle with the sword wielder had begun.

Unlike the one from yesterday, this one wielded a longsword. It seemed too large for a small Lizardman, but this was a monster. Its physical strength was on a completely different level from a human's.

I thought it would charge straight at me, but instead, it approached while weaving left and right in a series of side-steps.

A feinting tactic. It was up to the monster which direction it would attack from.

I remained calm and waited, unfazed.

*No matter how it moves, it has to get close to hit me with a melee weapon.* The sword wielder gradually drew nearer.

Left or right? The moment it moved left, its footwork changed. *Left it is!*

The creature appeared before me and swung its sword down.

I blocked it with my own blade. We were locked in a stalemate.

Perhaps because of the height difference, I had a slight advantage, just like yesterday. The monster must have realized this, because a stream of water shot from its mouth.

It wasn't saliva; it was ejected like a water gun.

It hit me square in the face. Taken by surprise, I immediately jumped back.

After regaining my footing, I checked my face. It seemed to be just water. It was unpleasant, but in a fight, there was no room for complaints.

I expected the sword wielder to attack immediately, but it was also resetting its stance.

That seemed less like a planned ambush and more like a tactic it had just improvised.

"Looks like you're just as troublesome as yesterday's opponent," I said. "If this drags on, the next fights will be tough. Time to end this."

With that, I infused my sword with magic.

Seeing my blade glow red, the sword wielder did the same, shrouding its own sword in water.

Two magic swords facing off. Would it be over in an instant? Or would we clash?

The two of us glared at each other... and then we both charged.

We collided. Swords rang against each other.

But it seemed my blade was superior in strength. A small crack appeared on my opponent's sword.

Realizing this, it shifted its blade slightly, parrying my attack as it dodged to the left.

Sensing my chance, I slammed my body into the creature. I couldn't give it any time to recover.

The sword wielder lost its balance and staggered.

From behind, I brought my sword down in an overhand strike. The monster was cleaved in two, its life extinguished.

"*Phew*... Well, that's over, for now... Huh?"

I sensed a presence approaching me.

I turned to see Tina hurrying over.

"Looks like you're finished, too," she said. "The tide seems to have turned on that battlefield as well."

I looked where she was pointing.

The battle between the adventurers and the monsters was now leaning in the adventurers' favor. Instead of charging blindly, they had formed a defensive line, absorbing the enemy's attacks while archers and magicians provided support from the rear. The monsters, meanwhile, had archers supporting their vanguard, but the adventurers' accuracy was higher. That difference was changing the course of the battle.

"Should we go help them?" I asked.

Tina nodded.

But just then, a soldier ran up to us.

"I'm glad to see you're both safe. You appear to be injured, so please return to the base immediately."

"It's fine," I replied. "They're just scratches. You're overreacting."

Tina nodded in agreement.

It was true we had a few cuts, but they were all minor. No need for treatment.

"No, I must insist," the soldier said. "The General ordered me to have you return to the base as soon as the rescue was successful."

An order from the General, huh?

As hired hands, we had no choice but to obey.

"Alright, we'll head back," I said. "But just one thing. Was there damage anywhere else?"

To this, the soldier replied, "Shortly after the main battle began, we were ambushed from both the left and right flanks. It took time to respond and reallocate our forces, which is why reinforcements were late in getting to you."

He looked apologetic.

"Don't worry about it," I said. "We're not blaming you. In fact, we're grateful you came at all."

Tina smiled and nodded as well.

The soldier seemed relieved.

"Thank you very much. This way, please."

We followed him as he led the way.

And so, we managed to fend off the surprise attack on the front-line base.

However, in the Kingdom...
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			The Future That Lies Ahead...

			Let's turn our attention elsewhere for a moment.

In the Harg Kingdom, they were busy dealing with the monsters that had appeared out of nowhere.

As Glad was directing the deployment of personnel, a knight rushed up to him.

"S-Sir! A report! The Knight Captain has taken several knights and advanced toward the monsters!"

Glad was stunned. "What?! Why would he—?! No, calm down. Panicking won't help. I have to think. Based on his attitude earlier... is he aiming for glory? That's a strong possibility."

He was rendered speechless by the sheer foolishness of it all.

With no idea what the root cause of the attack was, charging blindly into the fray was suicide.

"What are your orders, sir?" the knight asked. "Should I send a messenger to have them return at once—"

"No," Glad cut him off. "That would only put the messenger in danger. Everyone, to your assigned posts. That is all."

At this, the knight hesitated. "Sir... about the ones who acted on their own..."

"To your posts," Glad repeated firmly. "This conversation is over."

With that, Glad took up his shield and headed for the main gate.

The knights understood. *He's telling us to abandon them.*

It was a terrible thing to do from a humanitarian perspective, but for a commander, it was the correct decision.

Dispatching soldiers to stop those who had acted recklessly was tantamount to ordering them to their deaths. Besides, the ones who had charged in were at fault. What's more, their attitudes had been so poor that they inspired neither goodwill nor even a shred of pity.

It was a rare feeling—to be so utterly unmotivated to save people, even when that was your job.

Silently, the knights headed to their posts.

Meanwhile, the group led by the Knight Captain galloped toward the monsters.

They were attacked by Goblins along the way, but they cut them down with ease. They felt no fatigue.

And why would they? The knights the Captain had chosen were nobles, but they were also highly skilled and had countless hours of real combat experience. The Captain himself had earned military honors fighting on the front lines in his youth.

They would not be outmatched by monsters of this caliber.

And surely, the high-level monster, the leader that must be ahead, could not possibly defeat humans with their superior intellect and coordination. They couldn't possibly lose.

And when they defeated it, glory and achievement would be theirs. A brilliant future awaited.

Without a single doubt in his mind, the Knight Captain pushed his troops forward, unaware of the despair that lay ahead.

After scattering the monsters, they saw the shadow of a massive figure in the distance. It looked like an Orc, but it was far larger than any they had seen before. It carried an iron club, and the sheer presence it exuded told the whole story.

"Captain, do you feel that?" one of the knights asked.

The Captain replied to the breathless knight, "Yes, there's no mistake. That's an Orc King. A fitting opponent to call the root cause of all this."

A wicked smile spread across his face.

The Orc King. A high-level monster, the leader of the Orcs.

During the Monster Uproar a year ago, one had led a massive horde in an invasion of the city of Alum. It was ultimately slain by the party known as "Beautiful Sword," but not before they sustained heavy injuries.

The knights were slightly afraid.

"Beautiful Sword" was one of the most prominent adventurer parties in the Kingdom. Composed entirely of women, they possessed flawless teamwork and strength. Though they had since disbanded, one of them was now fighting on the Imperial border with her partner, while the other three had come to help defend the royal capital.

They had seen them fight yesterday; not only was their strength impressive, but their coordination was magnificent.

To be honest, they hadn't expected much from the magician, the scout, or the other magician who had once belonged to "Rodel the Flash."

No matter how strong they were, they looked like young girls. It was enough to make one anxious.

But they were strong. The magician's spells were diverse and incredibly versatile. The scout used her speed to fell enemies with a single blow.

Watching them was an awe-inspiring sight.

And this was a monster that even they had struggled against. It was only natural to be afraid.

"Do not falter!" the Knight Captain roared. "No matter how powerful the monster, we have intellect and a noble spirit! A mere brute that just swings its weapon around is no match for us!"

His face was completely serious. It inspired a sense of security and trust.

"H-He's right! We have the Captain with us!"

"With him leading us, there's nothing to fear!"

"To victory!"

The knights let out a battle cry.

The Knight Captain raised his sword. "Alright! We proceed according to plan! Charge!"

He spurred his horse onward.

The knights split off to the left and right, while the Captain and two others charged straight ahead.

The plan was simple. The Knight Captain would act as bait to draw the monster's attention, while the knights would attack from the flanks to gradually weaken it. The Captain would then deliver the finishing blow.

It was a strategy designed to make the Captain stand out and hog all the glory, but none of the knights questioned it.

"I am the Captain of the Kingdom's knights!" he declared as he charged. "You who are the root cause of this calamity and an enemy to the Kingdom! Prostrate yourself before my sword of justice!"

The Orc King raised its club overhead and brought it down with tremendous force. The motion was simple. The Captain and his two men, all skilled riders, evaded it with ease. They used the opening to attack its legs.

But it was just a scratch. It didn't even draw blood.

The Captain, having put some distance between them, grinned. "As expected, a light attack won't work. But this is all within my calculations."

Just then, the knights attacked from the flanks. The Orc King glanced left and right. The knights thought it looked surprised, but the Orc King itself didn't seem particularly perturbed.

The Orc King held its club horizontally and began to spin rapidly, like a top.

The knights' horses couldn't stop in time and were struck by the attack. The knights were thrown from their saddles. Their horses bolted, and the fallen knights staggered to their feet. Fortunately, they had jumped off their horses just in time, so they escaped with minor injuries.

They could continue the fight.

"Not bad," the Captain said, dismounting from his horse, his eyes filled with excitement. "This wouldn't be interesting otherwise."

Defeating such a powerful foe would solidify his position.

As he was thinking this, one of the knights cried out, "C-Captain! L-Look... over there..."

The Captain looked in the direction the knight was pointing.

His face went blank. The other knights stared in the same direction, utterly speechless.

For there, two more Orc Kings had appeared.

Including the one they were fighting, that made three. And beyond them stood a monster they had never seen before.

It was a lizard that moved on four legs, its body easily ten meters long. Its skin was red, and it radiated a shimmering heat, as if it were on fire.

The Captain's expression was frozen.

He thought there was only one Orc King, but there were three, and now a massive, unknown monster had appeared.

To defeat something like this, they would need the full might of the Kingdom's army.

"N-No... it's... it's hopeless..." a knight stammered.

He dropped his sword. His horse stood frozen, paralyzed by fear.

The Orc King did not miss the opening. It brought its club down and crushed him.

Seeing the spatter of fresh blood, the other knights screamed.

"""N-Noooooo! Help us!"""

They fled in unison, spurring their horses in a desperate frenzy. But the monsters attacked without mercy. One by one, they were surrounded, beaten to a pulp, and killed.

"Ah... ahahahaha!" the Knight Captain laughed. "This is perfect! If I defeat them, I'll be the king of this kingdom... no, the strongest being on the continent! I can do it!"

He screamed as he charged toward the lizard.

His eyes were bloodshot; he was effectively blind to everything around him.

The lizard—a Salamander—erupted in flames, its extended tongue also ablaze.

The Knight Captain, judging the newly appeared lizard to be the greatest threat, launched his attack.

*If I defeat it, the other monsters will fall into disarray. They have to.* Such were his delusions.

But his sword never reached its target.

He was unable to react to the attack coming from the side and took the full brunt of it.

After the attack, all that remained on the spot were his two legs. The rest of him was gone.

That alone spoke volumes about the intense heat of the Salamander's flaming tongue.

And so, the future of the Knight Captain, who had envisioned a life of glory, was extinguished.

Back in the Empire, at the border base.

Having returned to the base, Tina and I were being treated by the medical team. They were examining our wounds.

"Are you feeling sick anywhere?" the doctor asked.

"Not particularly," I replied.

"Hmm. It seems you weren't hit by any poison attacks. Your wounds look clean. And what about the beautiful lady over there?"

The female doctor next to her reported, "She has some injuries, but there are no problems."

With our check-up finished, I asked, "More importantly, how is the 'Mad Dog' party?"

"They are injured, but their lives are not in danger," the doctor replied.

I felt a wave of relief at his words. I had only seen them from a distance, but they had looked to be in a very bad state.

"So? What do we do now?" Tina asked. "Do we return to the front?"

A nearby soldier answered, "No, you two are to rest. There might still be high-level monsters out there. Leave the other monsters to the adventurers and soldiers, and conserve your strength."

With that, he walked away.

Tina and I looked at each other.

"No choice, then. Let's get some rest. Honestly, I'm exhausted from being on edge for so long."

I lay down on the hard floor.



		
			Chapter 197

			Confession and Conviction

			While we rested at the border base, Alumi and her party were also receiving treatment.

Their wounds were worse than ours, and a swift return to the front lines was out of the question.

"Tch," Alumi clicked her tongue. "I'm fine. A scratch like this is nothing."

"You are not fine," the doctor chided her bravado. "Even if a potion heals the outside, your insides haven't fully recovered. What's more, you've been poisoned. Please be still."

Alumi clicked her tongue again.

A poison attack. She'd been wounded when Goblins had joined forces with the Lizardmen. She had felt a momentary dizziness but had pushed through it with sheer willpower, taking every hit to protect the other members.

But even she had her limits.

Loose, who had been fighting alongside her, was showing signs of fatigue and had been injured. Dord and Mimi weren't complaining, but their sweat-drenched faces told the story.

No matter how many they defeated, there was no end to them. Honestly, if reinforcements hadn't arrived, they would have all died right there.

It was a reality Alumi found difficult to accept.

Amidst it all, Mimi spoke up.

"Sis... please, don't push yourself so hard."

She pleaded, her eyes welling with tears. It was the first time she had ever voiced an opinion contrary to Alumi's.

Moved by her deep concern, Alumi asked, "Hey, Mimi... why do you care so much about me? We just met in the town before we came to the capital, you know?"

Her eyes were filled with suspicion.

"Because..." Mimi began, blushing. "Because, sis... you're my first love."

"Huh?" Alumi said. "I'm a girl, you know?"

To this obvious fact, Mimi replied, "That doesn't matter. The first time I saw you, at the guild in that town... your appearance, your straightforward gaze... my heart was captured. I begged to come with you because I wanted to be by your side. That's all."

Her face was beet red.

Alumi was a decent judge of character. She had known when she first saw the two A-rankers that they weren't bad people. So what was it? Stubbornness? Perhaps that's why she had taken that attitude with them.

And that's precisely why she knew Mimi was telling the truth.

"You're a weird one, you know that?" Alumi said, unsure of how else to respond.

Mimi seemed satisfied with that, a contented look on her face.

Just then...

"Ahem... you two... could you please have that sort of conversation somewhere more private?"

The doctor cleared his throat as he spoke.

The two of them looked around. This was the infirmary. There were others here, people who had been unable to return to the fight yesterday and were bedridden. They were, of course, awake. Every single one of them was smirking. The two girls, flustered, pulled their blankets over their heads and refused to move. They must have been mortified.

From a nearby bed, Loose said, "Doesn't this feel kind of nostalgic, Dord?"

Dord replied without expression, "...Indeed." But he looked somewhat pleased.

They were remembering a time when their party was new, back when a certain someone wasn't so foolish and was more honest.

Meanwhile, with Shinsuke.

As I was lying on the hard floor, a soldier rushed up to me.

"Apologies for disturbing your rest! We're having trouble with the monsters on the left flank! I hate to ask when you're so tired, but... please, we need your help!"

"Fine," I said, getting to my feet. "If you're in trouble, I'll help. It's an adventurer's job, after all."

"I agree," Tina said, standing as well. "But I can't guarantee we'll be able to move like we did before."

"Even long-range magic would be a great help! This way!" the soldier urged us.

Tina and I grabbed our weapons and headed for the location.

The situation on the left flank was, to put it bluntly, dire.

The adventurers and soldiers were struggling against an assault by Fighter Monkeys and a horde of Goblins. The foothold was a path wide enough for about twenty people, with a cliff on the right and a high rock wall on the left.

"I see," I said. "The Goblins are attacking head-on while the Fighter Monkeys launch surprise attacks from the wall. No wonder they're having a hard time. But what about yesterday? Wasn't it the same situation?"

"Yesterday, we had catapults and archer units deployed and were fully prepared to meet them, so it wasn't a problem," the soldier explained with a pained expression. "But today, we only had three lookouts posted, and the catapults had been brought in for maintenance."

So, they assumed no monsters would show up and decided to do maintenance. I see. That was nothing short of negligence.

"Then I'll use wind magic to knock the Fighter Monkeys down," Tina said. "Shinsuke?"

"Same here, more or less," I replied. "There's no point in trying to join the front lines now, except maybe on the cliff side. It's better to provide long-range support than to force our way in."

Having assessed the situation, we came to a decision. We both nodded and unleashed our magic simultaneously.

"Gale Strike!"

"Fire Shot!"

A spiral of wind shot from Tina's sword, and a continuous barrage of fireballs erupted from my fist.

One by one, we knocked the Fighter Monkeys clinging to the wall down. They were either sliced apart by the wind or burned to a crisp by direct hits from the flames.

Those that managed to dodge lost their balance and fell.

Seeing this, an adventurer cried out, "This is our chance!"

His shout was the trigger, and the others charged forward.

Watching them, I remarked, "They must have been really pent up."

"It would seem so," Tina replied. Her face was a little dark, as if she were tired.

We continued to provide support from a distance.

In the Commander's Office, General Goltor was listening to reports from his various knights.

"Black mist appeared, and monsters suddenly emerged? What in the world is going on?"

The situation was so bizarre it was beyond a headache; he couldn't think straight.

Chevre, who was standing beside him, said, "General, I understand how you feel, but right now..."

Before she could finish, the General interrupted. "I know. For now, all we can do is deal with the situation at hand. We should be glad we at least know what the enemy is capable of."

He began to consider his options with a more positive outlook.

Just then, a messenger bird appeared at the window. Chevre retrieved the paper.

The report was from Magnes; the General's son's name was written on it. She handed it to the General without reading it.

The General read the contents. "It seems the same thing happened in the capital. But the state of their forces is abysmal. Most of the adventurers are dead drunk and still haven't woken up."

As the General expressed his exasperation, Chevre asked, "Drunk? But I thought most of the adventurers currently in the capital are newcomers who didn't receive a request from the Guild Master?"

"No, the majority are C-rank," the General corrected her. "The D-rankers seem to have refrained and didn't drink at all. Apparently, one party of a few experienced C-rankers is fighting hard to hold the line. It's a heartening sight."

He looked pleased.

"But in that situation, shouldn't the damage to the capital be considerable?" Chevre asked, concerned.

"Actually, the monsters that advanced were only groups of Goblins, Slimes, and Wolves," the General replied. "The stronger-looking monsters in the rear didn't attack."

"They didn't? What does that mean?" Chevre asked.

"I don't know," the General admitted. "Apparently, the sentiment on the ground was one of relief. My son seems to have his doubts, but he couldn't very well throw a wrench in things. He said he's reporting this to His Majesty the Emperor only."

After hearing this, Chevre remarked, "A wise decision. Any comment that would muddy the waters could lead to a drop in morale."

She offered her sincere praise for Magnes's judgment.

"Yes, with my son there, the capital is safe," the General said. "But I can't imagine that the mastermind leading these monsters would let such a prime opportunity slip by. It's certain we have a traitor in our midst."

He spoke as if he already knew.

Chevre knew, too. Considering everything that had happened, it was the only explanation.



		
			Chapter 198

			Events of the Night

			At the border.

As we were providing support on the left flank, a soldier rushed over.

"S-Sorry! The right flank is—"

"Now the right side?!" I cut him off before he could finish. "Aren't they being a little too careless?! Honestly, I'm losing my motivation!"

I couldn't help but complain. Of course I couldn't. The thought that we were the only ones working seriously while others were slacking off was demoralizing.

"It can't be helped," Tina said. "I'll go. Shinsuke, you continue providing support here. We can... calm our nerves later."

She whispered the last part into my ear.

"Somehow, I'm feeling motivated again!"

I unleashed a furious barrage of fire magic.

Seeing this, Tina chuckled. "*Hehe*, that's the Shinsuke I know. Well, I was the one who fell for you first, though."

With a slight blush, she headed off to the right flank.

And so, despite the difficult battle, we succeeded in defending the border.

That night, in the Imperial Capital's throne room, Emperor Yorune was listening to Magnes's report.

"*Sigh*... So the only adventurers with any conscience left are the young ones and those who have known hardship," the Emperor lamented. "The rest have forgotten where they came from and have fallen into depravity. I'm so disgusted I don't know what to say."

If the capital was filled with people like that, then its defense would fall solely to the knights and soldiers. Despite having the advantage in numbers, the situation would only worsen.

It was a desperate state of affairs.

Just as she was about to discuss the next steps with Magnes, the doors opened.

The only person scheduled for an audience was Magnes. As she wondered who it could be, the Guild Master walked in.

"What is the meaning of this?" Magnes demanded, checking his advance. "To enter without so much as a greeting is the height of insolence."

The Emperor's expression mirrored his.

"Insolence?" the Guild Master scoffed. "I believe that's my line. After all that's happened, the fact that the monsters didn't attack all at once is thanks to me. To speak to me in such a manner is extremely rude."

He wore an expression that said, "Give me a break."

At his words, the Emperor stated calmly, "I see. So you were colluding with the monster side."

Her face was one of understanding.

"You don't seem very surprised," the Guild Master said. "Or did you already suspect?"

To his probing tone, the Emperor replied, "I had a faint suspicion. The unusual quests and rewards at the guild... I didn't know what you were thinking, but during this recent battle, I began to have my doubts. In fact, Captain Magnes had already assigned command of the adventurers to experienced veterans, not to you."

Magnes stood at attention, his expression unchanging.

"As expected of the former Emperor's daughter. A brilliant deduction," the Guild Master said. "Then you must understand. What do you think the monsters will do if something were to happen to me here?"

His face was a mask of contempt.

Magnes felt an urge to cut him down on the spot, but he couldn't. If he did, the monsters might attack all at once.

As long as they didn't know the full details of his relationship with them, making a move was a poor choice.

"So? What is your objective?" the Emperor asked directly.

"Oh, it's simple," the Guild Master replied. "Surrender immediately and relinquish the throne to me."

At these words, Magnes exploded. "You... you bastard! Of all the—"

Emotion took over, and his hand went to the hilt of his sword.

Seeing this, the Emperor roared, "Control yourself! Where do you think you are?!"

The shout brought Magnes back to his senses, and he released his sword.

"That's right," the Guild Master said. "This is a place for sacred ceremonies. It cannot be stained with blood. For a captain to forget that... was it some kind of mistake that your father was a hero?"

He was openly provoking him.

Magnes's clenched fist began to bleed slightly as he struggled to suppress the rage boiling within him.

Sensing this, the Emperor declared, "Guild Master, I have no intention of complying with your demands. I will not leave this throne until my last breath."

Her eyes were filled with resolve.

"That look in your eyes. You truly are just like him," the Guild Master sneered. "But that's all. A woman like you, with none of his military achievements, can do nothing but sit there."

With a laugh, he exited the throne room.

Once they were alone, Magnes said, "My deepest apologies, Your Majesty."

As Magnes bowed his head, the Emperor replied, "No, I understand how you feel. I, too, spoke harshly, though it was to calm your emotions."

As the Emperor began to apologize, Magnes interjected, "Your Majesty, you did nothing wrong. I understand that your rebuke just now was for my sake."

He bowed his head once more.

Relieved, the Emperor said, "I'm glad to hear that. Now, to return to our discussion. Since we know who the traitor is, there's no need to investigate further."

They began to talk.

From this, it was clear they were convinced the Guild Master was the only traitor. After all, he was a man consumed by a desire for absolute control.

Taking on subordinates would mean having to share the spoils.

Having come to this conclusion, the two discussed their future plans.

At the border front-line base, a sense of exhaustion permeated the encampment.

The monsters had appeared in a way they had never seen before. After the monsters retreated, a system of rotating night shifts was established for both soldiers and adventurers.

Some of the adventurers complained, but as they were hired, they couldn't refuse without a very good reason.

Amidst all this, when we asked if we were to participate, we were told, "No. 'Red Lightning' and 'Mad Dog' fought valiantly in this battle and sustained considerable injuries. Please, get some rest. This is a consideration from the General."

The last part was spoken in a low voice.

We gratefully accepted the offer and returned to our tent.

I had told the soldiers we would be eating in our tent, so I said, "Guess I'll make some field rations for the first time in a while. You want some?"

The goblin emerged from under the bed and nodded.

I went outside, started a bonfire, and put water in a pot. While it came to a boil, I took out the things I had brought from Earth: dried rice, dried wakame, and dried mushrooms. I cut the mushrooms into bite-sized pieces. Once the water was boiling, I added three miso balls, stirred well, and then added the rice, wakame, and mushrooms.

After a short while, the wakame returned to its original state, the mushrooms soaked up the flavor, and the rice turned into a sort of seasoned porridge.

I divided the finished dish into three bowls and returned to the tent.

"It's ready," I announced, setting the bowls on the ground. "It's a simple porridge, but I guarantee it's tasty."

The two of them and the one creature ate in silence. The goblin seemed to like it, as it was wolfing it down.

"The flavor is quite strong," Tina remarked. "I thought you didn't like that?"

"It's not that I hate it, but I don't feel like eating it every day," I replied, taking a slurp. "I'm really tired today, so I made it with extra salt."

"I see," Tina said. "That's right, replenishing salt is essential where you come from, isn't it? It's not something we really think about here."

Tina finished her bowl.

After we finished eating, Tina said, "Shinsuke... let's sleep together tonight."

With that, she climbed into my bed, still in her armor.

"Just so you know," I said, slipping into the bed in my regular clothes, "we're not doing it here. I'm just going to... get a taste."

Incidentally, I had sent the goblin to the cart earlier. Even if it was a monster, having a third party around was awkward.

Inside the dark tent, the only light was the faint glow of the bonfires outside.

We held each other in the bed. I touched Tina's body through her armor.

Her chest, her arms, her legs, her bottom... I'm pretty sure there wasn't a single part I didn't touch.

"*Mmm... ugh...* D-Don't be... so rough..." Tina moaned, her face beet red. "It'll... affect me... tomorrow..."

My reason flew out the window. From then on, I hugged her tightly, kissed her, and breathed in her scent. I smelled her from her neck to her armpits, and even down to her lower body.

Tina, though bright red, silently accepted my actions.

That night, my stamina, which should have been completely depleted, was restored, while Tina was left exhausted from embarrassment.



		
			Chapter 199

			Interlude: The Kingdom's Gamble

			Night fell.

In the Kingdom's garrison, despite the grueling battle during the day, they had managed to keep casualties to a minimum. Better yet, the repairs on the walls had just been completed. Now they could focus their efforts solely on the main gate, without having to worry about the flanks. Orders had been given for Bardos and his party to fight there starting tomorrow.

But the mood was heavy.

Sometime after the fighting with the monsters had begun, a knight from the Captain's rogue unit had returned, gravely injured.

"*Pant, pant*... The... the Captain... is dead," he'd gasped. "Three... Orc Kings... and a giant... lizard monster I've never seen before..."

With that, he had collapsed.

He was immediately rushed to the infirmary for intensive treatment. After all, he was the only one who had gone to the monsters' base and returned. They needed to get as much information as they could from him.

"Not a word of this to anyone," Glad had ordered the soldiers who found the knight. "It will affect morale."

The soldiers had nodded silently. They understood. Three high-level monsters and an unknown creature—if word of that got out, who knew how many would die from fear alone?

Glad steeled himself and returned to command on the battlefield.

Now, in the infirmary, Glad addressed the knight.

"Alright, I want you to tell me everything you saw, in detail."

Feeling the pressure in Glad's voice, the knight began. "Yes, sir. I went with the Knight Captain to the monsters' base. There, we encountered a single Orc King. At first, we thought it was the boss. The Captain executed a pre-planned strategy and fought valiantly, but... then two more Orc Kings appeared from the side, and a giant lizard emerged from behind them."

"It walked on four legs and had a tail, like a lizard. But its face was more rounded than pointed. Its skin was red. It radiated a scorching heat, as if it were on fire. I... I was so scared, I ran. The other knights ran, too. As we fled, we were surrounded by monsters. That's when I looked back at the Captain. He charged the lizard, and the lizard's tongue, wreathed in flames, lashed out... and the Captain was gone. There was nothing left. My terror reached its peak, and I just... ran for my life..."

With those last words, his eyes closed.

He was still breathing, so he wasn't dead. The memory must have triggered the terror anew, causing him to faint.

That's how traumatic the experience had been.

"I'm going to see Her Majesty," Glad announced. "Have Bardos-san and his party come to the castle as well."

A nearby knight saluted and left.

As Glad made his way to the castle, he organized the contents of his report.

The Knight Captain's reckless actions. The three high-level monsters at the enemy base. And the unknown creature.

They had known there was a mastermind, but three Orc Kings... He could scarcely imagine the forces required to take down even one of the massive beasts. And on top of that, there was an even bigger monster.

Furthermore, the monster army was still intact. It was, frankly, a terrible report.

But he had to deliver it. It was information that would come to light eventually as the battle progressed. And thanks to the insubordinate captain's charge, they had obtained it. The threat of an internal rift in the Kingdom's army was now gone.

It was a callous thought, but the turn of events wasn't entirely bad.

*(This is no good,)* Glad thought. *(I've been in the military so long I prioritize stability. But human life should be the top priority.)*

His heart ached at how he had changed, but he forced himself to focus on summarizing his report.

In the throne room, Glad and Bardos's party stood before Queen Olivia.

After hearing Glad's report, the Queen said, "*Sigh*. That man acted selfishly indeed. However, if his sacrifice yielded valuable information, then we shall consider it a worthy trade. We will see to it that he receives a suitable posthumous promotion after the battle is over."

She had already moved on to dealing with the aftermath.

"I will see to it, Your Majesty," the Chancellor said. "And now? What is our next course of action?"

To this, the Queen replied, "If we remain on the defensive, the capital's food stores will run out. Glad, what is the current morale of the soldiers?"

"As it stands, they still have the will to fight," Glad reported with a grim expression. "However, some are beginning to show signs of fatigue. The maids are providing emotional support, but... I don't know how long it will last."

Hearing this, Leona spoke up. "Your Majesty, may I have permission to speak?"

The Queen nodded.

"What if we were to move our defensive line forward?" Leona continued. "In short, we would feint an attack on the monsters, making it seem as if we are going on the offensive. If we do that, there's a chance the Orc Kings will appear. I believe the castle has a weapon developed with Imperial technology, one that couldn't be deployed on the battlefield due to issues with setup and range."

"So, you propose luring the Orc Kings into range and settling this in one fell swoop?" the Queen mused. "It's a good plan, but a risky one. We would need to ensure our troops can retreat swiftly and thoroughly, and it would be a gamble as to whether the monsters take the bait."

"But it is a fact that we cannot hold out forever," the Chancellor interjected. "Our choice is between fighting high-level monsters while exhausted, or fighting them while we still have the will to fight, despite the risk. Those are the only two options left to us."

It was a practical assessment of their reality.

"May I ask something?" Matilda said. "I believe that weapon requires a magician and has a blast radius of about five meters. If our allies are within that area, how will they be evacuated?"

To this, the Chancellor replied with a troubled look, "We could use messengers, but this will be its first time in actual combat. There is no guarantee we could pull off a successful evacuation."

As they were pondering what to do, Bardos spoke up.

"Sounds good to me. Let's do it," he said with a grin. "I'll take on those Orc Kings and the giant lizard. You can go ahead and fire that weapon at me."

Everyone stared at Bardos in stunned silence.

"What are you saying?!" Leona cried. "I proposed this plan with a safe retreat in mind! That weapon has enough power to blow a person away! To continue fighting in the middle of that is—"

"Don't worry," Bardos said. "After all, I've got the strongest shield behind me."

He grabbed Leona by the shoulder and pulled her close.

Blushing at the sudden contact, Leona stammered, "Wh-But... but I don't know if I can block it, and..."

To Leona's hesitation, Bardos replied with a look of feigned disappointment, "Oh? I thought you'd be fighting with me. Was I wrong?"

"*Sigh*. Right. That's just the kind of person you are," Leona said. "Fine. I was the one who suggested this, so I was planning on taking the lead anyway. I'll go along with your selfish whim."

With that, she leaned against Bardos.

Watching this scene from behind, the other three members commented:

"So this is adult love."

"Love in the name of trust is amazing."

"*Doki doki*."

They watched with the eyes of curious onlookers.

Glad looked defeated. The Queen watched them in silence.

The Chancellor, however, cleared his throat. "Ahem. And so, Your Majesty? What is your decision regarding the proposed plan?"

At his cough, Leona and Bardos separated.

The Queen shot the Chancellor a look of annoyance.

"We are currently discussing our future plans," the Chancellor said, his expression unyielding.

"*Sigh*. Bardos-dono's willingness to fight is a great boon," the Queen said. "If you cause a big enough commotion, the chances of the high-level and unknown monsters appearing will increase. With Captain Glad leading the knights as well, our position will be solid. Chancellor, inform the engineering department. Tell them to begin preparations to set up the weapon."

"Yes, Your Majesty. At once," the Chancellor replied. "We will have the weapon set up by tonight. Captain Glad, please dispatch any available soldiers to the engineering department."

Glad bowed.

And so, the Kingdom began its large-scale counteroffensive.

Meanwhile, in the Republic...



		
			Chapter 200

			Interlude 2: The Two Nations' Decision

			In the Republic's throne room, Bradamante and the Guild Master stood before King Lustolfo, delivering a detailed report of the events that had transpired in the capital.

When they finished, King Lustolfo asked, "Guild Master, how long will the capital's food supply last?"

"Your Majesty," the Guild Master replied with a grim expression, "after setting aside tonight's rations, we have calculated that we have about a week at most. And that is based on a single serving per person for breakfast and dinner."

In other words, while they could last a week with minimal rations, no one would be satisfied with that. This was especially true for those fighting on the front lines. To recover from fatigue, one needed food and sleep. No matter how much sleep they got, they couldn't be satisfied with meager meals. What's more, the nobles in the capital knew no restraint.

They would eat as they pleased. Even with a royal decree from King Lustolfo, it would be easy for them to secretly hoard food. At this rate, the Republic would be destroyed not by monsters, but by the hands of its own people.

As he was contemplating this, Bradamante spoke up. "Your Majesty, if I may be so bold, I would like to propose a counteroffensive for tomorrow."

The Guild Master's expression showed he was of the same mind.

"Do you understand what that means?" Lustolfo asked, his face unreadable. The aura he exuded was one of deadly seriousness; this was no time for jokes.

The Guild Master and Bradamante gasped. It was the first time they had ever felt such intensity from their king.

"Now that obtaining food from our fisheries has become difficult, our defensive line is as good as collapsed," Bradamante said, her face contorted in anguish. "While there is no visible unrest yet, a sense of anxiety is spreading."

"I am of the same opinion," the Guild Master added. "Especially if the nobles start seizing food, distrust will spread throughout the capital, making defense impossible. Fortunately, the ones who would drag us down are all asleep."

He smirked slightly at the last part. It seemed he had been under a great deal of stress. Lustolfo saw it but chose to ignore it.

Setting that aside, the earnestness of their feelings was palpable. The three of them stared at each other.

Lustolfo closed his eyes. "So we have been pushed this far. Bradamante, gather the most trusted captains and their adjutants at the garrison. Together, we will devise a plan for survival."

With that, he rose from his throne.

"B-But Your Majesty, if we just have your permission, we can handle the rest. You should—"

Before Bradamante could finish, Lustolfo interrupted her. "To simply give my permission for a plan that will cost lives and then stand by and watch is unbearably distasteful. Besides, if the plan fails, the capital will be annihilated. I do not wish to have any regrets."

He walked away, leaving the two of them behind. Stunned, they quickly followed. The Republic, too, had run out of time.

At the headquarters of the Saint's Church, in the strategy room, Pope Altorine and her captains were gathered.

Here, too, the food shortage was the main topic of discussion. Surrounded by monsters, they were unable to venture into the forest to gather fruits and medicinal herbs. They had herbs growing on a farm near the church, but it was impossible to supply the entire country with them.

They had stockpiled supplies in case of an emergency, but their warehouse district had been attacked by anacondas in the initial battle. Though they had repelled the attack, the area was still sealed off. They were transporting food from the undamaged sections, but they had been ambushed by anacondas lying in wait.

It was a significant blow. At this rate, they would all starve to death.

"We have no more time," a captain declared. "I propose a counteroffensive."

"I agree," another captain said. "We cannot last long on the defensive."

"But how do you plan to deal with the high-level monster, the Rock Wolf?" a female captain asked hesitantly. "What's more, there have been reports of a monster even larger than a normal bear deeper in the forest..."

The room fell silent.

And for good reason. During the battle that day, just as they had confirmed the presence of multiple Rock Wolves, a roar had echoed through the air. The forest had trembled, and the ground had shaken. While the humans were startled, the monsters had continued their attack, unfazed.

There had been many injuries, but fortunately, no deaths. Still, a sense of unease had spread among the knights and adventurers.

Immediately after hearing the roar, a knight had declared, "I will go and see for myself."

He had entered the forest, ignoring his superior's attempts to stop him. At first, those around him had thought he was simply eager for glory. But his superior had seen it differently.

The knight's eyes had been filled with fear. To fight in that state would mean certain death. He must have thought that by investigating the cause, he could alleviate some of that fear, which in turn would calm his comrades.

Sometime after the monsters had retreated and they were assessing the situation, the knight who had entered the forest returned, gravely injured.

As his superior rushed to his side, the knight gasped, "R-Report... In the... forest... a bear... but... it was huge... and... two... horns..."

With that, he lost consciousness.

This had already been reported to everyone present.

Twice the size of a bear, with two horns. There was only one monster that fit that description.

A high-level bear monster, the Earth Bear. It used Earth Magic and could control trees. It was a monster so powerful that people were told to flee on sight. However, the Earth Bear was a docile creature. It would never attack unless provoked.

Some adventurers went after it for its materials. Its horns, in particular, were extremely valuable, used not only for decoration but also in magical research. But none who had gone to hunt it had ever returned.

There was no one who would not be shaken by the fact that such a creature was now on the attack.

"If it really is an Earth Bear," a captain said, stating the desperate truth, "then a defensive battle is meaningless. That monster's power is immense. The walls will be of no use."

The others felt the same. The Cardinal said nothing, simply watching over them.

"However," Altorine said, "with the possibility of an Earth Bear attacking, we have no time to spare. We will extend our front line and take up positions away from the city."

At this, a captain asked, his voice trembling slightly, "D-Does that mean... we will be fighting the Rock Wolves and the Earth Bear?"

The others, though they did not speak, felt the same way.

Altorine knew how dangerous this idea was. Originally, they were supposed to be buying time until the situation on the Empire's border was resolved. But they had been pushed into a corner where that was no longer possible. Rather than collapse from within, she wanted to fight the monsters and alleviate the people's anxiety even a little.

If they were injured in a large-scale battle, the people of the city would think, "They fought for us, so it can't be helped," even if the knights and adventurers received preferential treatment for medical care and food.

It was proof of how much they were trusted; no one would curse or slander them.

"I... want to protect this country," Altorine declared. "Even if it is dangerous, we must do it. Of course, I will stand and fight on the front lines myself."

At these words, a captain said, "B-But that's... for the Pope to fight herself... We should be the ones to—"

He wanted to say more, but he couldn't.

The only one with a chance of winning against a high-level monster was the Pope herself. The other captains could win, but only in a one-on-one fight with no one to interfere. That was not the case here. Silence filled the room.

"I appreciate the sentiment," Altorine said, her eyes filled with determination. "But I want to keep casualties to a minimum."

She didn't need to say more. Her resolve was that palpable.

The captains could do nothing but fall silent.

"Now then," Altorine said, "let us begin drafting our plan."

The meeting to ensure their survival had begun.

The Cardinal who had been watching this scene prayed silently in his heart.

*(Honestly, this is nothing short of reckless. But it is also true that we have no other options. Our God, grant us a miracle.)*
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			The Four Nations' Resolve

			The next morning, in the Empire's executive office, Emperor Yorune was already at work. The Guild Master's betrayal had increased her workload. She could no longer entrust the guild to that man. Together with Captain Magnes, she was handling the response to the adventurers.

Just then, the alarm on the wireless transceiver from the Kingdom rang.

"This is Yorune," she said. "Queen Olivia?"

"It is," a voice came from the transceiver. "My apologies for calling so early. This is a matter of great urgency."

At the same time, the alarms on two other transceivers rang.

"This is King Lustolfo. My apologies for the early hour."

"This is Pope Altorine. Please forgive the morning transmission."

They greeted her in kind.

"To call at this hour," Yorune said, her voice serious, "means it must be an emergency."

The four of them fell silent.

It was Olivia who spoke first. "My country has decided to launch a counteroffensive against the monsters."

Her words held no trace of hesitation.

Then, "The Republic will do the same."

"As will the Church."

At these declarations, Yorune asked calmly, "May I ask your reasons?"

The original plan was to buy time until the situation on the Empire's border was resolved. Now, three days later, why had they changed it?

"In my country," Olivia explained, "three high-level monsters, Orc Kings, have appeared, as well as a lizard wrapped in flames that is even larger. This lizard is an unknown monster of immeasurable power. Fortunately, there is little panic, but we don't know how long that will last. I felt that a counteroffensive was necessary to break this stalemate and restore our vitality."

For Queen Olivia to make such a decision... the anxiety in the Kingdom must be that strong.

The Republic spoke next. "Here, we have a food crisis. We were supposed to manage with fish from the port, but bird monsters have taken control of the skies, making it impossible to fish. We have decided to deal a major blow to the monsters to prevent unrest and a decline in morale."

Then the Church followed. "We are in a similar situation. Our food stores in the warehouse district were attacked by monsters, and we now have barely enough for half our people. Furthermore, a high-level monster, an Earth Bear, has been confirmed. A creature of its power could easily destroy our walls. This offensive is for that reason."

Their voices were filled with resolve.

Yorune listened to the situations of the three nations and thought. Before the war, each country had made its own preparations and stockpiled supplies. But the monster side had moved as if they had predicted this, cutting off their supply lines.

It seemed their opponent was one step ahead.

"Here," Yorune said, laying bare her own nation's shame, "the head of the guild... has betrayed us. He has been colluding with the monsters since before the war began, carrying out acts of sabotage in the capital. Last night, he came to me and threatened me, telling me to 'surrender'."

The three of them gasped.

Olivia asked, "And what did you do, Emperor Yorune?"

"I have no intention of surrendering," Yorune replied, her voice firm with determination. "Listening to a man like that will only make the situation worse."

Her emperor-like response seemed to reassure them, as a faint sigh of relief could be heard.

Just then, Altorine spoke up. "But I wonder, how did this person make contact with the monsters? I can't imagine they can communicate with words."

At these words, the other three were stunned.

It was true. The monsters in this war had been using cunning tactics, so they had expected there to be a strategist. But when could the Guild Master have contacted them and built a relationship of trust?

No matter who he was, it was impossible to trust a being he had just met one hundred percent. Unless he was an extreme pushover, it was unthinkable.

"One possibility," Lustolfo mused, "is that he already knew them. But there's no reason for the monster side to contact the Guild Master. They could just crush us with their overwhelming numbers and power. Which means the one who contacted him was likely a familiar face. He probably thought it would make things easier for him."

To this, Yorune replied, "The only people he would know are nobles. But they are all in the capital. And they have never been to the border in the past."

"In that case," Olivia offered another theory, "what if this acquaintance is someone who left the Empire long ago and gained the power to control monsters?"

"Even so," Altorine said, "the chances of such a person gaining that power are low. After all, the only ones who left the Empire were those whose abilities were low and were of no use."

To this, Olivia and Lustolfo nodded in agreement over the transceivers. The new Emperor's policies had seen to it that those who committed acts unbecoming of a noble, such as fraud or corruption, had their assets seized and were exiled. No matter how much they desired revenge, the abilities of such people were low; they posed no threat.

However, Yorune said, "No. There is one person. A year ago, after my father died, a noble said he wanted to spend the rest of his life in a quiet place. The former Chancellor, Vil. In his youth, he rode into battle alongside my father and was well-versed in magic."

The three fell silent. They had heard rumors of the former Emperor's chancellor. His political prowess was said to be among the best on the continent, and he excelled in strategy. If he were the one leading the monsters, then everything that had happened so far would make sense.

Knowledge of the capital's affairs. The placement and procurement of food supplies. The tactics to lower the soldiers' morale.

For someone who had served in the royal palace for many years, obtaining such information would be easy. And, of course, the situations of the other countries as well.

"My father used to say that Emperor Dion had a man who was as good as his right hand," Lustolfo murmured, as if remembering.

A right-hand man... a title given to the one he trusted most.

"I have heard of him as well," Altorine said. "Once, when the previous Emperor invaded, he commanded his forces with a flawless strategy, leaving no openings on any front. The former Pope had to fight a one-on-one duel, which is why the damage was limited to that."

She spoke of a past invasion. The other two thought to themselves, *That's not a good thing to bring up right now.*

After all, the Guild Master had just betrayed them, and now Vil had turned on humanity as well. To bring up a past invasion in the middle of all this would only strengthen the bad impression of the Empire.

Altorine must have realized this as well. "Oh! N-No, it's not that I think Emperor Yorune is at fault or anything like that. It's just..."

She trailed off.

"Please, don't worry about it," Yorune said in a quiet voice. "What you said, Pope Altorine, is all true. Nothing can change that."

It seemed her concern was unnecessary.

Regaining her composure, Altorine said, "I see. Then, to return to the topic at hand, what will you do, Emperor Yorune?"

"The general at the border also has a transceiver," Yorune replied, a slight smirk on her face. "The Guild Master knows that I can contact him. However, he won't be expecting all three nations to launch a counteroffensive. And my plan is to stage a large-scale battle at the border. We will exterminate the attacking monsters and then advance. Since our information has been leaked, there is no reason to prolong this."

No matter how much he was colluding with the monsters, he couldn't possibly know the fine details. Besides, the Guild Master wanted the Empire for himself. He likely had no interest in the other countries.

"Hmm," Lustolfo said. "So our only advantage over them is the speed of our information transmission. In that case, we will proceed as planned. What about you two?"

To this, Olivia and Altorine replied, "That is our intention."

"We have no objections, either."

It seemed their resolve was firm.

"I am in a position where I must apologize for our blunders," Yorune said. "But please, I beg you, survive."

To this plea, Olivia replied, "That was my intention from the start. I am too young to die yet."

"I still have many things I want to do."

"I will not fall until I have lived a full life."

Hearing this, Yorune said, "Thank you. Until tomorrow, then."

She cut the transmission. Then, she picked up her transceiver again.

At the border front-line base, in the Commander's Office, General Goltor was devising a strategy for the future. Even if the monsters continued to advance and they thinned their numbers, he couldn't see a path to victory. On the other hand, without knowing where the monster leader was, a reckless advance would only mean losing more soldiers. He had ordered combat engineers to find the source of the monsters while the front line fought, but they had yet to find it. What's more, reports were coming in that the monsters were gradually increasing in number.

He couldn't come up with a game-changing plan.

Just then, the alarm on his wireless transceiver sounded.

"This is Yorune. General, can you hear me?"

"This is the General," he replied. "Your Majesty? What is it?"

"I am giving you an Imperial Command," Yorune said. "Use all your forces and strike down the source of the monsters."

She had given the order for an honorable death.



		
			Chapter 202

			The General's Decision

			In response to the Imperial Command, General Goltor exclaimed, "What?! Are you sane, Your Majesty?! We still haven't found the monsters' leader, and we're in a situation where we can do nothing!"

His shock was so great that his voice became a roar.

And rightfully so. To advance recklessly when the enemy's location was unknown was extremely dangerous.

"I am well aware," Yorune replied. "However, the situations in the other countries do not allow for it. I just received a communication from the other rulers. They are launching a counteroffensive. Do you understand what will happen if they execute such a plan while we remain in our current state?"

Her cold words made the General think calmly.

*So the other countries are launching an attack because they have been pushed that far.* Even if their plan succeeded, as long as they didn't defeat the root cause, more monsters would just keep appearing.

All that would follow would be a slaughter.

The fact that the other countries had informed them of their plan should be taken as a form of pressure.

"I understand," the General said, his resolve clear. "I, too, will go to the front. We have more than a few wounded from the previous battle. My presence should serve to boost morale."

Hearing this, Yorune said, "I pray for your safe return and good news."

With that, she cut the transmission.

The General stood up. "So this is where I die," he murmured.

With a sense of nostalgia, he left the room.

In the hallway, he encountered Chevre. "Chevre, I have an urgent order for all soldiers and adventurers. Have them assemble at the main gate of the base."

"Is it an emergency?" Chevre asked.

The General walked on without a word.

His back radiated a strong will and determination.

"May you return safely," Chevre said, her face filled with sadness. She didn't know the details, but she felt that he was going to his death.

At the main gate of the base, we had assembled as per the General's instructions.

All those within the base who could still fight were gathered. The "Mad Dog" party remained in the infirmary, their wounds too severe.

"What's all this about?"

"It's an order from the General, so it must be something important."

"Probably about our future defense plans. The monsters' boss hasn't shown up at all."

Various speculations were flying around.

"A summons from the General," I said. "Think it's something different from before?"

"It's a possibility," Tina replied. "If things were to continue as they have been, there would be no need for a summons. And it's an order from the General himself. It's best to assume it's something completely different."

That was true. If it was business as usual, there would be no need to gather everyone. But if it was the opposite, did that mean they were going on the offensive?

But as long as the source of the monsters hadn't appeared, they couldn't do anything rash.

A year ago, they had defeated the Minotaur and the Centaur, which had made the monsters quiet down for a bit. This time, high-level monsters had appeared, but they didn't seem to be leading all the others.

"If that's the case, Tina," I said, "this is going to be a very dangerous job. Don't die on me."

"Isn't this where you're supposed to say, 'You can back out if you want'?" Tina teased.

"You'd just get mad if I said that," I replied with a grin. "We've been together a long time. I know you pretty well."

"Well, of course," Tina said with a smile. "Otherwise, there'd be no point in being together."

Tina was, in fact, extremely happy and a little excited, but she managed to control herself in front of the large crowd.

Just then, the female knight in purple armor, Chevre, announced, "General Goltor has arrived."

At her words, the General appeared. Everyone fell silent.

When a superior speaks, you listen quietly. It was the same everywhere.

"I have gathered you all here today for one reason," the General began. "We are going to advance and defeat the monsters' boss."

At this declaration, an adventurer asked, "Does that mean you've found the boss's location?"

A slightly brighter mood settled over the crowd. It was the best possible news to overturn their disadvantageous position.

However, the General's face was grim. "No. We still do not know the boss's location. But we cannot allow this situation to drag on any longer. The reason is that our supplies will not last. Therefore, we will advance, defeat any monsters we encounter, and continue to advance. By causing a commotion, we will lure out the monsters' boss."

At this, another adventurer asked, "Wait, isn't that dangerous? If they don't show up, does that mean we just keep fighting indefinitely?"

A stir of unease went through the crowd.

This plan meant they wouldn't be able to return, let alone rest, until the root cause appeared.

It was, in short, a march to their deaths. Not just the adventurers, but the soldiers too, were bewildered.

"Of course, I am not sending you alone," the General said. "I, too, will stand on the front lines and take command. But even so, there is no guarantee you will return alive. Adventurers, and soldiers as well, you are here by contract. I want you to think once more about your lives. Your families. Your loved ones. All are precious and irreplaceable treasures."

"I will be leaving for a short while. In that time, I want you to choose whether to remain here or to leave. And now, the adventurers will be paid their reward for their service thus far. You are free to stay after receiving it. For those who leave, I swear on my name, Goltor, that there will be no breach of contract fee. As for the soldiers, I have no intention of discharging you. I also swear here that those who leave will be considered on paid leave. Finally, thank you for fighting with us until now."

With that, he walked away.

After he left, Chevre announced, "Now, all adventurers, the knights over there have prepared your rewards. Please form a line."

She pointed to a line of knights standing behind simple desks and large wooden boxes.

The adventurers seemed to hesitate for a moment, but then one by one, they began to form a line.

"We're adventurers, so we should get in line," I said.

"That's right," Tina replied with a small smile. "You and I have already made our decision."

I felt the same way. After receiving a bag containing my reward from a knight, I checked its contents.

Twenty gold coins. Forty between the two of us. They were being quite generous.

"If this is the end," I mused, "then I need to figure out what to do with him. It'll be hard to sneak him along in a situation like this."

To this, Tina replied, "You're right. But there's no need to rush. After we defeat the root cause, the monsters will surely retreat. An army without a leader can do nothing but flee. The humans will also withdraw without giving unnecessary chase. They'll probably have a feast afterwards. If we're going to take him, that will be our only chance."

It was a concise plan.

I nodded silently.

After everyone had received their pay, one party began to pack their things.

Seeing this, another adventurer asked, "Are you guys leaving?"

The party's leader replied, "Yeah, we got our money, so we have no reason to stay here. The General said it was okay to leave. We joined up from the capital partway through. If the fighting gets any more intense, we'll definitely die. We value our lives."

The other members had the same expression.

"I see," the adventurer said. "Maybe we should think about it, too."

He went back to his comrades.

After discussing among themselves, several adventurer parties began to pack their things. And among the soldiers, too, there were those who were packing their belongings.

Seeing this, a senior soldier confronted one of them. "You... Are you planning on abandoning your duty as a soldier?"

At his somewhat intimidating attitude, the soldier replied, "The General said we'd be put on paid leave. I won't be spoken to like that. Besides, I have a frail mother and a wife who takes care of her. I don't want to die now and leave them behind. I don't even have children yet."

He muttered this with a look of regret.

As the senior soldier was about to say something, their superior, the soldier-captain, intervened. "Stop it. You heard what the General said. To think about our loved ones. I apologize for insulting your decision. Take care of your family. And come back again."

At these last words, the soldier cried.

He had been prepared to be called a coward, but to hear such words, it was only natural that the wall within him would crumble.

Seeing this, the other soldiers also reconsidered and began to pack their things.

Thirty minutes later, the General reappeared.

The numbers had dwindled from before. About a quarter of the people were gone. Not just adventurers, but soldiers as well.

"Your presence here means you have accepted your resolve," the General said. "I want to swear on my name, Goltor, to bring you all back alive, but even so, there will be deaths. I am not a hero who can save everyone. I am just a man, like you. There is a limit to what I can do and who I can save. Will you still follow me?"

The warriors who remained stood in silent determination.

After looking around at everyone, Goltor declared, "Very well. Then let us go! To victory!"

He raised his great hammer high.

The warriors all raised their weapons in kind.

"""Ooooooooooh!"""

They let out a battle cry. We, too, joined in.
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			Borderline Counteroffensive

			The determined warriors headed from the main gate toward the wasteland where the monsters dwelled.

From a room along the way, Alumi emerged, axe in hand.

"General. I heard. Let me go, too."

Her breathing was slightly ragged.

The general replied, "No. I don't care how eager you are, I can't take someone who is unable to fight. Stay here and rest."

It was a firm refusal.

With an angry look, Alumi pressed on. "But this is a battle with no guarantee of returning alive. I want to prove my strength out there."

She stubbornly insisted on going.

The general mulled it over. "...Hmph. You are certainly strong, I'll give you that. But that's not enough. You don't understand the state of your own body. Besides, would you leave your comrades behind?"

He pointed toward the room.

Inside, the other members of 'Mad Dog' were still asleep. Alumi drew a sharp breath, her expression hardening.

The general continued, "I don't know where you heard the news, but I can't trust anyone on the battlefield who would abandon their comrades. Of course, there are exceptions. Some adventurers survive by entrusting their will to their friends. But that doesn't apply to you right now."

Alumi hung her head, unable to say a word.

"Don't be discouraged," the general said, placing a hand on her right shoulder. "This isn't your final battlefield. As long as you live, a fight that you must face will surely come. I don't know when... but it is not now."

Alumi relented. "...I get it. ...Damn it."

She muttered the last word under her breath.

In her mind, this was the most important battle of all.

*If I survive this fight, my name will reach Bardos...*

And yet, an injury from yesterday had left her unable to move. It was the most frustrating thing in the world. With that thought, she returned to her room and sat on the bed. She had no desire to sleep and no idea what she should do.

Just then, Mimi, who was next to her, spoke up. "Lady Alumi... Um..."

She seemed to want to say something, but the words wouldn't come out.

Seeing her listless state, Alumi said, "...Don't worry about it. Just think of it as bad luck. It's not your fault."

She then lay down on the bed.

Mimi knew it was just a brave front. Loose and Dord, who had overheard the conversation, said nothing and simply lay back down.

As the general and his forces stood on the edge of the wasteland, a scout who had gone ahead returned.

"Reporting! The monsters are advancing. They are approximately twenty kilometers away. Their composition is the same as yesterday."

In response to the report, the general asked, "What about our flanks?"

"As per your orders, General, we have positioned the Edgeson units."

Hearing this, an adventurer spoke up, slightly shaken. "Wait, we're leaving the Edgeson units behind?"

The others felt the same way. They had believed the Edgeson units were indispensable to this operation and had calculated their chances of survival to be high because of them.

The general explained, "The Edgeson units are powerful, but their ammunition is limited. We don't know when this battle will end. Therefore, we will not take them with us, but use them solely for the defense of the base."

A soldier, though slightly fearful, complied. "If that is the general's decision, we will obey."

However, one of the adventurers was clearly afraid. "I was counting on the Edgeson units... Are we really going to make it back?"

As anxiety spread through the air, the general spoke again. "I believed that since you chose to remain, you were all prepared. However, I am also at fault for not mentioning the Edgeson units. I will ask you one more time. Only those who are truly prepared should remain here."

At this final notice, the adventurers fell silent.

*We're already prepared, we can't turn back now.* In fact, to leave at this point would be a major embarrassment. One might swallow a little shame to survive, but they had been given a clear choice beforehand: stay or go.

And they had chosen to stay. In the end, nothing changed.

The general scanned his surroundings. "Chevre. I'm counting on you."

Chevre, who was standing beside him, nodded forlornly. "...May fortune be with you in battle."

The general and the knights who had been on standby advanced.

Watching this scene, I muttered, "This feels like a classic death flag. I'll have to work hard to make sure it gets broken."

Tina turned to me. "Death flag? Is that another piece of common knowledge from your country, Shinsuke?"

She wanted an explanation.

"Well, it's kind of a recent rule," I explained. "Things like, 'I'm counting on you,' or, 'I'm going to get married when this is over.' They say anyone who says that is guaranteed to die."

The spear-wielding adventurer next to me paled. "I-Is that true?"

I offered what little comfort I could. "Well, as long as you don't do anything reckless, you should be fine."

The adventurer started muttering to himself. "...What do I do? I... I just sent a letter to my girlfriend back home, telling her we'd get married if I made it back alive..."

It seemed I'd said the wrong thing. I wanted to help him if I could, but I had no idea if I'd have that luxury.

Tina, who had been watching from the side, said, "I will do what I can, but I am only human. I have my limits."

She stated the simple reality.

"Limits, huh?" I mused. "That's what I set out on this journey to find. This battlefield might be the best place to learn my own limits. It's the same as a year ago, but the scale is on a whole different level."

I was lost in thought. *My own strength. I thought I'd understood it a year ago, but I wasn't satisfied, which is why I'm still here.*

Perhaps I could gain something from this battle as well.

Just as I was thinking that, the general's voice boomed. "All units, halt! The monsters are in sight!"

At his cry, everyone readied their weapons.

I gripped my Great Hammer and looked ahead. What was coming was a horde of Goblins, Wolves, and Lizardmen. The same formation as always.

The general, his fighting spirit flaring, declared, "I will take the vanguard! Follow me!"

He brandished his Great Hammer in his right hand.

A ball of lightning appeared in his left hand—about the size of a baseball.

"Thunder Shot!"

With a sound like a sharp crack—*kakiin*—the sphere shot toward the monsters.

*It looks like it has low power,* I thought. It might be a threat to a single monster, but against such a large number, it didn't seem like it would be very effective. The other adventurers seemed to think so, too. However, for some reason, the knights wore confident expressions.

The answer came in an instant.

The moment the sphere hit a Goblin, it erupted in a massive explosion, taking dozens of nearby monsters with it.

The adventurers stared, dumbfounded by the sight.

A knight yelled, "What are you gawking at?! Now's the time to attack!"

After his shout, the knights charged forward.

The stunned adventurers snapped back to their senses and charged as well. Tina and I followed. The general also charged in, a moment behind.

The monsters were thrown into disarray by the initial blow and couldn't react to the onrushing humans. The Goblins on the front lines were helpless as the human forces trampled them.

The Goblin Knights and Lizardmen in the rear saw what was happening and immediately launched a counterattack.

But it was too little, too late to stop the momentum of the human forces.

I swung my Great Hammer with a roar. "Hrrrrraaaaaagggghhh!"

I unleashed my full strength, spinning like a top. Of course, I had already confirmed there were no allies nearby.

Tina cried out, "That's... Fire Lance Barrage!"

She unleashed a crescent-shaped flame.

The fire streaked toward the rear of the monster horde, near some rocky cover.

Before I could say anything, Tina said, "Look over there."

She pointed to where a Skeleton was burning, turning to ash.

"I knew there were Undead," I said, "but they aren't even joining the fight. What's going on?"

To this question, Tina replied, "We lack information, so I can't say for sure. But that Skeleton was hiding as if it were watching us. Like a surveillance soldier."

Based on her speculation, I offered my own. "So that means the root cause of all this either doesn't trust the monsters, or they're just messengers?"

*An Undead with its own will, or maybe a Magician like a Necromancer controlling them? Either way, whoever is using Undead can't be a decent being.*

Tina considered it. "That's certainly a possibility, but something feels off. It's hard to put my finger on what... but for now, let's focus on getting through this."

With that, she readied her weapon as a group of Lizardmen approached.

As Tina and I prepared to intercept them, a voice came from behind. "Allow us to assist, you two!"

I glanced over my shoulder to see a swordsman and several other adventurers behind us.

"We appreciate the help!" I shouted. "Let's get through this together!"

With a quick word of thanks, I turned back to the front.

The battlefield swirled with killing intent. Who would live, and who would die?

Only the world knew.



		
			Chapter 204

			Interlude: The Kingdom's Strategy

			And so, the counteroffensive began in each nation.

As if to signal the start, the battle at the border commenced.

This development was communicated to the royalty of each nation through Emperor Yorune.

In the Harg Kingdom...

Before the main gate.

All the soldiers, knights, and adventurers who had been notified beforehand were assembled.

Glad, in full armor, stood before them.

"Everyone, listen well!" Glad began. "As you are aware, yesterday, a knight captain acted on his own, advanced on the monsters, and was defeated. During that encounter, three high-ranking monsters—Orc Kings—were confirmed. Furthermore, we received a report of a giant lizard. This lizard is an unknown monster, never before seen in the Kingdom. It is said to be wreathed in flames."

He continued, "If we continue to fight defensively, it is clear that we will be unilaterally trampled by this monster. Therefore, we have decided to execute a counteroffensive. Naturally, the probability of losing your lives is extremely high. With that in mind, you were given the choice to stay or leave late last night. Your presence here tells me that you are prepared. Are there any questions?"

In response to his query, the adventurer Leona spoke up. "I have a question. The counteroffensive is more about extending the front lines, correct? We engage the monsters, and the moment they reach a certain distance, we counter with the weapons we've set up. Is that right?"

She was repeating the plan that had been proposed yesterday.

Only those who had been in the throne room knew of this.

Glad confirmed, "That is correct. The weapon has already been installed atop the castle gate, in its designated position. The magicians who will operate and fire it are also ready. According to the technical department, its maximum effective range is three hundred meters. Therefore, we will be fighting at a distance of around two hundred meters—at the position where you see those three trees lined up."

He pointed.

Everyone turned to see three trees standing in a neat row.

An adventurer asked, "Uh, how long do we have to keep fighting?"

To this, Glad replied, "The signal to retreat will be a red smoke signal. However, the weapon will not be fired until the giant lizard appears."

A stir went through the crowd at his answer.

In other words, if that monster didn't show up, the weapon wouldn't be used, even if all three Orc Kings appeared.

The assembled warriors began to murmur amongst themselves.

Into this atmosphere, a voice cut through. "Sounds good to me. As long as I get to fight, I'm satisfied."

It was Bardos, completely oblivious to the mood.

The adventurers who knew him thought, *There he goes, the battle junkie.* The soldiers and knights, for some reason, felt a sense of defeat, thinking, *To think we lost to a guy like this.*

His single comment silenced the crowd.

Just then, a clear, dignified voice spoke. "Your unwavering spirit is, as always, a great comfort to me."

It was a lovely and majestic voice.

Everyone turned their heads to the right to see Queen Olivia. The chancellor and her attendant maids stood at her sides.

Glad immediately dropped to one knee. "Your Majesty! Why are you here?"

The knights followed suit, kneeling and bowing their heads. The others, surprised by the Queen's sudden appearance, stood frozen in stunned silence.

Olivia addressed them. "There is no need for such formality. I have come to tell you something. You, too, please stand and listen."

She walked to the spot where Glad had been standing just moments before.

Standing before everyone, she declared, "Everyone, today's battle will be the second great war in the history of our Kingdom. I do not know if you are aware, but over a century ago, a hero and his companions repelled a great monster that sought to trample this land. However, you do not need to become like them. We who live in the present will win this battle in our own way. I will not permit you to lose your lives for the sake of honor. Our victory is achieved only when you return alive. Please, do not push yourselves beyond your limits."

She spoke with a sincere expression.

Everyone fell silent.

Honestly, some had thought a young woman as queen lacked dignity, but now they realized how shallow and embarrassing that thought was.

In unison, they bowed their heads in silence.

Olivia continued, "That said, you will die if you fight, and there is nowhere to run. Either way, you have no choice but to fight. So... be careful."

She smiled and waved her right hand.

That simple act made everyone almost trip over themselves. To be precise, their legs buckled, but they somehow managed to stay upright.

The chancellor whispered, "Olivia, now is not the time for jokes."

However, his words were audible to all.

"It can't be helped. It's the truth," Olivia replied. "In the end, survival depends on one's own skill and experience. There is nothing to be done about that."

It was a pragmatic statement.

As if her words had broken the tension, the atmosphere brightened slightly.

The adventurers began to murmur, "Yeah, she's right. The Queen is right."

"It's up to us whether we survive or not."

"I'm definitely coming back alive. For my mother's sake."

They were brimming with motivation.

The soldiers, too, were visibly more fired up. As for the knights, they were already fighting out of a sense of duty and responsibility, so it was business as usual for them.

The chancellor looked at the scene. "Did you know this would happen?"

Olivia offered a playful smile. "Who can say? I'll leave it to your imagination."

Amidst this atmosphere, Glad raised his voice. "Men! You have heard the gracious words of our Queen! Let us take them to heart and fight to the last!"

He held his mace high in his right hand.

Everyone raised their weapons to the sky.

"""Oooooooohhhhhh!"""

A great war cry erupted.

Glad declared, "Now, to battle!"

With his shout, they marched toward the battlefield.

After seeing them all off, Olivia said, "Now, let us do what we can."

And with that, she began to walk away.



		
			Chapter 205

			Interlude: What is an Adventurer

			The Saint's Church.

Morning. Before the knights' barracks.

It was the time of day before the monsters became active. Pope Altorine, the knights, and the adventurers had gathered.

The discovery of the Earth Bear in the previous investigation posed a direct threat to the Church's survival. This country was a city of nature, surrounded by forests—prime feeding grounds for a monster that could manipulate trees.

Altorine addressed the assembly. "Until today, we have fought defensively. As long as the nature of this turmoil remained unknown, we judged that we could not act rashly and have thus endured. However, now that we know multiple high-ranking monsters are present, continuing to defend in this manner is suicide. Therefore, we have decided to execute a counteroffensive. Is there anything you wish to say?"

An adventurer spoke up. "Um... I heard yesterday... is it true that we're almost out of food?"

His face was a mask of hope, praying it was a lie.

However, Altorine's response was cold. "We still have some, but half of our stockpiles were lost in the recent attack on the warehouse district. Are you concerned about what's to come?"

At her blunt reply, the adventurer grew agitated. "Of course I'm concerned! If we run out of food and the monsters are still here, we'll just be trampled! And it's not like there's any path or place to escape to! How are we supposed to fight?!"

This sentiment was shared by everyone present.

Unease spread, and it seemed the operation itself might not even get off the ground. The knights were internally panicking. Altorine, however, seemed to have anticipated this situation and remained calm.

Before she could say anything, a voice boomed from within the crowd.

"Pathetic! You call yourselves adventurers?!"

A roar echoed through the square.

Everyone turned to see the Guild Master, spear in hand. He was supposed to be in the infirmary, resting his bad back.

The Guild Master continued, his breath heavy. "Youngsters shouldn't be whining! Are you adventurers or not?! An adventurer is someone who sees, hears, and fights in all sorts of places! Are they safe? Are there new discoveries to be made? It's our job to find out! Doesn't that mean you have the experience and strength for it?! Isn't this the very moment to prove it?!"

The adventurers fell silent.

What he was saying was a chaotic mess, but they understood his point. If the powerful adventurers were to run away now, who would protect the powerless?

*Why have we been gathering herbs and slaying monsters until now? For money? That's part of it. But this is no time for such talk.* In any case, there was no guarantee they would survive even if they fled.

*If that's the case, it's a hundred times better to die protecting someone.*

An adventurer burst out laughing. "Hah! Hahaha! You're right! There's no point in complaining now. If this is how it's gonna be, I'm going all out! I'll fight 'til the bitter end!"

He raised his sword and made his declaration.

Other adventurers followed suit. "Yeah! Let's do this!"

"We'll die even if we run, so I'd rather die fighting!"

"I'll take the monsters down with me!"

One after another, they voiced their resolve.

The knights were swept up in their momentum. Their passion was infectious.

Seeing this, Altorine spoke. "Everyone! Thank you for finding your fighting spirit. However, please do not act recklessly. We knights have a strategy to ensure our survival. Please, follow our instructions."

Her eyes were serious, filled with a commanding presence.

It was a dictatorial tone, but for those who had seen the Pope's daily life, it was the first time they had seen such a stern expression. She had cast aside her bright and gentle demeanor to ensure her orders were followed.

It was clear that Altorine was serious.

The Guild Master roared, "That's right! The goddess of victory is with us! Fear not the monsters! Gather beneath our goddess and fight!"

At his cry, the adventurers raised a war cry.

"""Oooooooohhhhhh!"""

The chancellor standing next to Altorine remarked dryly, "It seems your role has been completely usurped."

Altorine replied with a dismissive air, "It matters not. What's important is that we survive this. That is the highest priority."

She spoke as if it were someone else's problem.

The chancellor felt a sense of relief at Altorine's mindset.

The Guild Master shouted, "Alright, let's go, you lot! Our goddess will handle the high-ranking ones! We'll take care of the small fry! Follow me!"

He raised his spear and started running.

As the adventurers began to follow, the knight captain cried out, "W-Wait a moment! The briefing isn't..."

He tried to stop them, but at that moment...

*Goki*!!

A loud crack echoed through the air.

The adventurers stopped in their tracks to see the Guild Master drop his spear and clutch his back.

"Aaaargh... N-Not... now... of all... times..."

He collapsed.

Silence descended upon the space.

Altorine, regaining her composure, ordered, "Take the Guild Master to the infirmary."

The knights carried him away.

Looking at the scene, Altorine addressed the adventurers. "We will carry on the will of the valiant Guild Master and advance. Now, I will explain the plan."

Everyone listened in silence.

"First, we will form a defensive line," Altorine began. "There is a possibility of an intelligent creature among the monsters. We will make it believe we are using the same pattern as before. During that time, a detached force will move to the flanks and launch a surprise attack on the monsters. This will likely cause confusion. At that point, those on the defensive line will charge all at once. The high-ranking monsters will likely be in the rear. The same tactics won't work on them. Above all, the Earth Bear manipulates trees, making a diversion through the forest impossible. Before we confront it, we will burn the surrounding trees."

At this plan, an adventurer cried out, "What?! Won't that cause a disaster?!"

Unease rippled through the crowd.

It was a natural reaction. Burning trees could easily spread sparks to others, causing a massive forest fire.

"I am aware of that," Altorine said. "We will only burn the trees around the Earth Bear when it appears. If even half of a tree is burned, the creature can no longer control it."

She explained the Earth Bear's weakness.

The Earth Bear could only control the natural trees around it. In other words, it couldn't manipulate anything that had been touched by human hands.

There was a collective sigh of relief. Pope Altorine had no intention of turning the land into a barren wasteland. However, the Earth Bear still had Earth Magic.

They could not let their guard down.

An adventurer asked the most important question. "When it appears, who will fight it?"

Altorine replied, "I will. A few of the knights will also participate. Are there any among you who wish to join?"

At her words, no one raised their hand.

They might be called cowards, but when the opponent's strength was far superior, one did not fight recklessly. This was an ironclad rule for adventurers. Of course, Altorine and the knights knew this.

No one in this situation would laugh. Anyone who did would be beaten to a pulp before they ever fought a monster.

Altorine said, "Very well, then. All units, to battle!"

With her cry, she took the lead herself and began to walk.

Behind her, the knights and adventurers followed.



		
			Chapter 206

			Interlude: An Unexpected Change

			The Republic.

Morning. The Adventurer's Guild.

The nation's crisis had yet to improve.

Amidst this, adventurers had gathered in full force.

"What's this all about?"

"Beats me. Orders from the Guild Master."

"Is it really okay to leave our posts?"

It was a storm of questions.

Just as they were about to head to their assigned positions, a soldier had arrived.

"By order of the Guild Master, all adventurers are to assemble at the Guild."

It was a sudden summons.

What was he thinking, with the battle against the monsters still raging?

As they were pondering this, the Guild Master appeared.

"Everyone, thank you for coming on such short notice. Last night, by Imperial Command from His Majesty the King, it was decided that a large-scale counteroffensive against the monsters will be launched today."

At this announcement, the adventurers erupted.

"Ooh! Finally, we get to give them a taste of their own medicine!"

"This is great! Really great!"

"My arms are itching for a fight, heheh."

The air was thick with bloodlust.

Why were the adventurers here so much more eager to fight than those in other countries?

The answer was simple: they hadn't had a chance to play a major role until now.

The Kingdom had the Monster Uproar and the Kraken. The Church had riots and the former Pope's rampage. The Empire had the border conflict and the emperor's assassination. All were major incidents. In the Republic, the only incidents had been the Undead commotion and the castle intrusion.

They were significant events, but small in scale.

During the Undead incident, they had searched the forest but hadn't encountered a single one. And the intruders had left before causing any serious trouble, disappearing without a trace. Not once had any adventurer other than those two played a significant role.

The Guild Master said, "I'm glad to see you're fired up, but there's no guarantee you'll come back from this operation alive. There are multiple high-ranking Muay Thai Kongs, and there's a possibility of even more high-ranking monsters. You can still back out now."

To his words, an adventurer replied, "With all due respect, we have no intention of backing out."

"This is the biggest chance to prove my skills. I'm not going to miss it."

"I was prepared to die in battle from the start. I'm not expecting to come out unscathed."

"Besides, there's nowhere to run even if we back out. The seas are swarming with Bird Monsters. If I'm going to die, I want to go down fighting with all I've got."

Their motivation was soaring even higher.

Their eyes were not filled with bravado, but with genuine seriousness. They truly looked as if they didn't mind dying.

The Guild Master thought to himself, *How did it come to this?*

Just a year ago, they were a self-serving bunch, just like in any other country. The reason was likely the newly introduced combat training for the knights. Strangely, the desire to fight with the pride of a knight had become a popular topic within the Guild. Before it was introduced, they had all called it absurd.

The Guild Master said, "Alright. If you're all that prepared, I have nothing more to say. Just don't die."

At his single phrase, the adventurers roared.

"""Let's do this!"""

A war cry erupted.

The Guild Master looked at the adventurers and thought, *To think they would change this much.*

He was surprised, but also happy. He had expected that telling them this would cause a mass exodus. However, the interaction with the knights had become the catalyst for a change in the adventurers' hearts.

*We can overcome this crisis.* He felt a sense of certainty.

Before the main gate.

The Knight Order had assembled before Captain Bradamante.

Bradamante said, "...And that concludes the outline of this operation. Are there any questions?"

A knight, his voice trembling, asked, "Regarding this operation... I feel that our forces are too small."

The other knights felt the same. The plan was excellent, but they lacked the manpower to execute it.

Bradamante replied concisely, "We are currently seeking the cooperation of the adventurers."

The knight questioned, "Will that be alright? Adventurers are the type to run at the first sign of danger to their lives, aren't they?"

This was a concern shared by everyone present.

In their own country, as well as others, the reputation of adventurers was a mixed bag. Their reliability was neither low nor high—it was mediocre. Still, since they took on requests that were difficult for the state to handle, no one spoke ill of them openly.

Into the anxious atmosphere, a voice called out, "Sorry to keep you waiting."

Everyone turned at the sound of the voice.

There stood the Guild Master, followed by a large number of adventurers.

At the sheer number, Bradamante asked, "What? So many? How did you convince them?"

She was so surprised she demanded an explanation.

The Guild Master winked. "It's thanks to your usual conduct."

Bradamante had no idea what he was talking about. "Well, in any case, it's fortunate that our forces haven't diminished. What about the plan?"

To her question, the Guild Master replied, "No problem. Everyone has agreed to it."

Behind him, the adventurers shouted, "Yeah! Leave it to us!"

"This is our time to shine!"

"Let's do this!"

They were full of fighting spirit.

Seeing this, the knights responded in kind. "Haha, we can't let them show us up."

"Exactly. We have our own pride and honor."

"This is when all our training pays off!"

They showed a fighting spirit that was just as strong.

The motivation of both the knights and the adventurers seemed to swirl like steam in the air.

The two leaders exchanged a look.

"This is good. Now we can protect the country and His Majesty."

"Indeed. I'll have to show them the true power of the 'Wild Bull' so we don't get swept away by this storm."

They renewed their determination and resolve.

Bradamante declared, "Victory in this battle will bring peace to this nation!"

Everyone raised their weapons to the heavens.

"""Oooooooooooohhhhhh!"""

A war cry that seemed to shake the earth erupted.

The Guild Master held his assault spear high. "Adventurer group, advance!"

He began to walk at the head of the column.

The adventurers followed.

Bradamante, trident in hand, commanded, "Knight Order, forward march!"

She, too, began to walk.

They were heading for the midpoint between the royal capital and the monsters' base—to the stage for the battle of a lifetime.

The counteroffensive had begun in each nation. Would it be a success or a failure?

The key to it all lay in the battle at the border.
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			The Unknown West

			About three hours after departing from the border base.

The previous battle had been a landslide victory for the humans.

They had cut down the monsters that stood in their way, and when their numbers dropped by half, the creatures had quickly retreated.

The general stopped the adventurers and soldiers who were about to give chase. "Leave them be. We will follow the monsters and locate their lair!"

The general's forces tailed them, careful not to lose sight.

However, the path was winding, with large boulders scattered everywhere, making it difficult to follow. As expected, they lost them, but they advanced based on a rough estimate of their direction.

And now, at present...

The general ordered, "Alright, we'll rest here. The soldiers will take turns on watch. Report anything immediately."

With that, everyone took a break, keeping a slight distance from one another.

Resting in a spot a little ways off, I asked Tina, "Come to think of it, I've never been past this point. How vast is this area?"

In response to my question, Tina spread out a map. "The Empire we're in is in the northern part of the continent. The border is in the northwest. We're probably around here."

She pointed to a spot on the map.

Looking at the map, I saw that nothing was drawn west of that point. "Is there a map of what's beyond here?"

Tina replied, "No. It's not that I don't have one; one doesn't exist. You see, everything from here on is uncharted territory. It's said that once you set foot in it, you'll never return. Well, there are rumors that bands of thieves sometimes use it as a good hiding spot. None of them have ever come back."

At her words, I wondered, "Why go to such a place? It seems like it would be easy enough to get there, not just from the border but from other places too."

I looked at the map again.

To go west, one could cross not only the border but also the vast forest of the Church or the mountainous region of the Kingdom. The western territories were accessible if one wanted to go.

But would even thieves go to such lengths?

"Usually, it's because they've gone too far," Tina explained. "They've not only robbed merchants but also picked fights with other bands of thieves and earned their grudge. The ones who do that are usually just thugs who don't operate in an organized fashion. And those types have no awareness of how dangerous the west truly is. Because they don't believe it."

Her expression was one of exasperation.

It was true. No matter how much you tell someone a place is dangerous, they'll just scoff, "Don't lump me in with them." And the fate of those who say such things is always the same.

Self-destruction. Or maybe it's just deserts? If they disappear, not only ordinary people but also adventurers and even fellow thieves won't look for them, and eventually, their existence is forgotten.

"I have another question," I said. "Why has no one ever investigated or explored it? They might find something incredibly rare."

To this, Tina replied, "Just as you say, Shinsuke, adventurers have gone there several times in the past to find new things or unknown monsters. Those who challenged it were experienced B-rank and A-rank adventurers, but they never returned."

She closed her eyes.

It was a truly dangerous region. Humans were overwhelmingly lacking in the power needed to set foot there.

"Still, rumors do circulate from time to time," Tina continued. "For example, you encountered a Minotaur a year ago, right? It's thought that it might have come from the west."

I tilted my head. "But it's considered a high-ranking monster, isn't it? Hasn't it been confirmed?"

Tina looked at me straight on. "It has been confirmed, but only through a few past sightings. Several skilled adventurers and knights have gone to investigate and subjugate it, but they were defeated and wiped out. After that, it would disappear for a while. You, Shinsuke, were the first to successfully defeat one."

I scratched my head. "I didn't defeat it. I wounded it badly, but it got away. I failed as a hunter."

My gaze drifted into the distance.

"Still, you should be proud," Tina said with gentle eyes. "You accomplished something no one else could."

As we were talking, a voice interrupted us. "You two seem quite relaxed. Are you not nervous?"

It was General Goltor who had approached us.

Tina and I started to stand, but the general stopped us. "Ah, stay as you are. I just wanted to talk for a bit. Mind if I join you?"

He sat down.

Those around us glanced over but made no move to get involved.

"Are you here to talk about the current operation?" I asked.

"That's right," the general said. "We absolutely cannot fail this mission. The fate of every nation is hanging in the balance."

Tina asked, "What do you mean by that?"

The general took a deep breath. "The rulers of each nation have launched a counteroffensive to break the current stalemate. However, it's a battle to buy time. They believe that the root cause of everything lies in the monsters' den at the border, and they are fighting with faith in our victory."

At this bold move by the other nations, I said, "So the situation was that dire. A loss here means certain death. A rather drastic measure to take."

The general's face was grim. "Honestly, the plan was to wait until we found the monsters' lair, but we've run out of time. I know it's a reckless battle, but... there's no turning back now."

At his resolute words, I replied, "I understand. Staying on the defensive won't change anything. We have no choice but to bet everything on this gamble. I will give it my all."

Tina's eyes burned with fire. "The same goes for me. Leona and the others are undoubtedly fighting in the Kingdom. For their sake, we must end this."

Her former comrades were fighting hard. It was only natural for her fighting spirit to ignite.

"Thank you," the general said, giving us a nod. "I expect great things from you two, and from everyone else as well."

Just then, a whistle pierced the air.

"Enemy attack! Monsters are approaching from the west!"

Everyone grabbed their weapons and took up defensive positions.

We, too, readied our hammer and spear. The visible monsters were Goblins and Lizardmen, Fighter Monkeys, and several Goblins dressed as knights or carrying staves and hats.

An adventurer muttered, breaking out in a cold sweat, "Goblin Knights and Goblin Mages... I don't see any Lizardman Hunters, but why are there so many..."

I was familiar with Goblin Knights, but I'd never seen a Goblin Mage before. I remembered hearing they weren't high-ranking, but they were strong enough to give even B-rank adventurers a hard time.

"I used Detection," I said with a sigh. "There are a few hiding behind the main group of monsters. Probably Skeletons, just like before. They have no intention of joining the fight."

They hadn't fought at all in the last battle either. I had no idea why they were even there.

Tina said, "I was curious and attacked them, but it had no effect on the other monsters. We can probably ignore them. Skeletons aren't a threat anyway."

As she spoke, flames erupted from her spear, incinerating five Goblins.

"You're right," I said. "Let's focus on what's in front of us!"

I slammed my hammer into the ground, causing spears of earth to erupt and impale five Goblins.

The adventurers were fighting hard against the approaching horde.

The enemy's composition was the same as always, but we couldn't let our guard down. What's more, Goblin Mages had appeared. They used magic to attack from a distance, making them more troublesome than archers. The rule of thumb was to take them out first if they appeared.

However, to reach them, we had to get through not only the Goblins but also the Lizardmen and Fighter Monkeys. If we were attacked during that time, we'd be finished.

An adventurer shouted, "Damn it! Magicians, target the Goblin Mages!"

He gave the order to the magicians in the rear.

"Understood!" a magician replied. "Please protect us while we chant!"

He began his incantation.

The adventurers acknowledged and moved to protect them, but it was a moment too late.

A Lizardman had closed in on the magicians. Its sword swung down. They couldn't even block it, let alone dodge.

Everyone thought they were dead. But the sword never reached its target.

The general had blocked the Lizardman with his Great Hammer.

And then, with a roar, "Hrrrrraaaaaagggghhh!"

He sent the Lizardman flying back with brute force.

As the Lizardman tumbled to the ground, the general shouted, "Be crushed!"

He brought down his lightning-wreathed Great Hammer.

The Lizardman couldn't avoid it and became its victim. Its upper body was pulverized, and while its lower half thrashed about, it gradually weakened.

After confirming its death, the general issued his commands. "Soldiers, protect the magicians! Knights and adventurers, defensive formation! Be wary of the Goblin Mages' attacks!"

The adventurers formed up without question.

The Goblin Mages unleashed their magic. Three fireballs sailed over the monster horde toward the adventurers. The magicians' incantations weren't finished, and they had no way to intercept them.

The adventurers prepared to defend, ready to take the hit, but the other monsters chose that moment to attack. *Do they have no fear?* I wondered at their frenzied assault. Just when they thought they were dead...

Five fireballs of the same size came flying from the left.

They canceled out the Goblin Mages' spell. The remaining two flew off somewhere.

"They say if you shoot enough, you'll hit something. My accuracy isn't that great, though."

It was me, my right fist thrust forward. I had seen the Goblin Mages' attack and countered with my own fire magic.

Tina, gathering her magic, cried out, "There's an opening!"

She focused wind magic into her feet and leaped over the monster horde.

Landing behind the Goblin Mages, she roared, "Haaaaaaaaaaaa!"

She swung her spear in a wide arc, slicing through three of them.

"I can't let you show me up!" I shouted.

I grabbed my hammer with both hands and charged into the monsters.

I pulverized any monster that caught my eye with a single blow, making my way toward Tina so she wouldn't be isolated.

The general yelled, "Follow those two!"

With a shout, he too charged into the fray.

The adventurers and knights also charged, and the magicians, having completed their incantations, unleashed their spells all at once, dealing a massive blow to the monsters.



		
			Chapter 208

			Two Fierce Battles

			The battle against the monsters raged on.

After that, I joined up with Tina and we engaged the Goblin Mages and the surrounding Lizardmen. It was a reckless charge, but it was enough to catch the enemy off guard. Furthermore, with the general and his forces seizing the opportunity, the pressure on us was practically nonexistent.

It was a scene worthy of being called a brawl, a chaotic melee.

When the number of monsters dropped below half, they began to fall back. However, it wasn't a retreat, but a slow, gradual movement.

The adventurers and soldiers advanced without suspicion. The exhilaration from the fierce battle and the certainty of victory had clouded their judgment.

The general, who had fallen back for a moment, shouted, "Wait! The monsters' movements are strange! Cease pursuit!"

He gave the order to halt.

The soldiers and adventurers stopped, but some were too close to the monsters and had already engaged in combat.

The monsters flashed a sinister smile at the humans who could no longer retreat. At that moment, something fell from the top of a high cliff.

*Zdooooon!* A deafening crash echoed as a cloud of dust rose.

"Hey, Tina? This scene looks familiar," I said, a bead of cold sweat trickling down my face.

"What a coincidence," Tina replied, her voice calm but her face betraying her anxiety. "I was thinking the same thing."

When the dust cleared, what stood there were three Goblin Guardians.

The spear-wielding adventurer was in disbelief. "So this is what they call a death flag... Hah. I shouldn't have tried something I'm not used to. Well, if this is it, I'm going out with a bang!"

He readied his spear and charged forward with all his might.

His spear was not mere iron. It was infused with Mithril, and its power increased when imbued with magic. It could have taken down an ordinary monster. But...

*Gakiiiiin!*

The spear struck the Goblin Guardian's abdomen but didn't pierce it, let alone break it. In fact, it didn't even leave a scratch.

Of course it didn't. The Goblin Guardian was a high-ranking monster with incredibly high durability. Even Mithril was ineffective. The Goblin Guardian emotionlessly swung down its spiked club.

The adventurer's last words were for his beloved. "I'm sorry... Be happy with... whoever you find."

He was crushed, his life extinguished.

Those who saw the adventurer's mangled corpse panicked.

"This is bad. What do we do?"

"Fire is effective against these things. Does anyone have oil?"

"There's nothing like that here. I don't even know if we brought any."

"We... we have to run."

As they spoke, the monsters attacked all at once.

It was common sense to hunt down panicked prey. The adventurers, soldiers, and knights who witnessed the scene were momentarily unable to react.

The general's voice cut through the chaos. "Calm down! We will regroup immediately and launch a counterattack! Magicians, begin chanting fire spells! Focus only on the Goblin Guardians! All units, engage!"

At his command, everyone sprang into action.

"Looks like I can't hold back anymore," I said, dropping my hammer and drawing my sword.

Tina nodded. "I agree. Still, the general is quite impressive. He restored order to this situation so quickly."

She sheathed her spear and drew her Orichalcum Sword.

At her words of praise, I felt a strange pang. "I don't know why... but my chest feels tight, or maybe painful."

I placed my left hand over my heart. Tina looked at me and said, "Hehe, are you jealous? Don't worry. My body and my heart belong only to you, Shinsuke. I will never give them to anyone else."

She answered with a smile, her cheeks slightly flushed.

Her rather embarrassing words caught me off guard. "Well then... let's make sure we survive. No matter what."

Tina nodded firmly.

We began our attack on the monsters.

***

The scene changes to the Kingdom. The Royal Capital.

The counteroffensive had begun, and the Kingdom's army was advancing to the designated location.

The monsters, seeing this, approached without suspicion. And when they were within weapon's reach, the battle began.

A fierce clash of swords and screams of agony and rage filled the air. Not just the humans, but the monsters too, were roaring.

"Hraaaagh!" an adventurer yelled, swinging his sword left and right, cutting down Goblins.

But from behind, a Slime latched onto him. The adventurer thrashed about, trying to shake it off, but in that opening, a Wolf lunged at him. He couldn't dodge or block it, and he became prey to its fangs.

The adventurer screamed, but it was not his comrades who came to his aid, but more monsters. Goblins and Wolves swarmed the fallen adventurer, beating him to death like a pack.

The humans did the same, surrounding monsters and beating them down before immediately moving on to the next target.

It was a fierce battle, a term that fit the scene perfectly.

And in the midst of it all, two figures were fighting with exceptional skill.

Bardos, swinging a great axe with one hand, cut down Goblins and Wolves one after another. "Is that all you've got?! Is that it?!" he laughed as he rampaged.

Nearby, monsters tried to attack him from behind, but Leona, with her Great Shield, blocked them.

She didn't even flinch under the charge of multiple monsters, instead thrusting her spear in a continuous barrage.

"You need to watch your surroundings more," Leona said. "It's dangerous, and it worries me."

To this, Bardos laughed. "Hah! I'm not worried. I've got you with me!"

He swung his great axe down from the upper right, slicing a Slime in two.

Leona sighed. "Honestly, you are incorrigible!"

She swung her spear in a wide arc, cutting down two Wolves.

Glad, who saw their impressive display, shouted, "Alright! Thanks to those two, the monsters in the rear are coming forward! Keep up the attack!"

At his command, everyone roared.

Meanwhile, atop the main gate's walls...

The installation of the new weapon was complete.

It had been brought up during the night, but adjustments for any defects, range, wind direction, wind speed, and various other factors had taken time.

Matilda, who was among the magicians on standby, muttered, "So this is the new weapon. Looking at it again, it's like an evolved cannon."

As her words suggest, the weapon was shaped like a cannon. However, it was twice the size of a conventional one, with a slightly thinner barrel.

But what was most remarkable was the tip. A Colorless Magic Stone, at least a meter in diameter, was attached to it.

Milfy added, "And it's a weapon that fires a condensed cannonball by infusing it with magic. Honestly, it's an unbelievable story, but since the idea came from the Dwarves who came from the Empire, I guess it makes sense. And it's a good thing they're only making one of them."

Her gaze seemed distant.

And for good reason. If a weapon like this were mass-produced, magicians would be reduced to nothing more than cannonball factories. Of course, neither the Kingdom nor the Empire would do such a thing.

For the record, the Empire did not have this weapon. They had the Edgeson units.

Displaying any more power would supposedly invite resentment or lead to an endless cycle of escalation.

As a side note, no one other than the Dwarves knew that Shinsuke was the inspiration for this weapon's development.

As she was thinking this, Rumily reported, "Leona-san and the others are dealing a heavy blow to the monsters. The monsters in the rear are also taking damage."

Milfy replied, "Thank you. But are you sure you're okay with this? I know this place is important, but I can't imagine monsters reaching us anytime soon."

She was worried.

It wasn't that she thought Leona and the others were struggling. She knew their strength well. Milfy was worried about Rumily's position. A scout would normally be fighting on the battlefield, so it was unnatural for her alone to be here.

For the time being, under the pretext of guarding the magicians, she wouldn't be looked at strangely.

Rumily said, "It's fine. My being there wouldn't change the situation. The other scouts are doing their best. Besides, the Queen also said that there's an intelligent one among them in this turmoil. If it finds out about this weapon, there's no telling what it might do. It might come up with a method beyond our imagination."

She, in turn, was worried.

It was true, they fully understood that there was an intelligent being on the monster side. And if it learned of the weapon's existence, it was highly likely that it would try to destroy it. For example, by using an Anaconda to scale the walls or by attacking from the sky with bird monsters. There were various methods.

Meanwhile, the only ones here were the magicians and a few soldiers helping out. Their defensive strength was unreliable. The presence of Rumily, an A-rank adventurer, was, in a sense, a relief.

It seemed their worries were unfounded. Just then...

"Reporting! New enemies are approaching from the far rear of the monster horde! They are multiple Orcs and Ogres... and one Orc King!"

At the soldier's report, the captain of the soldiers said, "So they've made their move. But only one Orc King? Are they still cautious of us? Or are they just that confident? Either way, this is a golden opportunity to thin their ranks. I'd like to say that, but as long as the unknown giant lizard doesn't appear, we can't fire yet. How are the preparations for the weapon?!"

The researcher who had been maintaining it replied, "Completed without a hitch!"

The captain grinned. "Alright! Now all we have to do is wait for Captain Glad to raise the red smoke signal and retreat."

He turned his gaze back to the battlefield.

On the battlefield, a chill ran down everyone's spine as they saw the new enemies approaching from the far rear of the monster horde.

It was Orcs and Ogres. As if they weren't troublesome enough, an Orc King had appeared behind them.

Glad said, "Only one Orc King. I can't raise the signal yet. But... you there. Take my place and be in charge of raising the signal."

He handed the red cylinder to a knight.

The knight asked, "What? What will you do, Captain?"

To this, Glad replied, "I'm going to deal with the Orc King. Even if it's just one, it's still a high-ranking monster. If something happens to me, I won't be able to raise the signal when the time comes. I'm counting on you to follow the plan."

His eyes were filled with resolve.

The knight said nothing and simply saluted. Glad, shield and mace in hand, headed toward the Orc King.

Meanwhile, Bardos, who was watching from a different location, said, "Ho, the Orc King has appeared. This is good. I couldn't finish it off last time, but I've gotten stronger too. It's the perfect opponent to test my skills."

At his belligerent smile, Leona said, "It seems I can't stop you now. I will accompany you. To the very end..."

She readjusted her grip on her shield.

Bardos, still smiling, turned and ran without a word.

Leona, also without a word, followed him.



		
			Chapter 209

			Pride and Disappointment

			The Republic.

The battlefield between the army and the monsters.

As the humans stood by at the designated battlefield, monsters emerged from the forest and advanced toward them.

It was a horde of Goblins, Wolves, Anacondas, and Mantises.

Seeing this, Bradamante said, "Just as expected. Now, everyone, we will proceed as planned!"

The soldiers and knights let out a war cry and advanced.

Recognizing their enemy, both sides charged. And then, they clashed.

A fierce battle. The resounding clang of steel, roars, and screams...

A soldier impaled a Goblin with his spear. The Goblin writhed in agony, and just as the soldier thought it was dead, an Anaconda closed in from behind. He tried to pull his spear out, but it was stuck. The Goblin was holding onto it with both hands. The soldier clicked his tongue, let go of his spear, and tried to fight back with the knife he carried, but he missed.

The Anaconda's poisonous fangs sank into his left leg. As his leg went numb and he couldn't move properly, a Mantis appeared behind him and lopped off his head.

A pack of Wolves was about to attack a group of soldiers when the soldiers suddenly dropped to the ground. Then, the archers behind them fired a volley, turning the Wolves into pincushions and killing them instantly.

Both sides were taking casualties, and it was impossible to tell which side had more survivors.

One thing was certain: there were no adventurers here.

Near the entrance to the forest.

There stood the rear guard of the monster forces: Fighter Monkeys, Geckos, five Goblin Knights, and a four-armed gorilla, a Muay Thai Kong. The monsters felt that the battle was turning slightly against them and were about to sally forth.

Just then, they heard the scream of a Fighter Monkey.

They turned their gaze to see humans.

*When did they get there?* As they were thinking this, the humans attacked all at once.

***

A short time earlier.

When the adventurers arrived at the battlefield, the Guild Master told them, "Alright, we'll move according to plan. First, I want you all to put these on."

He brought out large, green cloths.

"Cover your entire bodies with these," the Guild Master explained, "and crawl forward across the grassland to infiltrate the forest without being noticed. While their attention is focused on the battlefield, we'll launch a surprise attack from both flanks."

An adventurer asked, "Question. Even if the cloth is the same color as the grass, isn't there a chance we'll be spotted?"

The Guild Master replied, "Normally, they would find it strange. But once the battle starts, both humans and monsters will be focused on the fight. Especially if they think our main force is all there. But we will not rush; we will move slowly. The Knight Order is set to act as a decoy and fight flamboyantly."

Another adventurer asked, concerned, "Will the Knight Order be alright?"

"To break this stalemate, we need to make a move," the Guild Master said. "We need to catch them completely off guard. The knights are a conspicuous presence among the human forces, making them perfect for a decoy operation. Of course, the knights have agreed to this through Captain Bradamante. Normally, they might feel a bit down about it, but the situation doesn't allow for that."

The adventurer's expression changed. "I see. So, the key to this operation is us, the adventurers."

The air grew tense, but it was also filled with motivation.

They were already prepared, but being given the most important role was a heavy burden for anyone, and it fired them up just as much. The feeling of being counted on can sometimes bring out more than one's usual performance.

The Guild Master's face was serious, allowing no room for weakness. "I know how you feel. But someone has to do it. You all came here with that resolve, didn't you?"

They didn't need the Guild Master to tell them that. There was no way they could back out now.

"That's right," an adventurer said. "It's too late for that now."

He covered himself with the cloth.

The other adventurers did the same. The Guild Master nodded with a smile, covered himself, and began crawling forward.

***

Back to the present, inside the forest.

The monsters were caught off guard by the surprise attack and failed to react.

"Hraagh! Hraagh! Hraagh!" the Guild Master roared.

He thrust his assault spear repeatedly, impaling all five Goblin Knights.

The other adventurers also cut down monsters with their swords and axes. But that didn't last long. The Fighter Monkeys were the first to counterattack. An adventurer was caught off guard by their bare-handed fighting style and had his neck broken.

Then, the Muay Thai Kong wreathed its entire body in lightning and swung its fist down in a wide arc.

The ground cracked, and lightning spread out, electrocuting several adventurers to death.

The Guild Master shouted, "Everyone! Get back!"

The adventurers retreated.

As they left the forest, the Fighter Monkeys and the Muay Thai Kong gave chase. What's more, another Muay Thai Kong emerged from the depths of the forest.

The Guild Master said, "The surprise attack was a success for now. Fortunately, we managed to slay the Goblin Knights. All that's left is to take down these monkeys."

He readied his assault spear. "Skill: Vibration!"

An invisible attack shot forward in a straight line.

He was aiming for one of the Muay Thai Kongs. The attack sent three Fighter Monkeys in its path flying. The Muay Thai Kong, however, didn't try to dodge the approaching attack, but braced itself.

The Muay Thai Kong wreathed both its hands in lightning and caught the attack. It was pushed back several meters but was not sent flying.

An adventurer gasped, "No way..."

Fear spread through the ranks.

Of course it did. The Guild Master's skill had been ineffective. It was only natural to be afraid.

The Guild Master shouted, "Don't falter! This is a high-ranking monster! This was within my expectations! What's important is that it was focused on blocking the attack! That means if we create an opening, we have a chance to win!"

His face was a mask of fighting spirit.

The adventurers exchanged glances. It would be tough to take on two of them at once. But if they could just buy time against one while they took down the other, they could win. They steeled their resolve for death and prepared themselves.

Just as they were thinking this...

"Apologies for the delay! Bradamante has arrived!"

Trident in hand, she joined the adventurers.

"Why are you here?" the Guild Master asked. "Is everything alright over there?!"

At her sudden appearance, Bradamante replied, "My second-in-command said, 'Leave this to us and go support the others.' Thanks to the adventurers' efforts, the burden on the knights has been lightened. All that's left is to defeat the high-ranking monsters!"

She looked at the Muay Thai Kongs.

The adventurers were half-relieved and half-dejected. They had just steeled themselves for death to face the Muay Thai Kongs. They had thought their heroic deeds would be told for generations to come.

Now that was all for naught. It was only natural to be disappointed.

But it was also certain that they would live a little longer.

"Then I'll leave one to you," the Guild Master said. "You guys, take care of the other monsters. It seems there are still some in the forest."

Where he was looking, a group of Geckos and Mantises had appeared.

It seemed they had still been hiding. The adventurers renewed their fighting spirit and readied their weapons. Then, the Muay Thai Kong let out a roar.

The Fighter Monkeys charged the adventurers. The adventurers stepped forward to prevent the Guild Master and the knight captain from expending unnecessary energy.

Both sides charged and the battle began.

They were thrown off by the Fighter Monkeys' martial arts, but they dealt with them appropriately, slaying them one by one. Elsewhere, however, another adventurer's bones were shattered by a single blow from a Fighter Monkey, his internal organs ruptured, and he died.

The two Muay Thai Kongs clashed with the Guild Master and Bradamante.

The Muay Thai Kong parried the assault spear with its right fist, while another right hand and a left hand came down simultaneously in a chop.

"Muscle Guard!" the Guild Master roared.

His muscles swelled, stopping the chops.

This wasn't a skill, but simply him circulating magic throughout his body to increase his strength and power. If anyone else tried it, they would dislocate their joints and be unable to move for a while, but the Guild Master, with his robust physique, could use it without any strain.

The Muay Thai Kong felt that its attack had no effect. The Guild Master's left fist sank into its abdomen.

The Muay Thai Kong let out a small breath. They both took a step back.

Bradamante was clashing with the other Muay Thai Kong.

She wreathed her trident in water and swung it in a slashing motion. The Muay Thai Kong dodged it by parrying with its left hand. The Muay Thai Kong's other left hand came at her with an open palm strike. Bradamante amplified the water around her spear and shot it out like a jet.

Like a water bottle rocket, she used the force to jump back diagonally to the right, evading the attack.

She was about two meters away, neither too close nor too far.

The Muay Thai Kong didn't pursue Bradamante, but fell back. It seemed it was surprised by the force of the water and was now wary.

Amidst this fierce battle, the group that had come from the forest drew closer.

Some of the adventurers headed toward them. If the battle became a free-for-all in one place, the adventurers would be at a disadvantage. The monsters had no sense of camaraderie; they would attack without mercy even in a one-on-one fight.

To prevent that, they split the battlefield to reduce casualties as much as possible.

In the Republic, three battlefields had formed, and the fighting was reaching its peak.

As an aside, the Muay Thai Kong was the same high-ranking monster that Shinsuke and Tina had defeated in the Empire. However, it would be much later that the two of them learned that the gorilla they had fought was a high-ranking monster.



		
			Chapter 210

			The Church's Formidable Enemy

			The Saint's Church.

Twenty meters from the main gate.

To minimize damage to the city, the Knight Order had assembled. And, as if seeing their chance, the monsters appeared as well. Slimes, Anacondas, and Wolves. Goblins and Bears. And ten Rock Wolves.

The Knight Order had formed a defensive line so as not to reveal the movement of the detached force of adventurers. The monsters did nothing, simply watching them.

The two armies glared at each other. Just then, a roar echoed from the depths of the forest.

Humans and monsters alike turned their gaze. What emerged was a creature three times the size of a Bear, with three horns and red eyes.

A knight muttered, "That's... the Earth Bear. Why?"

Altorine said, "This is unexpected. A high-ranking monster on the front lines. However, we cannot stop the operation. This is the crucial moment."

Everyone nodded.

And then... the Earth Bear roared.

The monsters charged. The Knight Order, undaunted by the approaching horde, readied themselves. The distance closed, and then, they clashed. The knights held their shields to the front, focusing on defense, and counterattacked in the brief moments when the monsters' assault slackened.

It was the same tactic as before. It was unclear what the monsters were thinking, but at the very least, they showed no signs of being wary of their surroundings.

Altorine said, "Good, things are going smoothly. All that's left is to pray for the success of the adventurers' surprise attack."

She stared straight ahead.

Meanwhile, the adventurers...

Upon leaving the city, they immediately entered the forest, equipped with Scent-Masking Pouches so as not to be detected by the monsters.

An adventurer watching the battlefield muttered, "I can't believe the Earth Bear is already out. This is a big change from the plan. But the Knight Order's movements are completely unshaken. I guess that means we're proceeding as planned."

Another adventurer next to him said, his face anxious, "But what do we do? At this distance, the Earth Bear will reach us in no time."

The plan had been for the Knight Order to hold the line and draw the monsters in, not advancing at all. The goal was to reduce the number of monsters so they could focus on the Earth Bear, which was supposed to still be in the rear, deep in the forest.

But now the Earth Bear was out, and if they continued to thin the ranks, it was certain to attack them itself. And it was within striking distance.

Naturally, the adventurers at the front of the battle would be targeted first.

"And now I'm worried if the guys on the other side will even pull it off," another adventurer said, growing even more anxious.

If they themselves were this scared, they couldn't imagine what the adventurers on the other side were feeling. They didn't even know if they were there. The chance to launch their surprise attack was when the Knight Order pushed forward.

That was the signal to begin the operation.

Amidst the anxiety, an adventurer said, trying to suppress his own fear, "We've come this far. All we can do is believe. Whether we live or die is decided by each of our actions."

They waited for the moment to come.

The battle between the knights and the monsters was fierce.

The monsters, seemingly unaware of their intentions, continued to push and pull.

A knight rushed to the Pope's side. "Your Holiness, the monsters are pressing us as planned. May we begin the counterattack soon?"

He was growing impatient.

The knights were anxious, wondering when the Earth Bear would attack. And in a way, their fears came true. Seven Rock Wolves joined the monster horde.

The remaining three stayed by the Earth Bear's side, as if guarding it.

Seeing this, Altorine said, "It seems they are on their guard as well, but only superficially. In that case, we will make our move here. Inform the knights. We begin now."

The knight saluted and ran off.

Receiving the Pope's orders, the knights pushed forward with their shields.

The monsters recognized that the humans were counterattacking, but that was all. They charged forward without a second thought.

Just then...

""Oooooooohhhhhh!""

From the forests to the left and right, humans suddenly appeared.

The monsters were stunned. In that opening, the knights charged. The Anacondas and Slimes were crushed under their momentum.

The Wolves were slain by the adventurers who had come from the flanks. The Bears and Rock Wolves, who were a little further back, had remained calm. It seemed they had been a bit too complacent. They had attacked without thinking and had fallen for a surprise attack.

The Rock Wolves glanced at the Bears. The Bears seemed to understand and nodded.

The Bears charged all at once.

Seeing this, an adventurer shouted, "The Bears are coming! We can take them!"

He and his party intercepted them.

It was a physical party of a swordsman, a spearman, and two archers. They had experience hunting Bears. They thought it would be an easy fight.

As they were engaged with one, something leaped out from the Bear's shadow. The swordsman couldn't identify the approaching shadow before his life was extinguished.

His comrades saw their leader's mangled form, torn apart by a Rock Wolf.

"No... The leader..." an archer stammered.

As he stood there in a daze, the other archer shouted, "Idiot! Get away from there!"

The archer looked to see the Bear nearby, its right paw raised high. He was cut down, his life ended.

Of the two remaining, the spearman said, "We're pulling back."

He retreated in fear.

The archer followed suit and fled.

An adventurer who had been watching while fighting muttered, "They're... working together."

This was bad. Powerful monsters coordinating their attacks would only lower the adventurers' survival rate.

"Everyone, be careful!" the adventurer shouted. "The Bears are fighting alongside the Rock Wolves!"

All the adventurers went on high alert.

The Knight Order was still held up by a wall of Goblins and hadn't been able to join them. There was nothing between the adventurers and the Bears. They would be upon them in an instant.

"Don't try to win! Just hold out until the knights can join us!" another adventurer shouted.

They entered a defensive formation.

The Bears charged the adventurers and crashed into them. The Rock Wolves slipped through the gaps and attacked. Of course, they tried to fight back, but with fur as hard as rock, it was not easy to wound them. However, every adventurer knew that water was their weakness.

The magicians chanted, "Water Bullet!"

Countless bullets of water flew through the air.

Just as they were about to hit the Rock Wolves, a Bear stepped in front and took the hits, acting as a shield. The Bear, seemingly unfazed, continued its charge.

Its target was the magicians. Having just cast their spells, they couldn't move immediately.

Just as they thought they would be killed, adventurers with shields formed a wall and took the hit. They were pushed back a little, but they managed to stop the Bear's advance. In that opening, spearmen stabbed the Bear from the side.

"We'll protect you! Keep it up!" an adventurer shouted.

The magicians, regaining their composure, prepared to cast again.

Amidst this back-and-forth, they were finally able to join up with the Knight Order.

"Sorry we're late!" a knight shouted. "We will now annihilate them!"

At his cry, everyone let out a war cry.

The Bears roared back in defiance. After their mutual roars, the battle resumed. The knights with shields blocked the Bears' attacks, and the adventurers followed up. The knights wreathed their swords in water and attacked the Rock Wolves. The attacks landed, but they didn't do much damage.

However, their movements slowed slightly. In that opening, the magicians fired their water bullets, which hit their mark. The knights then cut down the completely immobilized Rock Wolves.

Seeing that the human side had a slight advantage, the Earth Bear advanced with its Rock Wolves.

The approaching Earth Bear struck fear into them with its appearance alone. As some of the adventurers prepared to fight back, the Earth Bear's eyes glowed.

The next moment, the branches of the surrounding trees grew to twice their normal size and shot out. They moved like tentacles, and their speed was such that those who couldn't react in time were impaled.

Some managed to dodge but were caught and crushed.

A knight said, "So that's the power to control trees... It's more troublesome than I thought."

He wanted to click his tongue in frustration.

They had thought its ability to control trees would only serve as a wall, but its speed and sharpness made it a sufficient threat as an attack.

The knight captain said, "Your Holiness... at this rate, the operation..."

At his fearful expression, Altorine replied, "We will change the plan slightly. I will fight the Earth Bear now. Please carry out the operation in the meantime."

At her command, the captain said, "B-But, then..."

Before he could finish, Altorine cut him off. "If we continue like this, our casualties will only increase."

Her face allowed no argument.

The captain's face was a mask of determination and resolve. "Understood. Then we will accompany you."

The other captains felt the same.

"May fortune be with you in battle," Altorine said.

She drew Claíomh Solais and charged the Earth Bear.

The other monsters tried to attack her, but the knight captains intercepted them. The Earth Bear, seeing the human approaching, sensed that it was a formidable opponent. It manipulated the trees, and tentacle-like branches shot out at Altorine.

Altorine cut down the approaching attacks with her sword. Her movements were swift and without a single wasted motion.

When she was within sword's reach, she swung her sword in a wide arc. The Earth Bear met her attack with its right claw.

And so, the counteroffensive began. And in the Empire...



		
			Chapter 211

			The Empire's Advance.

			The Empire. The Royal Castle.

The Throne Room.

While the other nations had begun their counteroffensive, there was no such movement here.

Because a counteroffensive from the Royal Capital was pointless. The Empire’s greatest strength was its border.

Yorune spoke.

"...Captain? What is the situation?"

Captain Magnes, standing at perfect attention before him, replied.

"...There is no change in the monsters’ movements. Our forces—both soldiers and knights—are holding strong, but a portion of the adventurers fled last night. ...It was only the rookies who ran. ...It seems someone filled their heads with something."

He seemed to find it too tiresome to even mention the person by name.

Yorune nodded. "...I see. It can’t be helped. We can only pray they made it out safely. ...And what of *him*?"

He asked, just to be sure.

Magnes sighed. "...He is currently in a room at the Guild. We have him under surveillance, but he appears completely at ease."

Yorune gave his order. "...Do not engage in any aggressive combat here. Everything waits until the battle at the border is concluded."

Just as he made the declaration, a knight burst into the room in a panic.

"...F-Forgive my insolence!! The monsters are on the move!! ...They are advancing on us as well!!"

At this report, Yorune turned to his captain.

"...Captain Magnes. Intercept the monsters at once. Our forces are limited. Do not lose anyone needlessly."

Magnes bowed once and departed for the battlefield.

Left alone, Yorune looked to the heavens. "...May victory be with the General. And with ‘Red Lightning’..."

He offered a prayer.

The border.

The battle raged on.

The appearance of three Goblin Guardians had intensified the fighting. Worse still, hordes of Goblins had appeared and joined forces with the Lizardmen. The combat grew fiercer by the minute.

In the midst of it all, I made a decision.

"...Alright, I’ll take one of the Goblin Guardians. ...Tina? You okay?" I asked, checking on her.

After all, this enemy had an absurdly high defense against physical attacks. Its only weakness was fire.

But Tina wasn’t skilled with fire magic, and the flames from a spear wouldn’t be enough to bring it down.

Tina replied, "...I’m fine. ...There are plenty of ways to handle this. Please, believe in me."

Her eyes held no trace of doubt.

I nodded. "...Got it. As for the other one... looks like it’s taken care of."

In the distance, General Goltor was looking our way.

Goltor saw the newly arrived Goblin Guardians. "...Looks like I’ll have to take these on. ...But I can’t do it alone. ...Which means..."

He scanned his surroundings, searching for someone who could match his strength and wouldn't flinch against a high-level monster. In this place, there were only two such people. When he found his targets, they had already drawn their swords.

A sign they were getting serious. Noticing Goltor’s gaze, the man nodded at him.

Goltor said, "...I’m counting on you."

He spoke his thanks, though it was impossible for them to hear.

…The General was looking this way, so I gave him a nod. He seemed to understand, turning his gaze back to the Goblin Guardian.

I told Tina, "...Looks like the General will handle one of them. Now we can fight without holding back."

Tina smiled, relieved. "...You’re right. It’s a relief not to have that extra worry."

Honestly, taking on three Goblin Guardians would have been rough, especially on a chaotic battlefield like this.

Tina and I broke into a run, heading for our targets. We ignored the Lizardmen and Goblins that crossed our paths—getting tied up in minor skirmishes would only create an opening for our real opponents. We reached our respective Goblin Guardians at the same time.

Both monsters blocked our sword strikes with their spiked clubs. ...Unlike last time, their weapons were far more vicious. A single hit, even against Adamantite armor, could be fatal.

…The General charged his own Goblin Guardian, likewise ignoring the swarming enemies.

And then,

"...*DOOOORYAAAAAAH!!!*"

He swung his great hammer in a massive arc.

The Goblin Guardian met it by raising its own spiked club, and the two weapons clashed.

An adventurer watching the three of them fight yelled, "...Whoa, they’re taking on all three of those high-level monsters! This is our chance! Let’s take care of these small fry so we don’t get in their way!!"

The nearby adventurers and knights let out a battle cry.

Their morale soared, and they successfully began to turn the tide of a battle they had been losing.

Shinsuke’s Side

I faced the Goblin Guardian. Looking at it again, I saw it was wearing a breastplate in addition to its new weapon. A quick `Analysis` revealed the details. ...Mithril, fire-resistant, slash-resistant...

That was some quality armor. The kind even a seasoned adventurer would have trouble acquiring. And the other two were wearing the same gear. Just as the General suspected, there was an intelligent entity behind this. ...One with either significant funds or advanced crafting skills.

I cloaked my sword in flame. ...The Goblin Guardian readied its club.

We stared each other down. ...The Goblin Guardian moved first.

It took a step and brought its club crashing down. I dodged. I was confident I could block it, but I didn’t want to waste the stamina. ...That said, this wasn't an opponent I could beat by holding back.

The moment I dodged, I swung my sword horizontally at the Goblin Guardian’s right leg.

It connected, but only managed to inflict a slight burn. Not even a scratch. This one had even higher defense than the last one.

…The Goblin Guardian paid it no mind, instead swinging its left fist in a backhand blow. My posture was off; dodging was impossible. I took a defensive stance and poured magic into my armor. ...The backhand sent me flying, but I was uninjured. ...Adamantite really was the best. Its defensive power was second to none.

The Goblin Guardian grew cautious and didn’t move, keeping its club at the ready. ...It must have realized that a direct hit having no effect meant normal attacks were useless.

…A formidable opponent. A calm, calculating enemy is always a pain to fight.

I readied my Flame Sword and slowly closed the distance. The Goblin Guardian did the same. ...The instant our weapons were in range,

...they clashed. Sword and club were locked in a stalemate. We immediately broke apart.

Given its size and weight, the club should have been limited to downward swings or sweeps, but the Goblin Guardian’s immense strength allowed it to swing it around freely. Right to left, a horizontal sweep from the left into a sweep from the right—it attacked without a moment's pause. ...I continued to parry the ceaseless barrage with my sword.

In terms of pure strength, it was my near-equal with my magic-enhanced abilities. Using `Thunderclap Incarnation` would probably end it, but I’d already used a fair amount of magic in the battle so far. Thinking about what lay ahead, I wanted to avoid using it. ...I had no choice but to win with my experience and sword skills alone.

Fortunately, I’d trained for just this sort of thing, so I shouldn’t have too much trouble. ...After parrying for the umpteenth time, the Goblin Guardian executed a wide horizontal sweep from the right. I deflected it and slipped inside its guard. In that momentary opening, I unleashed a flurry of blows. ...A five-hit combo, aimed at the parts of its body not covered by armor.

The impact forced the Goblin Guardian to stumble back. Its abdomen wasn't cut, but it was scorched black.

…The Goblin Guardian rubbed its stomach slightly. I couldn’t tell if it was hurt, but it was clearly bothered by the attack.

I poured magic into my sword.

"...Flame Demon Sword ‘Thrust’."

A red orb of energy formed at the tip of my blade.

…I assumed a thrusting stance. The Goblin Guardian sensed something was wrong. It let out a roar and brought its club down with both hands. It was faster than before, the muscles in its arms bulging.

…I couldn’t block or dodge this attack. My only option was to strike faster than my opponent.

I leaped into the Goblin Guardian’s range. The whole motion took 0.5 seconds. ...The Goblin Guardian’s strike would land in 0.30 seconds. ...A span of time incomprehensible to an ordinary person.

But relying on an instinct honed by experience, I plunged the tip of my sword into its stomach. ...And then.

…*DOKKAAN*…

An explosion echoed across the field. ...The Goblin Guardian was blown away. It flew two meters before landing with a heavy thud and collapsing.

There was no sign of it getting up. ...As I approached, I saw a large hole blown through its stomach. It was an instant kill.

I sighed in relief. "...That was a gamble, but it paid off. In a way, I have the Former Pope to thank for this."

…This technique was based on the former Pope Aleister's exploding sword. I had practiced condensing the energy over and over again. ...I’d only wondered if I could do it, but I never thought it would come in handy like this.

I was glad I’d taken the time to learn so many different things.



		
			Chapter 212

			The Two Battles.

			Tina’s Side.

She engaged the Goblin Guardian.

"...It’s certainly a tough opponent for me to face alone," Tina said with a slight smirk.

…It was difficult for Tina’s magic to inflict any damage. It was questionable whether even a blade of wind could leave a scratch. As if sensing her thoughts, the Goblin Guardian brought its club down.

…Tina dodged to the right. She slashed at the Goblin Guardian’s now-exposed right arm, but she failed to leave even a scratch. The Goblin Guardian immediately swung its club in a horizontal sweep.

But, as if expecting it, Tina cloaked her feet in wind and leaped into the air. …The moment she was at the same height as the Goblin Guardian, she brought her sword down in a powerful overhead slash, splitting it from head to ground.

…However, it only left a mark. No blood was drawn.

Tina landed, a bead of sweat on her brow. "...Impressively tough. ...To think even Orichalcum wouldn’t work."

…Even Orichalcum, a higher quality metal than Mithril, couldn't draw blood. *Should I use the other one?* …No, if I use that against a Goblin Guardian, defeating the `Root Cause` will be impossible. …I have to win with just this sword and my magic. I believe that is the path to my own growth.

…The Goblin Guardian shook its head slightly. Though it wasn't cut, the impact had clearly rattled its brain. It quickly recovered and charged again.

It swung its club in a wide sweep from the left. Tina dodged it with ease. She tried to counter, but the club immediately came swinging back. …Tina calmly dodged again. After that, the Goblin Guardian’s onslaught continued.

…The club swung wildly, leaving no openings. …Tina dodged every blow. The difference in strength was too great to parry with her sword. If she tried, she risked being crushed.

Dodging was her only option.

Amidst the fierce barrage, the Goblin Guardian swung its club in a wide horizontal sweep.

Tina dodged and used the opening.

"...Wind Slash!"

A crescent-shaped blade of wind shot forth.

…It struck the defenseless Goblin Guardian. The impact made it stagger back, but it still suffered no damage.

Tina thought to herself, "...At this rate, it seems a Water Slash won’t be effective either. ...To cut it, I’ll need something much sharper."

…Tina used both water and wind magic, but she was most proficient with water. Yet a `Water Slash` couldn’t cut through. …Before she met Shinsuke, she would have thought all was lost and retreated.

But meeting Shinsuke had introduced her to the knowledge of Earth.

Her `Ice Wind Freezing Array` was something she developed after seeing it in one of Earth’s manga. …Naturally, she had researched other things as well, like mental fortitude and military strategy. Thanks to that, she had even managed to acquire new skills.

Now was the time to test the fruits of her labor.

Tina murmured, "...Let’s try *that*. ...I’ve never done it before, but…"

She took a deep breath and began to channel her magic.

…Sensing something, the Goblin Guardian immediately resumed its attack. Unflustered, Tina calmly continued to dodge the attacks. She never stopped channeling her magic.

To be able to perform two tasks with such composure was a testament to the principles of Shinkage-ryu. …To maintain a calm, immovable heart at all times. As long as she could do that, she could respond to any danger.

Tina had trained to always keep her heart steady, to never panic on the battlefield. This was the result of that training.

While dodging the Goblin Guardian’s relentless attacks, she focused on activating her spell. This was a feat impossible for an ordinary magician or swordsman. …Water began to envelop Tina’s sword. It was a water-based slash, but she was still condensing it.

…Smaller… to unleash a much narrower slash.

The Goblin Guardian attacked with even greater ferocity, as if growing desperate.

Its movements were faster than before. Yet none of its attacks could touch Tina.

…And then, the water clinging to Tina’s sword vanished. To be precise, it had been condensed to the point of being invisible, forming a paper-thin film. …It looked as if the water had disappeared, but the Goblin Guardian’s face paled slightly.

Its instincts screamed that the sword was dangerous.

The Goblin Guardian swung its club down in a fast, powerful, diagonal arc from the right.

Tina unleashed her spell.

"...High Pressure Water Slash!!"

A blade of water shot out.

It wasn't the crescent shape of before, but a single, running thread. At a glance, it was a weak-looking slash that seemed like it would vanish in an instant.

…However, when the thread of water struck the club, it passed through without disappearing, and then passed through the Goblin Guardian’s breastplate as well. The bisected club swung down toward Tina.

Having just released her magic, she couldn't dodge. …Tina braced herself for a broken bone. Then,

*swish*

The club split apart without a sound. …The break wasn't where she had blocked it, but where the thread of water had passed through. The top half of the club fell to the ground, followed by the Goblin Guardian’s upper torso, which also split and fell without a sound.

Its remaining body gushed blood from the wound and slowly collapsed.

Tina breathed out. "...*Phew*. ...It worked. ...Earth’s technology is amazing."

…This technique was conceived by studying Earth’s water-jet cutting technology.

She had seen Shinsuke condense his magic, so she had practiced to master the same skill.

Her efforts had borne fruit.

Goltor’s Side.

Goltor was fighting fiercely against his Goblin Guardian.

…Unlike the other two, Goltor couldn’t dodge or parry. He wasn’t that dexterous. But he had slain countless monsters thanks to his immense strength, which allowed him to swing his Adamantite great hammer with ease, and the defensive power of his armor, forged from the finest ore and craftsmanship. …Because of this, he met the Goblin Guardian’s club head-on, their strength locked in a stalemate.

A state of push and pull. …Deciding this was getting nowhere, Goltor pushed it away.

Then, in a swift counter, he smashed his great hammer into the Goblin Guardian’s stomach. The Goblin Guardian was sent flying back slightly.

However, its expression didn't change, and the blow wasn't fatal.

Goltor grunted. "...Tough bastard. ...No time to hold back."

He cloaked his great hammer in lightning.

…Unlike the other two, Goltor’s techniques and magic were limited. If he held back now, he’d be killed.

The Goblin Guardian charged as if nothing had happened. …It swung its club in a wide sweep from the right.

Goltor met it with his great hammer. …A violent sound echoed. Electricity coursed through the club and struck the Goblin Guardian directly. A visible current flowed through its entire body—a charge that would electrocute a normal creature. But the Goblin Guardian seemed to feel nothing as it put more force into its club.

Goltor was pushed back slightly.

"...Tch. ...Explode!"

A small flash of light erupted from the tip of his hammer.

…The blast forced them both back. A sudden flash of lightning—a trick Goltor often used to create distance.

Goltor muttered, "...To think it’s this durable. ...Is it really immune to everything but fire? ...In that case…"

Goltor poured magic into his body.

He channeled lightning until it coursed through his entire being.

Goltor roared, "...Thunderclap Incarnation!"

Power surged through his entire body.

…This was a technique Goltor had seen Shinsuke use before. He had pleaded with Shinsuke to teach him.

Shinsuke had asked, "...Just to be clear, why do you want to learn this so badly? Aren’t you strong enough as it is, General?"

To this question, Goltor had replied, "...Strong? ...If I were truly strong, I would have protected the Former Emperor and defeated that giant monster. ...I am weak. That is why I want to become stronger. But my usual training methods are no longer enough. There is more I must learn. ...Please."

He had bowed his head.

…Having heard the man’s confession of weakness and seen him bow, Shinsuke couldn’t refuse.

Shinsuke had said, "...Very well. But whether you can master it is up to you, General."

Goltor had smiled, his resolve hardening.

After session after session of grueling training, he had finally succeeded in mastering it.

The Goblin Guardian sensed the change in Goltor’s aura and, feeling threatened, brought its club down.

…Goltor met it with his great hammer. This time, there was no stalemate; he knocked it back with ease. The Goblin Guardian quickly regained its footing and unleashed a flurry of attacks. …A wild, formless barrage.

But Goltor deflected every single one with his great hammer.

Goltor declared, "...This is the end."

In that instant, Goltor’s figure vanished.

…The Goblin Guardian looked around but couldn’t find him anywhere. Just then, a shadow fell across its face. It looked up to see Goltor, cloaked in lightning, his great hammer raised high.

In that moment, he had leaped with imperceptible speed.

Goltor bellowed, "...*DOOOORYAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!*"

He brought the hammer down with all his might.

…Caught by surprise, the Goblin Guardian couldn’t react in time and took a direct hit to the head. The attack wouldn’t normally affect the highly durable creature, but Goltor continued to channel lightning into it. …Before, the electricity had passed through the club, rendering it ineffective. But now, he was striking its body directly—its head. He poured his magic in, ensuring the current reached its insides, not just the exterior.

The Goblin Guardian shrieked. …Its body trembled violently, unable to move properly. Then, Goltor pulled his hammer away from its head and landed on the ground. The Goblin Guardian collapsed.

Goltor approached cautiously. …The Goblin Guardian was still twitching faintly, but the tremors soon subsided, and it stopped moving.

Goltor sighed. "...*Phew*... I owe him my thanks."

He wiped the sweat from his brow with his left hand.

A knight who saw the three Goblin Guardians fall cried out, "...Whoa, they—they did it! ...Everyone!! We can’t fall behind!!"

At his cry, everyone let out a roar.

With that momentum, they began to cut down the monsters.

And so, one of the great challenges at the border had been overcome.

Nearby, something stirred, completely unnoticed.



		
			Chapter 213

			The Kingdom's Battlefield.

			The scene changes to the Kingdom.

A battlefield not far from the Royal Capital.

Amidst the fierce fighting, a single Orc King appeared. Facing it were Bardos and Leona of `Wind Guard`, as well as Captain Glad. However, Glad was unable to get close, blocked by a swarm of other monsters.

…But the pair charged forward like wild boars and engaged the Orc King.

Leona’s hands trembled slightly. "...To think we’d be fighting this again. ...It brings back memories of a year ago."

It was no wonder. During her time with `Beautiful Sword`, they had managed to wound it but couldn’t defeat it. If Shinsuke and Bardos hadn’t shown up then, she would have certainly died. …Though she had grown stronger since then, she didn’t know if she could stand against it.

As fear took hold, Bardos spoke without looking back. "...If you can’t handle it, fall back. You’ll only get in the way. …Besides, don’t let *him* be alone."

Harsh words for a wife. It wouldn’t have been surprising if she’d snapped back. But instead, Leona felt ashamed of herself.

…Danger was part of being an adventurer. Of course, death wasn’t the goal; success meant coming back alive. But the probability of dying was high. It was an ironclad rule for adventurers that everyone had made their peace with death.

…From that perspective, Bardos’s words felt like a last will.

Leona scoffed. "...*Hmph*, what are you talking about? Our child doesn’t even know his father’s face. …I’ll be in trouble if you don’t live until he’s an adult."

She took her place at Bardos’s side. …The shield and spear in her hands showed no trace of hesitation.

Bardos smirked. "...Right. Then we’d better both survive."

Deep down, Bardos was happy. …That she would fight alongside him. With the one you love by your side, there’s nothing to fear.

The Orc King, as if it had been waiting for them, brought its iron club down.

…The speed and power were undeniable. A single blow would crush a human without a trace.

…However, Leona thrust her shield forward. She met the Orc King’s blow from directly above, deflecting it at the perfect moment. …The Orc King was left wide open.

Bardos emerged from behind Leona and swung his great axe into its left side with all his might. The axe blade cut into its stomach, but only by a few centimeters. It was bleeding, but it wasn't a fatal wound.

…The Orc King saw Bardos and countered with its left fist. Bardos tried to pull his axe free, but the Orc King tensed its abdominal muscles, trapping it.

Just as he was considering letting go, an `Earth Spear` pierced the Orc King’s fist. The sharp pain caused its stomach muscles to relax, and the great axe came loose.

Bardos grunted. "...Saved my ass. Thanks."

To his words of thanks, Leona replied, "...Of course. But for an Orc King to be this strong… …what is going on?"

She was puzzled.

…No matter how high-level it was, it had used its stomach muscles to trap a weapon. A human couldn't do that. Even if it were acting on instinct, it would have been simpler to just hold it down with its hands. But it had chosen a method that didn't slow its own attack.

…Just like a year ago, the Orc King’s evolution was beyond human comprehension.

Bardos said, "...No point overthinking it. …We just gotta kill it. That’s all there is to it."

It was a simplistic, yet ultimate, answer.

Leona chuckled. "...Heh. You’re right. Your way of putting things is a real lifesaver."

She smiled and raised her shield.

…Having pulled out the `Earth Spear`, the Orc King was once again glaring at the two of them. It let out a fierce roar and brought its club down.

This time, both of them dodged. …Because they had sensed something strange about this Orc King.

The wound Leona had inflicted with the `Earth Spear` was still bleeding. Orc Kings had a healing factor, but it was known to be slow. …The one from a year ago had an abnormally fast healing rate, but this one didn’t. …In other words, it had tactics, but its abilities were normal.

…The two of them locked eyes and nodded. They sensed an opportunity to win.

Leona and Bardos moved to flank the Orc King from the left and right. The Orc King hesitated, unsure which to attack, but decided the woman with the shield was more troublesome and swung its club sideways.

…Leona blocked it with her shield. The force was so great that she was pushed back. She finally managed to stop, but she had no strength to counter, only to endure. …However, that was precisely Leona’s aim. To pin its attention on her.

In that time, Bardos was pouring magic into the wind magic stone on his great axe.

Bardos grinned. "...This is a move I based on one of Shinsuke’s manga. …It packs a real punch."

…Wind began to swirl, converging on his great axe. He had test-run it in the forests near the city of Alum, but this was the first time he was using it in a real battle.

…The Orc King sensed something from behind and turned. There, a sphere of wind about two meters in diameter had gathered on the great axe.

Realizing it had chosen the wrong target, the Orc King tried to turn its club on Bardos, but—

"...Wind Chains!"

Three chains of wind shot out from Leona’s spear.

They wrapped around the Orc King’s left leg, stopping it in its tracks. …Caught by surprise, the Orc King couldn’t understand why it couldn’t move.

Bardos shouted, "...Thanks! You’re the best woman in the world!!"

Shouting, Bardos leaped from an overhead stance.

The moment he was high enough to look down on the Orc King,

"...Hellwind Destruction!!!"

He brought the great axe down.

…The Orc King tried to defend with its club, but the moment the axe touched it, the club disintegrated, and the blow struck the Orc King’s head directly. From there, blades of wind shredded it to pieces, down to its feet.

By the time Bardos landed on the ground, not a trace of the Orc King remained.

Leona smiled in relief. "...You did it, Bardos."

Victory, in any form, is a pleasant feeling.

However, Bardos said, "...It’s not over yet. …Here they come."

He looked toward two more Orc Kings and a giant lizard that had appeared in the distance.

They were about two kilometers away. He thought they would approach quickly, but only the two Orc Kings came forward; the giant lizard, a Salamander, did not.

Bardos asked, "...? What’s up? Isn’t that lizard coming?"

Leona speculated, "...Perhaps it is observing? …To see if we are worthy opponents."

Bardos made a sour face. "...So it’s sizing us up? What a high-and-mighty lizard-sama."

He said sarcastically.

So it thinks there’s no point in fighting us after we’ve only defeated one? What an arrogant attitude.

Leona said, "...But two Orc Kings is bad news. To be honest, they’re not so weak that we can each take one on our own."

That was the reality of the situation.

…Bardos knew it too. As much of a battle junkie as he was, he wasn’t crazy enough to take on two high-level monsters. But if they didn’t fight, they would be killed.

Just as he was thinking that,

"...Then we shall take on one of them."

He turned to see Glad and his knights appear.

Leona asked, "...Captain Glad. …Is this alright? What about the smoke signal?"

Glad replied, "...No problem. I have left it to someone else. Besides, as long as the main target is out of range, we must make it approach us at all costs."

The knights shared his resolve.

Bardos said, "...That’s a big help. Alright then, we’ll leave one to you."

He readied his great axe.

…The fact that he could still fight after using such a powerful spell showed that Bardos still had stamina and magic to spare. But it was just a bluff. Bardos himself didn’t have that much magic.

…He could probably use that last spell one more time. He wanted to save it for the Salamander, but he couldn’t be picky.

…In this battle, personal feelings were nothing but a hindrance.

And so, the second round of battle in the Kingdom began.
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			The Kingdom's Battlefield, Part Two.

			The second round of battle in the Kingdom began.

`Wind Guard` and the captain leading his knights versus two Orc Kings. The human side had the advantage in numbers, but the monsters were superior in power.

They needed more support, but the fighting with the other monsters was so fierce that sending reinforcements was out of the question.

Glad ordered, "...Alright, we’ll proceed as planned. Everyone, charge!!"

With a roar, they rushed forward.

The Orc King, unfazed, brought its club down mercilessly. Glad blocked it with his shield. Unlike Leona, he didn’t deflect it but met it head-on. This alone showed the extent of his strength.

…The two were locked in a stalemate… In that opening, the knights surrounded the Orc King and thrust their swords at it all at once.

However, the Orc King’s skin was so tough that it only dented slightly, drawing no blood. Still, the knights didn’t give up and continued to slash at it repeatedly. The Orc King paid no mind to the knights’ attacks, focusing solely on Glad.

Sensing the increased force in the club, Glad shouted, "...Skill: ‘Immovability’!!"

He activated his skill.

From that point on, he didn't move an inch. The Orc King, not understanding, continued to pour on the pressure. …The battle was at a complete standstill.

…One of the knights took out a sphere the size of a baseball from a small pouch, lit a fuse extending from it, and threw it at the Orc King’s face.

The Orc King noticed it just as it exploded. White smoke enveloped the Orc King’s entire face.

…Startled by the sudden event, the Orc King pulled back its club and waved away the smoke. Glad immediately deactivated his skill and moved away.

Glad said, "...That was a help. Thank you."

He expressed his gratitude.

The knight replied, "...Not at all. If anything, we apologize. …Because we lacked the strength, Captain, you had to…"

He looked apologetic.

The other knights felt the same way.

Glad said, "...It can’t be helped. We’re up against a high-level monster. Half-hearted attacks won’t even faze it. …If the current method doesn’t work, we just have to try another. …We’re switching to Plan B."

The knights nodded at his decision.

…When the Orc King’s vision cleared, all it saw in front of it were knights with bows drawn; Glad was nowhere in sight. The Orc King had no interest in the knights. Just as it was about to search for Glad, the knights fired their arrows in unison.

The Orc King, feeling nothing, paid no attention to the arrows. That was a fatal mistake. The arrows didn't pierce its body, but they stuck fast and wouldn't come off. …Dozens of arrows clung to it, making it look like a pincushion. …The tips of these arrows were not arrowheads, but spheres filled with a liquid adhesive processed from the sticky thread of a Spider Monster.

When such a thing hits the body, the sphere bursts, and the adhesive sprays out. Moreover, the bonding speed is fast, and it hardens immediately. The Orc King tried to pull them off. In the meantime, a knight threw a torch at the Orc King.

…When it hit the fletching, it burst into flames, which spread to the other arrows, becoming a raging fire. The secret was in the fletching, which was made from the feathers of a Danger Pigmon, a bird-like monster whose feathers burn easily. …Incidentally, the reason it's called dangerous is that its feathers are flammable, and the moment they burn, it self-destructs towards its target. Such flames spread across its body, and it rolled on the ground to extinguish them.

As if waiting for this action, Glad shouted, "Shield Attack!!"

He timed it with the rolling Orc King and unleashed a shockwave.

…The Orc King was sent flying like a soccer ball. It flew about three meters. Considering its massive size, that was quite a distance.

Glad said, "...Alright, now for the rest…"

As he said that, the other Orc King came flying to the same spot.

A short time earlier.

Bardos and Leona had begun their second battle with an Orc King.

…Their strategy was the same as before: Leona defended while Bardos attacked. Bardos’s great axe inflicted minor cuts on the Orc King. He knew from before that swinging with all his might would get him stopped. Although they were minor cuts, a continuous barrage would inflict considerable damage.

…The Orc King was swinging its club, but Leona’s shield blocked every blow. In the midst of this exchange, Bardos swung his great axe in a wide arc, clashing with the Orc King’s club.

…The impact sent both of them flying backward.

Leona shouted, "...What are you doing?! It’s my job to block attacks!"

She thought he had taken her role. Bardos replied, "...I’m going to blow this thing away. When I do, focus on sealing its movements."

Leona was puzzled by this instruction. "...? What do you mean by that?"

Bardos explained, "...To be frank, after I beat this guy, I’ll be completely exhausted. I can’t take on the lizard in that state. …I want to fight the lizard too. To do that, we need to seal this one up so it can’t move. Then maybe the lizard will come, don’t you think?"

Leona’s eyes widened. "...Huh? …Well, putting that aside, since when did you start thinking so much?"

Bardos retorted, "...How should I know? …Here it comes. Anyway, I’m counting on you for the rest."

With that, he charged forward.

Leona said, "...Well, that might be the most logical course of action."

She was somewhat convinced.

As Bardos closed in on the Orc King,

"...Here I go. …Skill: ‘Berserk’!!"

He activated his skill.

…His physical abilities soared. It was a state that should have sent him into a high-tension frenzy, but through long-term use, he had succeeded in maintaining his reason.

Bardos roared, "ORA ORA ORA ORA!!!"

He charged, swinging his great axe with one hand.

…The Orc King readied its club like a batter to intercept Bardos. As they closed the distance, the great axe and club clashed, but the great axe sent the club flying.

The Orc King was shocked. It had lost a contest of strength against a human. …Bardos’s great axe, in a swift counter, struck the Orc King’s stomach. It was a blow powerful enough to split it in two, but unfortunately, the Orc King quickly came to its senses and, at the moment of impact, tensed its stomach muscles to receive the blow.

…It was dented, but no blood was drawn. However, this was convenient for Bardos. If it had bled excessively, he wouldn’t have been able to send it flying, and the battle might have dragged on.

Bardos put every ounce of his strength into it.

"DOOOOORYAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!!"

With a roar, he sent the Orc King flying.

And so…

Two Orc Kings were now lying in the same spot. It wasn’t planned; it was a product of pure chance.

Bardos shouted, "...How lucky!! …Leona! Do it!"

At his command, Leona responded, "...Leave it to me!! Rock Spear Cage!!"

Innumerable earth spears erupted around the two Orc Kings.

…Several of them pierced the Orc Kings. The penetration was shallow, but with so many spears, they couldn’t be easily pulled out.

The sight was like a cage made of spears. They had successfully captured the two Orc Kings.

Glad said, "...That was a magnificent sight. …Let’s finish them off now."

Convinced of their victory, he was about to deliver the final blow when Bardos said, "...No time for that. …The big boss has arrived."

Bardos was looking at the Salamander as it approached.

Glad said, "...Indeed, the Orc Kings won’t die immediately. If we take too long, the lizard will join them, and our golden opportunity will be ruined. …Well then, both of you. Let’s retreat."

Bardos responded to this instruction, "...? Why?"

He asked with a straight face.

Glad looked at him with a face that said, `Huh?`.

Leona said, "...You’ve forgotten again, haven’t you? …Once that lizard is in range, there will be a cannonade from the Royal Capital. We can’t fight the lizard."

Bardos looked surprised. "...Huh?! …Ahhh. Just a little bit won’t hurt, right?"

Leona replied to his pleading face, "...No. …You will follow the plan. …Captain Glad, please make arrangements to raise the smoke signal immediately."

She requested coldly.

Glad said, "...Ah, ah. …Understood. …You, prepare the smoke signal at once."

He ordered the knight carrying the signal.

…The knight saluted and raised the smoke signal. Red smoke ascended into the sky.

Leona said, "...Come on. Let’s go."

With that, she started running.

Bardos grumbled, "...Ah, ugh… …Damn it. …Just when I was getting fired up."

He started running while complaining.

Glad and his men also retreated.

Rumily, seeing the smoke signal, shouted, "...It’s the signal!!"

The magicians immediately took their positions.

…They poured their magic into the magic stone set in the priming pan. Then, the cannon traced a pale blue line, and the magic stone at its tip glowed with a white light.

Seeing this, Matilda asked, "...H-Hey. …Don’t you think it’s charged enough?"

She asked with a slightly tired look on her face.

Milfy replied, "...Y-Yes. …The needle on the meter is in the red zone. …Gunner, if you please."

The gunner holding the trigger said, "...Understood. I will not let your efforts go to waste."

He looked through the scope.

The target, the giant lizard, approached the two Orc Kings and entered the range.

The gunner shouted, "...Eat this and die!!!"

He pulled the trigger.

The Salamander saw the humans fleeing and thought they were running scared. It continued to approach the Orc Kings to get them moving.

…Just then, a white light approached from the distance.

`What’s that?` it wondered, and as it looked, a giant beam of light struck the spot where the Salamanders were. An explosion occurred.

…The power was immense, like five missiles exploding at once. The aftermath was tremendous, and the nearby monsters were also blown away.

Bardos and his group, though they were at a distance, were caught in the blast and sent flying. A deafening roar echoed, and even after it ended, black smoke continued to rise.

A soldier watching from the cannon emplacement shouted, "...Incredible power. …Most of the monsters are down. …It’s a success!!"

Cheers echoed all around.

The plan had succeeded. There could be nothing more joyous. …All that was left was to mop up the remaining enemies. …That’s how it should have been.

Rumily, who was watching the battlefield, said, "...? Wait a minute. …I think I saw something move in the smoke just now."

A magician nearby responded to her uneasy report, "...Huh? …Hey, hey. Stop joking. A monster that can withstand a direct hit from that cannon… th-th-that…"

When he looked at the battlefield, he was speechless.

…As the smoke cleared, a giant crater had formed, and there was nothing where the Orc Kings had been. However, the Salamander was still standing. In fact, it didn't look like it had taken a fatal wound; it was perfectly fine.

The other people, sensing that something was wrong with the magician’s demeanor, looked as well. They stood there, unable to say a word.

The Salamander’s mouth opened, and it took a deep breath. …From its mouth, which had swelled up like a pufferfish, a giant fireball was launched. It was the size of a two-story house.

It was headed for the walls of the Royal Capital… …towards the cannon emplacement.



		
			Chapter 215

			The Kingdom's Battlefield, Part Three.

			The Salamander’s Great Fireball was closing in.

…The magicians who saw it didn’t run; they were frozen in place.

…There were two reasons. First, the shock that their most powerful attack had been ineffective. Second, the time it took to comprehend that something was coming at them.

Because of this, no one moved or made a sound. They just stood there.

In the midst of it all, Matilda shouted, "!! What are you doing?! Run, now!!"

Her shout broke the silence, and everyone present began to scream and panic. But there were only three seconds left until the Great Fireball hit.

They wouldn’t make it.

Milfy cried out, "...Rumily! We have to evacuate! ...Rumily?"

She was nowhere to be found.

…The thought that she had run ahead never crossed Milfy’s mind. Just then, a shadow leaped from the wall. A girl with a blue scarf.

It was Rumily.

"...Great Wind Blade Defense!!"

A wind disk the size of a single-story house materialized in front of Rumily.

…The Great Fireball crashed into the wind wall, but it didn’t explode. It continued to push forward with enough force to destroy the wall and the Royal Capital itself. Rumily held her ground against the attack. She had created a small foothold of wind in mid-air and was holding on, but it was only a matter of time.

…The magicians, having recovered from their stupor, immediately fled. They didn’t try to help; they just ran to save themselves. Rumily held no grudge against them. In fact, she had created the wall for that very purpose.

Rumily thought, "...This is it for me. …If I release this, I’ll just be burned to a crisp. …At the very least, I have to weaken it as much as possible."

She continued to pour her magic into the shield.

She no longer had any intention of surviving. She had accepted that this was her place of death. Her only wish was that she could have said goodbye to those two. Just as her magic was running out and she was about to lose consciousness… …she felt something injected into her neck.

The pain jolted her awake. She looked to her right and saw Milfy.

She was flying, approaching Rumily. …As she wondered how, a continuous stream of water spheres shot out from her left. They flew over the wind wall and rained down on the Great Fireball.

Milfy shouted, "Wind Shield!!"

She erected a barrier of wind.

…The two wind walls halted the Great Fireball’s advance. Matilda’s relentless `Water Barrage` was weakening the Great Fireball, little by little.

Rumily asked, her face a mask of confusion, "...Wh-Why? Why didn’t you run?"

Rumily had wanted the people here, especially Milfy and Matilda, to escape.

Milfy replied, "...If I ran away and left the person I love behind, I wouldn’t feel anything for the rest of my life. Just emptiness. That’s why we’re going to survive this. All three of us."

Her eyes were filled with determination.

…Tears welled up in Rumily’s eyes. Those words struck deeper than any blade, resonated more than any malicious gossip.

…Matilda’s voice boomed from behind. "...Hey!! Stop having a touching moment and think of a way out of this!!"

…The two of them snapped back to reality and looked ahead. The situation was still dire and dangerous. Although the Great Fireball’s power had diminished slightly, it still had more than enough force to burn the Royal Capital to the ground.

…The magic of the two women holding it back was not infinite.

The injection earlier was a prototype that could instantly restore magic. It had been kept in case the cannon shot missed and a second one was needed. Matilda and Milfy had used it, and had also administered it to Rumily.

However, the situation remained unchanged.

As they wondered what to do, a voice came from behind.

"...Matilda-san!! Milfy-san!! Pour your magic into this magic stone!!"

They turned at the sound of the voice.

…Standing there was Sakura, the Queen’s personal maid. The question of why she was here was irrelevant.

Sakura said, "We’ll use the cannon to extinguish that fireball!! If you two pour your magic into it, even if we can’t push it back, we should be able to cancel it out!!"

At Sakura’s instruction, Milfy cried out in a panicked voice, "...B-But!! What about Rumily?!"

Rumily was in the line of fire. If they shot, she would die too.

Sakura explained, "...The moment we fire, Rumily-san, please drop to the ground!! The soldiers below are ready to catch you!!"

Matilda made a calm judgment. "...Milfy, let’s take the gamble. …Either way, if we continue like this, we’re just delaying our deaths. We won’t survive."

Rumily smiled and replied, "...Milfy, go. …It’s okay. I’m confident in my speed."

…Her eyes held a hint of anxiety. Even with her skill, if she mistimed it, she would either be burned by the Great Fireball or vaporized by the cannon blast.

A moment’s hesitation was not an option.

Milfy said, "...Alright. You better live."

With tears in her eyes, she joined Matilda.

The wind shield she had been maintaining vanished, and the Great Fireball began to advance again, but Rumily paid it no mind and continued to pour her magic into her own shield.

…The two of them poured every last drop of their magic into the magic stone. The charging speed was incomparable to the first shot.

And then, their magic was depleted, and they collapsed on the spot.

Sakura said, "...This amount of magic should be enough. …Rumily-san!! On my signal, get to the ground immediately!!"

At the loud voice, Rumily gave a thumbs-up with her right hand without looking back.

Sakura shouted, "...Counting down!! Three… two… one… Fire!!"

She pulled the trigger.

…During the countdown, Rumily had been lowering her wind foothold to increase her falling speed.

…The moment the count reached one, she released the foothold and began to fall.

Rumily released her wind shield and activated her skill.

"...Skill: ‘Acceleration’!!"

She focused solely on falling. The Great Fireball moved, and the heatwave made her right leg hot and painful.

…Just as it was about to hit her, the cannon blast struck the Great Fireball. It stopped again. Rumily plummeted at a speed imperceptible to the naked eye.

…The cannon blast was locked in a struggle with the Great Fireball. Despite containing the magic of only two people, its power was immense, a testament to their high magic levels.

And then, the Great Fireball and the cannon blast both exploded… …and vanished. The aftershock cracked the wall, sending the three on the cannon platform flying. Rumily landed on a large cloth held by the soldiers on the ground.

She lost consciousness immediately. The soldier who caught her checked her condition and saw that her right leg was severely burned.

The soldier shouted, "...This is bad!! Get her to a doctor, now!!"

At his command, the soldiers carried her away at a run.

After being blown away, Sakura said, "...Ugh. …Quickly. …I have to get… these two… and escape."

She forced her pain-wracked body to move.

The opportunity *that person* had bought for them. …She absolutely could not let it go to waste.

Sakura picked up the two of them and descended.

A short time earlier, the Salamander…

After launching the Great Fireball, it noticed something was blocking it, preventing it from advancing.

It took a deep breath and was about to fire a second shot when,

"ORAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!!"

A roar echoed.

It looked down to see a human with a great axe.

After being blown away, Bardos had immediately righted himself.

…He had a bad feeling. And he was right. The Salamander was not only unharmed, but was radiating killing intent.

Bardos grinned. "...Heh heh. That’s more like it."

At that moment, the Salamander launched a Great Fireball from its mouth. It was headed towards the Royal Capital.

Bardos thought, "...Tch. Can’t do anything about that. I’ll leave it to them. …As for me…"

He readied his great axe and charged.

…Approaching the Salamander’s feet, Bardos swung his great axe in a powerful horizontal sweep. Its skin couldn’t withstand the blade and was cut. Blood gushed out like a fountain. Its durability was lower than an Orc King’s, but it had withstood that cannon blast, so there had to be something more to it.

But for the Salamander, it was just a scratch. In fact, it barely felt any pain. The Salamander stuck out its tongue and cloaked it in flames.

Its target was the human. It swung its tongue sideways, as it always did.

Seeing the attack coming, Bardos shouted, "...Murderous Dance!!"

He unleashed his technique.

…He spun at high speed, clashing with the Salamander’s attack, their powers locked in a stalemate. …The Salamander, unfazed, put more force into its attack.

Bardos poured all his strength into the rotation of his great axe.

"DOOORYAAAAAAAAAH!!!"

He increased his rotation speed.

And then, *SPAAAAAAN*.

…He sliced off the Salamander’s tongue. The Salamander shrieked. Having the tip of its tongue severed was, as expected, painful. It backed away slightly.

Bardos stopped spinning, panting for breath.

"...Hah, hah… …How do you like that, you lizard bastard?"

He grinned, drenched in sweat.

The Salamander became wary of the human below. …It sensed, `This one is strong`. The Salamander’s body glowed red, and flames enveloped its entire form.

This was the secret to how it had survived the cannon blast. …A body as hot as a scorching inferno, nullifying any attack.

Bardos chuckled. "...Heh heh. Looks like you’re getting serious. …This is the best. Skill: ‘Berserk’!!"

With his spirits soaring, he activated his skill.

He breathed new life into his exhausted body.

Just then.

"...I will not let you fight alone."

Leona stood beside him, shield and spear in hand.

From the left.

"...I too shall offer my meager assistance."

Glad stood there, holding a shield and mace.

Seeing the two of them, Bardos said, "...This is the final showdown. …Let’s go!!!"

With a battle cry, the three of them charged.

The Salamander raised its right foot to meet them.

And so, the battle in the Kingdom escalated even further.



		
			Chapter 216

			The Republic's Battle.

			The Republic.

A three-way battlefield. …The human army of adventurers and knights versus a horde of countless monsters. Each side was fighting for their lives. Among them, the duel between the Guild Master and Captain Bradamante against two Muay Thai Kongs stood out.

The two strongest fighters in the Republic versus two high-level monsters. …The outcome was anyone’s guess.

…The Guild Master, realizing his skills were ineffective, unleashed a series of rapid thrusts with his partisan. They weren’t fast, but they had plenty of power. The Muay Thai Kong parried them with its two hands. Deflecting thrust attacks with open palms… …its finesse was unbecoming of a monster.

…After dozens of attacks, the partisan’s trajectory was thrown off. Sensing an opportunity, the Muay Thai Kong went on the offensive. It brought down its upper two arms.

A double sledgehammer fist attack. …Knowing the Guild Master’s defensive capabilities, this time it was a full-power blow.

The Guild Master instinctively jumped back. The two fists missed, crashing into the ground and creating a small fissure.

The Guild Master said, "...So you know about my guard. …Then how about this!"

The Guild Master’s muscles bulged.

His body, swollen to the same degree as when using `Muscle Guard`, was now a match for the Muay Thai Kong. The Guild Master once again thrust his partisan. This time, it was faster and sharper than before.

…The Muay Thai Kong couldn’t react in time, and the partisan struck it in the stomach, sending it flying backward. A small amount of blood trickled from the wound.

The Guild Master grinned. "...Impressive. To tense your stomach and jump back at the last second. …It’s been a while since I’ve felt this."

…Normally, one would feel fear or caution towards an opponent, but he was smiling.

An experienced adventurer who saw this murmured, "...It’s been a long time since I’ve seen the ‘Wild Bull’ fight."

He said nostalgically.

…The Guild Master’s nickname didn’t just come from his skills. In his youth, he was a battle junkie like Bardos, rumored to love fighting more than a hot meal.

Since becoming Guild Master, he had suppressed that personality, killing his own desires for the sake of the guild and the country.

…In a way, this battle was just that, and there was no need to hold back.

The Guild Master roared, "...LET’S GOOOO!!!"

He charged.

…His partisan’s onslaught was fierce, like a rampaging bull. The Muay Thai Kong, not to be outdone, let out a roar and cloaked its four arms in lightning to intercept.

The fierce battle between the two began.

…The partisan created several small holes in the Muay Thai Kong, inflicting pain, while the lightning fists grazed the Guild Master’s body, causing only minor scratches. But the electric shocks sent a dull pain through his body.

Both were focused solely on attacking, not even bothering to dodge or defend.

…Desperate Tactics. …The aura of two fighters who had no regard for their own lives spread out around them. The adventurers and monsters who were about to join the fray were overwhelmed by the murderous atmosphere and couldn’t get close. If they got too close, they would be caught in the crossfire and die. So, they decided not to interfere. They would focus on the enemies in front of them.

…As if the two armies had reached a consensus, the battle resumed.

At the end of a fierce exchange, the Guild Master and the Muay Thai Kong both fell back.

…The Guild Master had scorch marks and scrapes here and there. The Muay Thai Kong likewise had holes in its body, and was bleeding. Both were out of breath. But their faces were beaming with smiles.

Not just the Guild Master, but the Muay Thai Kong was also enjoying this fight.

Sensing they felt the same way, the Guild Master said, "...Hey, this is just going to get tiring if we keep at it. …How about we settle this with one shot? …Let’s end it with our best moves."

He poured his magic into his partisan.

…As if in response, the lightning on the Muay Thai Kong’s four arms grew even more intense. It seemed to have understood his intention.

The Guild Master said, "...That’s more like it. …Here I come. I’m betting my life on this one blow!!"

An invisible film covered his partisan.

He activated his skill, "...Skill: ‘Vibration’!!" and charged.

…Normally, this skill was a long-range attack. But the Guild Master deliberately chose not to release it, instead charging in. …A charge for a guaranteed kill. A point-blank attack.

The Muay Thai Kong pulled back its four arms and took a low stance. A posture to meet the charging human head-on.

…The Muay Thai Kong was also betting everything on this one blow. Or rather, four blows. …The Guild Master was closing in. He was close, just a few steps away.

And then.

"ORRRRYAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!"

"VUUUAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!!"

Both let out a battle cry and clashed.

…The vibrating partisan was met by four lightning strikes. The stalemate was more intense than ever, emitting a shockwave so powerful that no third party could get near.

Naturally, the two of them, being so close, were taking the full brunt of it. …The air swirled violently. But it didn't last long.

The Muay Thai Kong moved slightly. It had realized that its strength was superior to the human’s. …Convinced of its victory, it smiled.

But the Guild Master shouted, "...Muscle Charge!!"

His leg muscles swelled, and he pushed forward.

…The force was like a sudden explosion, and he pushed forward all at once. And then, the Muay Thai Kong’s attack was deflected.

An opening in its defense. …The Guild Master, carried by his momentum, charged forward. …He struck the Muay Thai Kong’s stomach and released his skill.

The released vibration blew a large hole through the Muay Thai Kong’s stomach, piercing it.

With a large hole in its body, the Muay Thai Kong fell backward.

Meanwhile, Bradamante.

The battle between Captain Bradamante and the Muay Thai Kong looked like a dance.

…She gracefully dodged the Muay Thai Kong’s continuous attacks and, in an opening, thrust her trident at its side. But the blade didn't penetrate; it was unharmed. The Muay Thai Kong, unconcerned, threw a backhand fist. She dodged it by a hair’s breadth.

Bradamante thought, "...As I thought, my strength isn’t enough to wound it. …In that case."

She cloaked her spear in water.

…It didn’t swirl, but changed into the shape of a spear made of water. The tip was now thinner and sharper than before. A modification designed to enhance its thrusting, rather than slashing, power.

The Muay Thai Kong, seeing this, became wary and took some distance.

…The two stared each other down. The first to make a move was Bradamante. …She charged forward with incredible speed.

The Muay Thai Kong, feeling her actions were reckless, intercepted with a right-hand chop. But Bradamante vanished in an instant, and it hit empty air. Before the surprised Muay Thai Kong stood Bradamante.

…Bradamante had stopped her feet just before the attack came, dodging it by a hair’s breadth. And then, she thrust her spear into its defenseless stomach. …This time, it pierced through. From the feel of it, it wasn't shallow, and a small amount of blood flowed.

However, the Muay Thai Kong immediately attacked with its left fist. Bradamante quickly fell back. But she was a moment too late, and it grazed her left shoulder.

Bradamante stopped moving and clutched her left shoulder. The bone wasn't broken, but she felt a dull pain.

Just grazing it was this bad. …A direct hit would be instant death.

Bradamante said, "...It hurts a little, but I’m still okay. …Now that I know this attack works, I have to end this quickly."

She steeled her resolve.

…The Muay Thai Kong wasn't very intelligent, but its senses were sharp. Now that it understood her attack was effective, it would be on its guard. She had to finish it before it could adapt.

…Bradamante charged again. This time, she moved left and right, a confusing movement. The Muay Thai Kong was momentarily stunned, but it quickly recovered and calmly watched her movements.

Since it understood that long-range attacks were ineffective, close combat was the only option. And it was meaningless unless she was within weapon’s reach. Without panicking, it waited.

The Muay Thai Kong understood that she had a move where she stopped in an instant. So, it planned to attack in the same way, and when it felt her movement stop, it would close the distance and deliver a two-hit combo.

Having decided on this, it began its preparations. …It cloaked its four arms in lightning and prepared to intercept.

She understood the risk, but to defeat it, not attacking was not an option. The Muay Thai Kong took a perfect stance.

Just as she was about to reach striking distance, Bradamante shouted, "...Now!! Swirl Lance!!"

A vortex of water shot out from her spear.

…The water gushing from the spear shot straight towards the Muay Thai Kong. Surprised by the sudden water attack, the Muay Thai Kong couldn’t dodge and was hit directly.

The moment it was drenched, the concentrated lightning it was holding spread and diffused through the water.

…The Muay Thai Kong had a resistance to lightning, so it wasn't electrocuted, but the shock was another matter.

The lightning flowed not only through its entire body but also through the water-soaked ground, and it lost its strength.

When it subsided, Bradamante took the opportunity.

"...The finisher!!!"

She thrust her magic-infused spear.

…She put strength into her legs and charged with great force. The Muay Thai Kong, too stunned to react, stood there in a daze. The spear struck its stomach. It plunged in deeper than before.

However, it didn't pierce through. …The Muay Thai Kong endured the intense pain, raised its upper right fist, and was about to bring it down.

Bradamante, without panicking, shouted, "...Aqua Thrust Stream!!"

From the spear that had entered its body, water shot out.

It pierced through the Muay Thai Kong’s body, leaving a large hole. …The Muay Thai Kong’s fist stopped in mid-air, and it fell backward.

…The two Muay Thai Kongs were defeated.

An adventurer who saw this shouted, "...We did it! We won!! The two of them defeated them!!!"

He declared victory.

…The adventurers who heard him roared in unison. The cry echoed to the other battlefields. Those who sensed an opportunity pressed their attack.

All that was left were the small fry. The Guild Master and Bradamante were completely exhausted.

Bradamante said, "...As expected of the Guild Master. …You’re still in your prime."

She praised him as she approached.

The Guild Master replied, "...Not at all. …But I wouldn’t let your guard down just yet."

He took a deep breath and his face became serious.

…Bradamante felt the same way. Because even though they had defeated two high-level monsters, there was no disorder in the monsters’ movements.

Just as they had a bad feeling, an adventurer shouted, "...There’s nothing to be afraid of now!! No matter how many high-level monsters come, they’re no match for us!!"

He said irresponsibly.

…Of course, he wasn’t serious. It was just a statement made in the excitement of victory.

Little did he know that sometimes, such words become reality.

A roar rose from the forest.

Not only the human army, but the monsters also stopped moving. Everyone looked towards the forest and saw… …ten Muay Thai Kongs. And they were leading dozens of Hobgoblins.

The human army stood there, stunned, as if looking at something impossible.

Bradamante shouted, "...!! What are you doing!! Have you forgotten our mission!!"

She raised her voice.

The Guild Master roared, "...You should have expected something like this!! Get a grip!!"

He tried to rally them.

…The human army seemed to have regained their senses. They resumed their attack on the motionless monsters. The monsters, sensing the killing intent, also resumed their interception.

Confirming that things were back to normal, the Guild Master said, "...*Phew*. It seems we’ve avoided a total wipeout. …But this might be the end."

His face looked somewhat resigned.

Bradamante said, "...I feel the same way. But I am a knight. …I will fight for my country, for King Lustolfo, until the very end."

She readied her trident.

The Guild Master said, "...You’re right. Either way, this is the final showdown. We won’t be making it back alive, but let’s show them the spirit of humanity. …You lot!!! The Captain and I are charging them!! Only those who are ready to die, follow me!!!"

He raised his partisan and charged.

A group of adventurers also raised their weapons and followed the Guild Master.

Just as Bradamante was about to go, a voice came from behind.

"...Captain!! We will lend our meager assistance!!"

There were several knights.

It seemed they had run from the other battlefield.

Bradamante said, "...Very well. …I will answer your resolve!!"

She raised her trident and charged with her knights.

The Muay Thai Kongs readied themselves to meet the charging humans.
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			The Saint's Church's Deadly Battle.

			The Saint’s Church.

The human army was engaged in a fierce battle with the monsters. The two sides were locked in a back-and-forth struggle.

The battle between the Earth Bear and Altorine began. The tree branches unleashed by the Earth Bear attacked like tentacles. Altorine slashed through them with her sword. One after another, she cut them down, and as she drew closer, the Earth Bear swung its right claw down.

…It was blindingly fast. …An ordinary person would be killed without being able to dodge. But Altorine dodged it by a hair’s breadth. She swung her sword in a horizontal arc at its wide-open stomach.

However, its thick flesh and fur were so tough that it didn't even draw blood, let alone inflict any damage. …Just then, the Earth Bear swung its left claw down. She parried it with her sword, but it was immediately followed by an attack from its right claw.

…Altorine continued to parry the Earth Bear’s fierce onslaught with her sword.

If she moved carelessly to dodge, she could become its prey. …But if she continued like this, she would be overwhelmed by its sheer strength.

As Altorine parried the next attack,

"...Flash!!"

A bright light burst from her sword.

The Earth Bear stopped moving, blinded by the light. …Altorine immediately retreated.

Catching her breath, Altorine said, "...Hah, hah. …Strong. And tough. It’s no wonder there’s no record of it being defeated."

She calmly assessed the situation without even wiping away her sweat.

…With so little information on the Earth Bear, it was natural for unexpected things to happen. Altorine cloaked her sword in light. A `Sword of Light` that could cut through anything, no matter how hard.

The Earth Bear became wary and took some distance.

…And then it increased the number of trees it controlled, and the branch tentacles all attacked Altorine at once. Branch attacks came from all directions. …Even Altorine had no choice but to stop and intercept them.

An attack of innumerable branches. She slashed through them. …But a branch caught her right leg. As her posture crumbled, branches attacked her one after another. …Her right hand… left hand… left leg were caught by branches, and she was restrained in a spread-eagle position.

She struggled to move her body, but she couldn’t budge. …As Altorine panicked, the branch tentacles bundled together to form a single spear. It shot towards Altorine’s stomach.

Her body was immobile. Her sword was in her right hand, so she couldn’t defend herself either. …She prepared for death. But the attack stopped just short of her.

Altorine, and of course the Earth Bear, looked confused as to what had happened. Just then, the smell of something burning drifted on the wind.

…In the forests to the left and right, the knights were setting fire only to the trees being controlled. This caused the controlling power to be lost. It seemed the plan had succeeded. …Convinced, Altorine put her strength into it and shook off the branches.

Unlike before, they came off easily.

Altorine shouted, "...My thanks!!"

She thanked them and charged.

…The Earth Bear was surprised that it couldn’t control the trees, but seeing Altorine approaching, it immediately began to intercept her. …Since it couldn’t control the trees, it moved on to its next move.

The Earth Bear lifted its left foot and stomped down hard. The ground split, and rocks shot out like spears. Altorine dodged and slashed through them.

Just as she was about to reach the Earth Bear, a wall of rock appeared in front of her. Caught by surprise, she stopped and slashed through the wall. …On the other side of the wall, the Earth Bear had raised its right hand and swung it down. She tried to step back, but the uneven footing of the jumbled rocks made it difficult to move.

She couldn’t block with her sword in time, and the attack hit her. …Three lines were drawn on her armor, and blood spurted out. It was clearly a fatal wound. …But Altorine didn’t fall; she stood her ground and swung her sword in a horizontal arc.

The Earth Bear’s right hand was severed, and blood gushed out from it like a fountain. The Earth Bear shrieked. Altorine panted for breath.

…Both were seriously injured.

Altorine said, "...Hah, hah. …Impressive. To use such a strategy, you must have some intelligence. Or is it instinct? Either way, the next one will decide it."

She steeled her resolve and readied her `Sword of Light`.

…With such a wound, there was no time for half-measures. Her skill, `Recovery`, was only effective when she was resting. As long as she had the will to fight, the skill wouldn't activate. …She decided to go all-in.

The Earth Bear was shaken by the loss of its right hand and the pain, but sensing its opponent’s killing intent, it quickly recovered. Its only means of attack were the earth and its left hand. …Its legs were too short for kicking.

…The Earth Bear decided it had no choice but to use its trump card.

They glared at each other, the air thick with killing intent. …The one who moved was Altorine. She ran with her `Sword of Light` in an overhead stance.

…The distance was about five meters. Its earth magic was sure to come. She ran cautiously. …She had a simple plan to deal with it. …Even a surprise attack would always have a tell. …As long as she paid attention to that, there would be no problem.

But there was no sign of it at all, which only raised her suspicion.

However, she quickly switched her line of thought. It was probably planning something. …Something she didn't know about. …She didn't know what it was, but she couldn't afford to be intimidated.

If she wanted to win, not fighting was not an option.

And then, when she was within sword’s reach, Altorine shouted, "Flash Sword!!"

A slash of light shot out in a horizontal arc to cut down the Earth Bear.

…Immediately after, the Earth Bear’s head dropped sharply, and its horn stopped the slash of light. Altorine was surprised, but she recovered and put more force into her sword. But it didn't budge. …In fact, the horn began to glow, emitting a faint, pale blue light.

This was the Earth Bear’s trump card. …By pouring magic into its horn, it became a horn of light that could cut and pierce any substance. …Controlling trees and using earth magic were, for the Earth Bear, abilities it could do without.

…Sword and horn were locked in a stalemate. …But Altorine was at a disadvantage.

…The Earth Bear had the upper hand, and she was gradually being pushed back. No matter how much she enhanced her physical abilities with `Body Enhancement`, she couldn't match the Earth Bear’s strength. …On top of that, the wound on her chest from the previous attack was throbbing.

The Earth Bear also seemed to be in pain from its right hand, but it had a higher pain tolerance than Altorine.

She searched for a way to turn the tables. …Suddenly, she had an idea.

To be honest, she didn't know if it would work, but it was better than doing nothing.

Altorine took a step forward.

"...Skill: ‘Charge’!!"

She activated her skill.

…Normally, this skill was only effective when moving forward and wouldn't activate from a standstill.

But by stepping forward, the effect activated. An invisible wall appeared in front of Altorine. It crashed into the Earth Bear’s face. It was like a slap, and its head was turned sideways. …She deactivated `Charge`, and her `Sword of Light`, now free from the Earth Bear’s horn, swung in a swift counter. …She slashed the Earth Bear’s stomach in a horizontal line.

The Earth Bear’s body was cut in half; its upper half fell backward, and its lower half collapsed, gushing a fountain of blood.

The toughest of the high-level monsters had been defeated.

A knight shouted, "...We did it! We did it!! Altorine-sama has defeated it!!"

He shouted with joy.

In response, roars rose from other parts of the battlefield. …And with that momentum, the attack on the monsters intensified.

The knights and adventurers were full of life.

In the midst of this.

"...That’s right!! Our Valkyrie is the strongest!! Finish them off!!"

The Guild Master, with a spear in hand, had appeared out of nowhere.

He was supposed to be unable to move due to a bad back, but he was energetically running towards the monsters. He held his spear horizontally and charged at a Goblin. The Goblin saw the Guild Master and ran to cut him with a knife.

An adventurer watched, thinking that if he was that energetic, he must be fine.

But then… *BOKI!!* …A dull sound, and the Guild Master’s movement stopped. The Goblin saw its chance and was about to stab him with its knife, but…

The Guild Master shouted, "...G-G-G-GUTS!!!!"

He yelled and thrust his spear.

It struck the unprepared Goblin in the stomach. …It was thrashing about. The Guild Master collapsed on the spot, unable to move.

An adventurer watching the thrashing Goblin lopped off its head with his sword.

The adventurer said, "...You’re a tough one. …But don’t be a nuisance."

He slung the Guild Master over his shoulder and left the front lines.

…There was nothing left to fear. That’s what they thought.

But a roar rose from the forest, and the trees trembled. …And it was more than one.

…That roar was… The human army thought it was impossible. …But reality was cruel.

Five Earth Bears appeared.

To add to the desperate situation, a Slime leaped onto the burned and partially scorched trees.

It was whiter than the Slimes they had seen before, and had a holy feel to it. It clung to the tree for two seconds. When it detached, the scorched part was gone, and the tree was as fresh as new.

A knight said, "...N-No way. That Slime… …it’s a Reverse Slime."

The human army was terrified.

A high-level Slime monster. A Reverse Slime.

…It had no attack power at all, but its healing ability was god-like. A single touch and anything would be restored to its original, brand-new state. So, it wasn't a matter of defeating it first. Even if you attacked it, it would instantly regenerate and heal, and even if you used magic to attack its entire body, it would regenerate at a speed that surpassed the attack.

It was known as the most immortal monster among them.

However, it wasn't aggressive and was a harmless monster that only healed things that were damaged. …But now it was attaching itself to the scorched trees and regenerating them, swarming only the wounded monsters, and not touching the humans at all.

No matter how you looked at it, its actions were hostile to humans.

Altorine said, "...This is so far beyond the worst-case scenario that I don’t even feel anything."

She tried to stand up, clutching the pain in her chest, but a knight said, "...You mustn’t!! You’re at a disadvantage with that wound!! Please leave this to us! Altorine-sama, please fall back for now. …Otherwise, your skill won’t activate."

To the urging knight, Altorine said, "...But, you all…"

The pain in her wound made it difficult to speak properly.

The knight said, "...No. You are our hope. …Please take care of yourself."

He bowed his head.

With a pained expression, Altorine said, "...I understand. …Don’t be reckless."

Altorine was escorted to the rear by the knight.

Facing the five Earth Bears, the knight said, "...Now is the time. To show them our will. The true strength of humanity!!"

With resolve, he raised his sword.

The other knights also raised their swords and charged.
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			An Unthinkable Presence on the Border

			The Empire.

The Royal Capital.

To put it in a word, the battle here was a cold war.

The only monsters attacking were groups of Goblins. Nothing else came. But for the knights, this was a blessing.

Their forces had been drastically reduced, and they were suffering from a severe labor shortage.

Captain Magnes sighed.

"...Hmph. To think I'd be grateful for a situation like this... Utterly ridiculous."

He was frustrated by the monsters' passive behavior.

Just then…

"Well, well? Are you holding up?"

The Guild Master approached with an impudent look on his face.

No one present greeted him. Everyone knew he was a traitor.

The Guild Master sneered.

"My, my. The head of the Guild himself comes to visit, and not a single greeting. Since when did the knights of the Empire become so ill-mannered?"

He had an expression that said, *good grief*.

As rage filled the air, Magnes spoke.

"My apologies. I'm a bit preoccupied at the moment."

He suppressed the urge to cut the man down where he stood.

The Guild Master continued, his face a mask of condescension.

"Is that so? Well, I suppose it can't be helped, given the circumstances. Still, you should at least offer a basic greeting. There are, after all, important people you wouldn't want to displease."

Magnes and the knights remained silent. If they spoke another word, they would surely lose control.

The Guild Master let out a laugh.

"Hahaha! Well then, I suppose I'll be on my way to see His Majesty the Emperor. I expect a favorable reply from him."

He walked away, still laughing.

Once he was gone, a knight spoke up.

"Captain... I..."

Before he could finish, Magnes cut him off.

"Say no more. But you must endure. Endure until my father and the others defeat the root cause of all this."

He clenched his teeth so hard he could have drawn blood.

Amidst the somber mood, another knight asked, "Um... will His Majesty the Emperor be alright?"

To this worried question, Magnes replied, "Do not worry. I have assigned my most skilled men as his personal guard."

The knights breathed a sigh of relief. If anything were to happen to the Emperor, the country would be finished.

Magnes thought to himself.

(*Father... please, be safe.*)

He whispered the prayer in his heart.

***

The border.

Having defeated three Goblin Guardians, the invigorated human army began to cut down the monsters with the force of a tidal wave. With their commanders gone, the monsters' morale had plummeted.

As the battle progressed smoothly, Tina, the General, and I were taking a break.

"Is it really okay for us to be resting like this?" I asked, the atmosphere on the battlefield feeling awkward.

Tina replied, "We defeated the high-ranking monsters. We won't be punished for taking a rest. Besides, look at them. See? No one's giving us any dirty looks."

She pointed toward the front lines.

They seemed to be completely focused on killing monsters, but it was true that no one was paying us any mind.

The General added, "Furthermore, there's a chance we'll face high-ranking monsters even stronger than the Goblin Guardians. It would be wise not to waste our stamina. After all, the three of us are the strongest forces here."

He was taking a breather himself.

The General's explanation made sense. If we kept fighting, our magic would deplete and our fatigue would mount. Fighting a high-ranking monster in that state would be a foolish move.

I took a sip of tea from my canteen. I decided to accept their kind offer. Tina did the same.

The General pointed at my canteen.

"...? What is that iron cylinder?"

Crap. I'd let my guard down too much. Well, with the Dwarves around, I could probably come up with a plausible excuse. Just as I was about to speak…

…a chill ran down my spine.

I stood up and scanned my surroundings.

Seeing my reaction, Tina asked, "What is it? Why the grim face?"

Her expression was one of confusion.

The General was looking at me with the same questioning look.

"I just felt a chilling presence," I said. "Did either of you feel it?"

At my words, they both stood up, on alert.

Tina drew her sword and surveyed the area, while the General stood behind us with his great hammer at the ready, as if to protect our rear.

All that could be seen or heard were humans and monsters—nothing else.

"I don't see anything," Tina said. "Could it have been your imagination?"

Though relieved, she didn't lower her guard.

I wished it was my imagination, but in a battle like this, anything could happen. If you feel something, you stay vigilant. That's how you survive on the battlefield.

If I couldn't see it, then it must be behind the rocks or far away. I activated `Detection`.

Amidst the cluster of red and blue dots glowing nearby, there was a single red dot a short distance away.

"It's there," I said. "Northeast of here. Just one."

I looked northeast.

There was a rock wall, and nothing was visible above it. According to my `Detection`, it seemed to be on the other side of the cliff.

The General spoke. "This direction, eh? Only one, but we can assume it's a high-ranking monster. You two, do not move from this spot. We need to conserve as much strength as possible right now."

He calmly analyzed the situation.

It was true. Since it was behind the wall, we'd have to take the long way around. Climbing was impossible; it was a sheer cliff. We had no choice but to wait.

Just as I thought that, there was movement. The red dot began to approach us—in a straight line.

"It's coming closer! In a straight line!"

My two companions became even more vigilant.

The red dot stopped near the rock wall. I looked up. They did the same.

There, we saw a black shadow. A large one.

"So that's it," the General said. "I certainly feel a chill running down my spine. Honestly, your sensitivity is nothing short of incredible."

He offered me his praise.

I was surprised myself. There was no way I should have been able to sense an enemy so far away. It was almost as if it had directed its hostility solely at me. As I was pondering this, the shadow fell.

It was aiming for us. We scrambled out of the way with all our might.

A violent landing sound, a cloud of dust. The movements of both armies came to a halt. As everyone watched, it appeared.

My first impression was that I couldn't make any sense of it. Its form was a fusion—no, a patchwork—of various monsters. And it was poorly balanced. Its lower half had two furry legs, its torso was that of a horse, and its upper body was muscular like a gorilla's. Its face had fangs and a third eye.

It was like a composite beast—a Chimera. Who created such a monster?

The General stared. "What in the world is this? I've never seen anything like it. Is it even alive?"

His comment showed he couldn't even tell if it was living or dead.

Tina whispered to me, "Shinsuke? Could this be the one that goblin was talking about?"

"Now that you mention it," I whispered back, "it's definitely a monster I've never seen before. It's safe to assume this is what took the boss's position from that other one."

I couldn't let the General overhear this conversation. I wanted to keep the goblin's existence a secret.

The Chimera roared and raised its forelegs. Then, its forelegs stretched out and attacked us. We immediately dodged. Its limbs could extend? Just how modified was this thing? As I wondered, the three of us launched a simultaneous counterattack.

Seeing this, the other monsters let out a war cry and charged the human army.

Unlike moments before, their morale was soaring. The human army, though shocked by the bizarre creature, quickly engaged when they heard the screams of adventurers being attacked by monsters. The one-sided slaughter from before vanished, and a fierce battle began anew.

Meanwhile, the three of us confronted the Chimera.

The General cloaked his great hammer in lightning and struck the creature's left foreleg. The electric shock resounded with a deafening roar. However, as if it felt nothing, the Chimera swung its left fist down.

"This thing is completely Undead," the General muttered. "To think I'd encounter such a being. Could this be the root cause?"

Meanwhile, we were fighting on the opposite side. Tina slashed at its right hind leg with her sword. But the fur was tough, and the flesh was hard.

"What a tough body," Tina grumbled. "What kind of monsters did they use to make this thing?"

I watched Tina's movements and judged that a normal approach wouldn't work. I infused my Orichalcum sword with magic and slashed at its right foreleg. The blade cut through the fur and sliced into the flesh.

However, it gave no impression of being effective. The Chimera didn't even scream.

But then, the Chimera turned its attention to me and swung the sword it was holding. I dodged it and fell back. I used `Analysis` on the sword to figure out what it was.

Orichalcum: 50%. Adamantite: 30%. Dark Blood: 10%.

An ore I'd never heard of.

"That sword contains an ore called Dark Blood. Do you know anything about it?" I asked.

Tina replied, "I do not. It's the first time I've heard the name, but... based on the name alone, I can only say it sounds ominous."

I had to agree with her.

With a name like that, it had to be related to blood.

As I was thinking, the General shouted, "That's it! That's the Centaur that killed the Former Emperor!"

Seeing his enraged face, I asked, "Are you sure?"

The General turned to me. "There's no mistake. That sword is the same weapon the Centaur was using inside the castle. It fires slashes of blackish-red blood!"

Tina thought for a moment. "Come to think of it, back then... he was using attacks that looked like blackish-red blood, wasn't he?"

Their testimonies lined up.

This was Rodel. Once an A-rank adventurer, now a madman who had cast aside his humanity for the sake of revenge.
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			The Unnatural Undead

			Hearing the name Rodel, the General asked, "Who is that?"

Tina answered succinctly. "A former A-rank adventurer from the Kingdom. An arrogant and selfish man who was granted Light Magic and nothing more."

The General considered this for a moment. "I see. A so-called foolish adventurer. He must have had his reasons for becoming a monster, but for now..."

He turned his gaze back to the Chimera before them.

Although its leg had been slashed, the Chimera showed no signs of stopping and began to move again as if nothing had happened.

"What are your orders, General?" I asked. "Do we take it on individually?"

General Goltor was the commander here. It was only natural to ask him.

The General replied, "Our opponent is a single beast. It may be large, but we can't let it run rampant. We'll form a pincer. The beautiful Tina-jou and Shinsuke-kun will attack from the left and right. I will draw its attention from the front. That is all. Move out!"

As he shouted the command, we each took our positions.

I was on the right, Tina on the left. The plan was to attack while the General drew its attention. Or so it was supposed to go.

However, the Chimera turned its gaze toward me and attacked. Caught by surprise, I wreathed my sword in flame and swung it wide. I wasn't expecting to do much damage; it was merely a feint.

But the Chimera paid it no mind and brought its sword down. Fortunately, the flames served as a blind, and the attack missed.

"It seems I'm its target," I shouted. "I'll draw its attention! I'm counting on you for the rest!"

I cloaked my sword in fire once more and charged toward the Chimera.

Tina watched with a worried expression.

Deviating from the plan, the General remarked, "It's a monster moving on instinct. It's only natural it wouldn't understand our intentions. Tina-jou, let us do our part."

He raised his great hammer high and attacked from the left.

"Understood," Tina replied. "Good luck."

She steeled herself and attacked from the rear.

The Chimera unleashed a continuous flurry of slashes. I parried the relentless sword clash that came from every direction while attacking its forelegs with fire. I thought its fur would catch fire and spread, but it only left scorch marks and didn't burn.

"Was that too simplistic?" I muttered. "No choice. I'll have to chip away at it. Physically."

I condensed the flames on my sword until it glowed like magma.

Meanwhile, Tina was hacking away at its rear with her ice sword.

As long as the Chimera wasn't looking at her, she could attack freely. But as she continued to slash, something emerged from the Chimera's body. Snakes. Three of them.

Slightly startled, Tina retreated.

"To think it's keeping snakes inside its body," she said, a look of disgust on her face. "A horror truly befitting the Undead."

After all, the thought of a creature housing living things within itself was nothing short of terrifying. It reminded her of the Republic a year ago.

In another part of the battle, the General cursed, "Damn it. I've never dealt with something so obtuse."

He was clearly furious. Focusing on an enemy approaching from the front was a common tactic for both humans and monsters. But this thing completely ignored him, its eyes fixed on Shinsuke-kun.

*Is it a grudge? Can an Undead with no will of its own even hold one?*

But that wasn't something to ponder now. There was no doubt this thing was the root of all evil. The monsters had become active and were brimming with confidence.

"Prosperity to the Emperor!" the General shouted, steeling himself.

He slammed his lightning-wreathed great hammer into its right lower body. An electric shock pulsed from the point of impact, powerful enough to electrocute a normal creature to death. However, the Chimera didn't even turn to look at him.

But it wasn't ignoring him completely. Something sprouted from its lower body. Hands. And attached to them were sharp blades. From their shape, they appeared to be from a Mantis.

They shot straight toward the General and swung down.

"'Iron Wall' Skill!" he roared.

His body turned to steel.

It was the same skill that had once been broken, unable to defend him. Since then, he had trained relentlessly, strengthening the skill's effect even if only by a little. His efforts paid off. The claw attack struck his armor, but he didn't budge an inch.

As if in response, more claws appeared from different places and attacked all at once. But they couldn't even scratch him.

The General ignored them and poured more magic into his attack, increasing the power of the lightning. In an instant, several of the arms crumbled to dust.

"Alright, they're not regenerating," he said, a newfound confidence in his voice. "It seems we can defeat it after all."

If it had regenerated, the situation would have been hopeless. But knowing it couldn't gave them hope.

Behind the Chimera, Tina, having dodged the snakes, watched the General's attack.

"I see. In that case, I'll..."

She wreathed the tip of her ice sword in wind.

"Wind Disc!"

She swung her sword with all her might.

A disc of wind shot forward, slicing through the line of snakes in a single stroke. The severed heads writhed before turning to dust and vanishing. Their bodies still thrashed but would soon disappear as well.

"With this..." Tina said.

She slashed at its left hind leg with her ice sword.

It wasn't enough to sever it completely, but she managed to cut into it a little. And, as expected, something grew from the wound.

This time, three wolf heads emerged and lunged at her. Tina dodged and slashed at them with her sword, but one of the wolves caught the blade in its mouth. She tried to pull it free, but the wolf's jaw strength was immense, and it wouldn't budge.

Just then, another wolf head attacked from her left. Realizing she couldn't defend, she let go of the sword and retreated.

Tina immediately drew her other sword, the one made of Orichalcum.

"You've gotten a little tougher," she said calmly, as if this was all within her expectations. "But it's not a problem."

One of the three wolves dropped her sword to the ground. To retrieve it, she'd have to go right under the wolves. Impossible.

But Tina had another sword that could be called a trump card. There was no problem.

One of the wolves opened its mouth and lunged at her. The sight of just its neck stretching out was a unique kind of horror. However, Tina dodged to the right and sliced off the defenseless neck.

With a sword that wasn't even infused with magic. The severed head writhed for a moment before disappearing.

The remaining wolves became slightly more cautious. The wolves born from the Chimera had the same durability as the Chimera itself; a normal sword wouldn't even scratch them. The wolves had misjudged. This sword was far more dangerous than the other one. The two wolves attacked simultaneously from the left and right.

Tina waited until the last possible second before jumping to evade their attacks. The wolves, unable to stop their momentum, collided with each other. Their mouths locked together, their fangs getting in the way and preventing them from separating.

While still in the air, Tina raised her sword high and sliced one of the wolves in two. The other wolf, still biting the first, continued to thrash. Tina then sliced off its neck as well.

Both wolves writhed on the ground before disappearing. She picked up her fallen sword and sheathed it.

"Now then, there's still more," Tina said as more snakes emerged from the Chimera's lower body, and she countered them.

Meanwhile, I was in the thick of it.

I swung my flame sword in a wide horizontal arc. But the Chimera met my attack with its own sword.

The blades clashed, locked in a stalemate. I found this strange.

My condensed flame had the power to melt things. I was confident it could even melt Adamantite. And yet, it wasn't melting. Was this Dark Blood ore really that durable?

But this deadlock wouldn't last long.

The Chimera's left fist came hurtling toward me. The force of its blade was so strong I couldn't move. A direct hit would undoubtedly result in serious injury.

"`Thunderclap Incarnation`!"

I wreathed my body in electricity, enhancing it.

My strength surged, and I knocked the Chimera's sword aside. But its left fist was right in front of my face. There was no time to dodge. I caught it with my left hand. To be honest, I didn't think I could do it. It was an act born purely from the hope of mitigating the damage even a little.

The Chimera, seeming to feel nothing, attacked again with its sword.

I immediately dodged and instantly created a ball of lightning, which I threw. It flew at the speed of a fastball. It should have been impossible to dodge.

But the Chimera dodged it with ease. It then immediately swung its left fist down. This time, instead of trying to block, I dodged at the last second.

Its series of movements was far too fast. It was as if it knew I wouldn't do anything after attacking.

Shinsuke didn't know it, but the Chimera's third eye was that of a monster capable of foreseeing the future.

"To dodge an attack that fast... Does it have good eyes? If so, I need an attack that's faster, more numerous, and guaranteed to finish it."

I sheathed my sword and drew my katana.

I canceled `Thunderclap Incarnation` and instead…

"'Turmoil' Skill!"

I activated it.

My eyes glowed red, and my physical abilities skyrocketed. I poured magic into my katana. The blade began to glow with a faint purple light, flickering like a ghostly flame.



		
			Chapter 220

			The Power of the Brahmi Script

			I drew my trump card, the katana inscribed with Brahmi script.

Seeing it, the General was taken aback.

"What is that? It's like nothing of this world."

He was momentarily stunned.

But the sound of attacking beast claws quickly brought him back to his senses, and he resumed his counterattack.

Unaware of this, I shouted, "I've used `Turmoil`. There's no time to fight leisurely. I'm ending this in one go!"

I charged forward.

The Chimera's attacks grew fiercer, as if it were afraid of something. I pushed forward, parrying and deflecting the onslaught of its sword. With my enhanced physical abilities, my vision was clearer than before, and I had the upper hand in terms of strength.

The Chimera's fear turned to panic. Countless claws and snakes erupted from its upper body. The sheer number forced me to stop and engage them. If I got pinned down like this, my magic would run out.

As I searched for a breakthrough, the Chimera's movements became sluggish.

Behind it, Tina had finished dealing with the wolves when she heard my shout from the front.

"It seems Shinsuke is trying to end it," she mused. "In that case, I will too..."

She poured magic into her sword.

The sword began to radiate a brilliant white light, enveloped in its glow. This was the effect of the Light Stone embedded in her Orichalcum sword. While she couldn't make the blade larger, it had become a sword that could cut through anything.

Tina swung horizontally at the Chimera's undefended left hind leg. The tough, uncuttable leg was sliced as if it were made of butter.

"To think it was this powerful," Tina said, staring at her sword in amazement. "Now I truly understand why they say Light Magic is dangerous."

While her ice and wind swords could cut, they usually required a great deal of force. But the sword of light had cut through with no effort at all. It was a feeling she could only understand after experiencing it firsthand. She thought the Chimera's posture would collapse without its hind leg, but a black, bone-like structure immediately emerged from the severed limb.

It acted as a support, preventing it from falling.

"This is no longer just an Undead, it's a monster," Tina declared. "In that case, my next move... `Ice Wind Freezing Array (Diamond Dust)`!"

Icy particles began to dance around Tina.

Previously, she could only deploy it in her immediate vicinity. But after much training, she could now freely control it within a ten-meter radius. Tina unleashed the particles toward the Chimera.

The effect wasn't immediate, but with time... As she thought this, five snakes emerged from its back and attacked.

Tina intercepted the snakes' attacks with her sword of light, slicing through them with ease. More snakes appeared and attacked again. She prepared to counter them in the same way, but... their movements were slower than before, as if they were shivering from the cold.

"Since it has no body heat, the effect took hold faster, I see," Tina noted with admiration.

The effect of the Ice Wind Freezing Array was causing the Chimera's back to freeze over. Naturally, the snakes emerging from its back froze as well. And the Chimera's fierce assault that had been pinning Shinsuke down began to slow.

The Chimera's movements grew sluggish.

Not just the Chimera, but the claws and snakes emerging from its body also slowed to a halt.

"I don't know what's happening, but... this is my chance!" I yelled.

I swung my katana in a single flash. The snakes and claws that had been obstructing me were cut down in one fell swoop. As I closed in, the Chimera raised its sword. A blackish-red magic emanated from the blade, radiating a sinister aura. Was it planning to use a special technique? But I had no intention of waiting around. I would just cut it all down together.

I held my katana horizontally. As I landed on the Chimera's lower body, it swung its sword down, unleashing a slash of blood.

"Evil-Cleaving Flash!" I shouted, unleashing a horizontal slash from my left.

The approaching blood slash collided with my purple flame. The katana and the sword were locked in a stalemate.

But the moment they touched, the outcome was decided.

The blood slash weakened and vanished. My purple flame, however, remained, undiminished.

This was the power of the Brahmi script.

The chief priest had called it a ward against evil, but in reality, it was a power that neutralized magic. In other words, it nullified it. One might wonder if it would nullify one's own magic, but the moment magic is poured into it, the wielder's magic is made an exception by the effect of the Brahmi script and is not extinguished. Well, without that, I wouldn't be able to use its power in the first place.

The Chimera was stunned, its power inexplicably nullified. Even for an Undead, emotions could stir, a testament to the strength of its lingering resentment. In a fit of panic and rage, the Chimera threw its left fist.

I met the incoming attack by slicing it with my katana. The left arm was split in two. The Chimera's face twisted further in rage, and it lunged at me, its mouth wide open, revealing sharp fangs. The saliva clinging to its fangs was green. It was clearly some kind of poison. I considered retreating, but my magic was already below half. I had to end this now.

I readied my katana.

"Evil-Cleaving Violent Flash!"

I unleashed a series of slashes so fast they were invisible to the naked eye.

The approaching Chimera's face was diced into ten pieces, and the momentum carried through, shredding its upper body as well. Even with only its lower half remaining, I couldn't rest my hands. After all, there was no telling what would come out of the Chimera's body.

I couldn't feel safe until it was completely obliterated. My attacks did not cease.

The General and Tina stared in a daze.

That katana, of course, but also the way the Chimera's face had suddenly been torn to pieces, its body following suit. Had he done that? There was no other explanation, but it was so overwhelming that their thoughts couldn't keep up. But when they sensed him turn his attention to the lower half, they immediately retreated.

They would only be in the way. They decided to just watch.

I continued to slash at the lower body without missing a single part. After dicing the final piece, I watched it turn to dust before stopping my movements.

I was breathing heavily, sweat pouring down my face. It was only natural to be tired after attacking nonstop. I collapsed onto the ground.

Just then, Tina approached.

"Are you alright?! Are you injured?!"

She frantically touched my body all over, as if searching for an invisible wound.

"I'm fine," I said, laughing with my eyes still red. "That thing tried a poison fang attack at the end, so I decided to finish it in one go."

Tina looked even more worried. "Those eyes... You used that skill, didn't you? But that's..."

Tina knew the effects of this skill.

"Well, it'll probably be fine," I replied, taking a deep breath. "I don't sense any stronger enemies coming. A night's sleep should restore me to some extent."

Tina seemed to relax.

Just then, the General, who had appeared nearby at some point, spoke.

"I don't know what you're talking about, and I won't pry. You did well."

He praised me with a relieved smile.

"It was nothing," I said. "Oh, how's the battle over there?"

I had just remembered the fight between the humans and the monsters.

"Ah, it's still ongoing, but it's only a matter of time," the General said, looking toward the battlefield. "We've defeated the root cause, after all."

Now that our fight was over, the sounds of the other battle echoed loudly.

"I will now rejoin the main force and take command," the General announced. "You two rest here. Especially you, Shinsuke-kun, don't move recklessly."

He was emphasizing the point.

It seemed the General now considered me a problem child.

"Understood," I said, giving a salute.

Tina did the same. The General nodded in satisfaction and headed toward the battlefield.

Now that it was just the two of us, Tina began to relax, as if the battle was truly over.

I was relaxing too. There were no approaching presences at all. I could finally rest. Just as I thought that, I felt a strange sense of dread. I snapped back to attention with a jolt.

Was I mistaken? I wondered.

"Hey, do you think this is really over?" I asked.

Tina looked puzzled. "What? I've never seen an Undead like that before, and it matches the description of the unknown entity that goblin mentioned. If there were any more, it would truly be the end of humanity."

She was smiling.

Perhaps Tina was too exhausted to think deeply. Or maybe I was overthinking it. But what was that sense of unease from before? As I pondered this, the sky suddenly grew ominous.

When the General appeared on the battlefield, he roared, "Listen, everyone! We have just struck down the root cause! The rest are nothing but a defeated remnant of monsters! There is nothing to fear!"

At this loud cry, a knight shouted, "Ooh! It's finally... it's finally over! If that's the case, this is our battle! Isn't that right, everyone?!"

Not only the knights, but the adventurers too responded with a war cry, their momentum surging.

The monsters were attacking as if they were afraid of something.

An adventurer laughed. "Look at 'em! They're swinging their weapons while shaking in their boots! This is a piece of cake now! Hahaha!"

He attacked with a smile on his face.

The others were similarly laughing as they attacked.

At that moment, they were all mistaken. The monsters were not attacking out of fear of the humans. They were afraid of another being, one that was forcing them to fight.

A loud clap of thunder echoed. Looked like a storm was coming. Or so I thought.

*Zuuuun*. A sound like something massive falling.

"Did you just hear something?" I asked.

Tina, beside me, replied, "What? I didn't hear anything. Was it just the thunder?"

She hadn't noticed anything.

Really? I wondered.

*ZUUUUUN*. This time, the sound was much louder.

"I heard a sound just now," Tina said, her face filled with anxiety. "Could it be what you were talking about..."

Normally, she would have been on alert, but she was dominated by fatigue and had let her guard down.

And then, it appeared, destroying the rock wall behind us.
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			The Demon Duke

			What appeared was a grotesque being that surpassed the Chimera.

It had the head of an owl, the torso of a beast, sharp claws, a tail, and wings.

And I could tell from its presence alone—this thing was alive. It wasn't Undead like the last one. And it was strong. Very strong.

"I completely misjudged," I gritted my teeth.

After all, I had thought the chimera-fied Rodel we just fought was the root cause and had used my trump card on it.

Thanks to `Turmoil`, my magic was still draining away. This was bad. I had to take it down quickly, before I ran out of magic.

As I gripped my katana, the grotesque creature spoke.

"Hoh, you still wish to fight?"

"What? You can speak the human language?" I blurted out in surprise.

The grotesque being replied, "Well, that's a natural reaction. It's unheard of for a monster to speak human words. I'm sure you can guess from the situation, but I'll say it anyway. I am the root cause of the turmoil happening on this continent."

It gave a hideous grin.

I felt a sense of terror, but I had no time to be afraid.

Tina, who had come to my side, said, her voice laced with anger, "You said you were the root cause. Why are you doing this?"

Of course she was angry. He was causing trouble for so many people. Anyone would be furious.

The grotesque being declared, "To rule the continent. To become the king of all humans."

He said something outrageous.

Disgusted by his words, I retorted, "King of humans? Are you kidding me? After hurting so many people, what gives you the right to say that?"

I was even angrier than Tina.

I wasn't saying it to play the hero of justice. I just wanted to live a peaceful life in this world, hunting monsters at my own pace. Lately, I've been training to defeat that guy, but I had planned to return to my old life after it was all over.

The grotesque being spoke as if intoxicated by its own words.

"There is no peace without sacrifice. I will demonstrate my leadership over many monsters and my overwhelming violence, and I will make the humans taste fear. Then, I will destroy the royal capitals of the four nations, and when the humans have despaired and given up everything, I will rule over them. It will be the beginning of a peaceful world."

Both Tina and I fell silent. There was nothing more to be said.

"Have you made your peace, monster?" I said. "I'm going to hunt you down right here."

I poured magic into my katana, and a faint purple light flickered around it.

Tina also poured magic into her sword and readied her sword of light.

Sensing the killing intent from the two of us, the grotesque being said, "If you think you can, then try it. I cast aside my true name when I died. My current name is Amon! I am one who has taken in a demon from another world!"

It roared.

The roar was so powerful it sent out a shockwave through the air.

Amon. One of the seventy-two demons said to have been commanded by King Solomon.

His name was famous enough to be known even in Japan.

I hadn't faced a monster this powerful since Sidoor. I wasn't trembling—I was fired up.

Finally. The time had come to know the limits of my own power!

My earlier anger was gone. As soon as the vibrations subsided, I charged straight ahead.

Meanwhile, the General was in the midst of the battle with the monsters. A mysterious monster had suddenly appeared over there. Like the Chimera before it, it was a creature he had never seen before, and a dangerous one.

"This is bad. They're over there all by themselves. I have to get there quickly," he thought, a look of panic on his face.

"G-General! A new group of monsters!"

The direction the knight pointed to showed more monsters heading their way.

Their ranks included several Ogres, a few Flame Wolves, and even five high-ranking Great Ogres.

"At a time like this..." the General cursed. "Everyone! Are you prepared?!"

The faces of the soldiers were expressionless.

They no longer believed they could make it back alive. Their faces were those of men who had chosen this place as their final resting place.

The human army charged at the monsters with desperate resolve.

I slashed at Amon.

My purple katana was about to cut off Amon's right leg. Amon pulled his leg back, dodging the attack. My katana sliced through empty air.

Amon immediately kicked with his right leg.

I poured magic into my armor, increasing its defensive power. Amon's kick sent me flying. About five meters. I bounced once, but thanks to the armor, I felt no pain. Just a slight cough.

Tina saw an opening in Amon's attack and moved in from the left. Her sword of light sliced through Amon's left flank.

Green blood gushed out like a broken dam. But it regenerated almost instantly.

Amon moved as if he had never been injured and threw a left backfist at Tina.

Tina wreathed her feet in wind and moved at high speed, as if on roller skates. The backfist cut through empty air.

Amon clicked his tongue. Annoying little pests that moved around were a nuisance.

I steadied my breathing and immediately charged forward in a straight line.

My speed was immense; it took only a second to close the distance to Amon.

Maintaining my momentum, I raised my sword high.

"Cheeeeeeeeeeestoooooooo!"

I brought it down with all my might.

I slashed Amon's torso. Green blood gushed from the wound. Amon, his face contorted in agony, swung down with the claws of his right hand.

I put power into my legs and dodged. My posture was off, and I rolled away.

Blood was flowing from his torso. I expected it to regenerate immediately. But it wasn't regenerating. No, to be precise, the regeneration speed was slow.

Amon said, "As I thought, that katana is dangerous. But..."

A Scorching Inferno erupted around Amon's entire body.

From a distance, it looked like he had been set on fire and was no longer alive. But I knew that in cases like this, it was a technique that simultaneously boosted both defense and attack power.

I had seen similar techniques in games and anime. When this happened, the number of available moves decreased, and things got tricky.

I was right. The wound on his torso regenerated in the blink of an eye. This technique also seemed to enhance his regenerative power.

Seeing this, Tina shouted, "Heavy Water Cannon!"

She shot a torrent of water.

She had judged that the situation was dire and unleashed a blast powerful enough to extinguish the flames. But the flaming body was only slightly diminished and still going strong.

Tina continued to fire without giving up.

But I stopped her. "Stop. It's no use doing any more."

Tina panicked and retorted angrily, "Why?! This is our chance while he's not moving!"

I calmly replied, "It's a waste of magic. Look."

I pointed at Amon.

Amon, wreathed in flames, showed no signs of panic at Tina's attack. He exuded an air of coolness.

"You're right," Tina said, calming down and stopping her attack.

Even though we had stopped moving, Amon remained motionless, wreathed in flames. It seemed to be an absolute defense stance.

"But we don't need to wait for him to act," I said, readying my katana. "I'll extinguish the flames. I'm counting on you to attack in the opening."

Tina replied, "Indeed, that seems to be the one thing he's wary of. In that case, I'm counting on you."

She created her sword of light.

Internally, I was panicking. The effect of `Turmoil` was running out. I couldn't afford to waste any more time.

"Evil-Cleaving Flash!"

I unleashed a horizontal slash from my right.

Amon didn't move and met the attack with his flame-wreathed right hand. It seemed he couldn't move, but he could attack. But the moment my blade touched his hand, the flames on it were extinguished.

I parried his claw with my katana and moved to the left, away from him.

Tina immediately moved to where I had been. She severed his right hand with her sword of light.

Amon screamed. It seemed that while he could regenerate attacks from anything other than my katana, the pain was still the same.

"You insolent brat!" Amon roared.

The inferno around his body vanished.

A sword of flame appeared from his severed right hand. He swung it down at Tina, who was right in front of him. Tina blocked it with her sword of light.

She thought that since it was made of light, it would cut through even if she blocked. But it couldn't cut.

The flame sword seemed to have the same high-density temperature as light. It was similar to a technique I often used.

The two were locked in a stalemate. But Tina was at a disadvantage. In a pure contest of strength, Amon was superior. Tina was gradually being pushed back. Amon's attention was focused on what was in front of him.

I used that opening to attack Amon from behind.

A pincer attack from the front and back. Even a master would find it difficult to handle. It was cowardly, but this was war. If we didn't win, it was meaningless.

However, Amon's tail lashed out at me.

I met it with my katana. Just before it made contact, spikes emerged from the tail. They were two meters long. If this continued, I would be skewered for sure.

I cut down several of the needles with my katana and dodged.

But a few of them pierced my right leg and left shoulder. Pain shot through my body.

I endured it, cut away the parts that were pierced, and moved away from Amon.

A dull pain remained in my right leg, but I put strength into it. My left shoulder also hurt, and my left arm wouldn't move much, but I was right-handed to begin with. It wasn't a problem.

For Tina's sake, who was still holding on, I put strength into both my legs and leaped toward Amon's back.
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			Twin Battles on the Border

			I closed in on Amon's back.

I was wary that he might attack in the same way as before, but... his tail didn't move. Did he not notice me? That couldn't be right.

Then perhaps another move? Just as I thought that, dozens of feathers floated up from Amon's wings. I had a very bad feeling about this. The numerous feathers flew towards me, raining down on me.

But their power was greater than that of arrows. Even with my armor's defense raised, they still managed to inflict scrapes.

First his tail, now his feathers—I couldn't believe he could do this while facing forward. Did he have some kind of automatic defense? The feather attack knocked me to the ground, and I was unable to move.

Tina was beginning to panic under Amon's strength. She was struggling against his superhuman might. The difference in their physical strength was so great that even enhancing her body couldn't overcome it. She was being pushed back, and at this rate, she would be crushed. Just then, she felt his power weaken slightly.

He seemed to be concerned about what was behind him. It appeared Shinsuke was attacking.

Tina wreathed her entire body in wind.

"Wind Bomb Blast!"

A storm raged from her entire body.

It was powerful enough to blow away a human. Even a monster the size of a Goblin Guardian would be knocked down. Amon withstood it. But his face was turned upwards. It seemed the wind pressure was so strong he couldn't even open his eyes.

With that attack, the force holding her back weakened even further. Tina immediately formed roller skates of wind on her feet and escaped.

Putting distance between them, Tina shouted, "I'm alright over here!"

***

As I struggled against the feather attack from behind, Tina's voice reached me. I immediately retreated.

Now that Tina was free, a reckless charge was meaningless. However, I was running low on magic.

I decided to take a gamble.

"Evil-Cleaving Violent Flash!"

I began a high-speed attack.

Amon immediately regenerated his right hand and met my attack with the claws of both hands. His speed was incredible, but his claws weren't wreathed in flame. He must have realized they were useless against my purple fire.

Amon's attacks were twice as numerous as mine. I should have been at a disadvantage. But we were evenly matched. In terms of speed, I had the upper hand. To a third party, it would be impossible to tell what was happening. But the sound and vibrations conveyed that a battle was being fought.

Tina wanted to join in, but the speed of the fight was beyond her perception. One step in, and she would be cut to pieces by someone's attack.

There was only one thing Tina could do: wait for an opportunity. That was all.

A storm of attacks too fast for the eye to see. Was he really holding a katana? The speed was unbelievable. The sensation in my hands was the only confirmation that I was. At first, we were evenly matched, but now I was pushing him back slightly. It seemed that if the timing of his two-handed attacks wasn't perfect, they would interfere with each other, reducing not only their speed but also their power. I could sense Amon's growing panic.

And then... *KRAAAANG!*

I knocked his hands apart with my katana. Amon's expression clouded over.

I shot fire from my feet and closed the distance in an instant.

Then, I raised my katana high.

***

Meanwhile, the General...

The new group of monsters had joined the fray, and the human army was pushed into a disadvantageous position.

They were already exhausted from the previous battle, and now they were faced with high-ranking and formidable monsters. It wouldn't have been surprising if more than half of them had died. But only a few had been killed in action. About twenty others were seriously injured, and more than twice that number had minor injuries. The number of deaths was small.

The fact that casualties were so low in this situation was a testament to the commander's skill.

From the rear of the battle line, the General commanded, "The wounded, fall back! You'll be a hindrance to the others! Warriors, fall back for now! Magicians and archers, don't let the monsters get close!"

The soldiers who had been fighting on the front lines fell back and immediately began to replenish their energy. Of course, the monsters weren't just going to stand by and watch. They prepared to pursue. But a barrage of long-range attacks prevented them from getting close.

However, there were those who pushed through regardless: the Ogres led by the Great Ogres. They ignored the arrow attacks and advanced without flinching at the magic.

The human army began to panic. Seeing their chance, the Ogres were about to advance when General Goltor stood in their way.

"You shall not take another step!" he declared with unwavering resolve.

The Ogres all snorted in unison, as if to say, *what can one human do?* Three of them attacked simultaneously with their right fists.

"'Iron Wall' Skill!" the General roared.

He blocked all their attacks.

The Ogres were slightly surprised that the human hadn't been blown away. In that opening, the General wreathed his great hammer in lightning and slammed it into the ground. The vibration and lightning strike stunned the three Ogres, and they fell to one knee.

The General smashed their faces with his great hammer, finishing them off one by one. Seeing this, one of the Great Ogres breathed fire at the General. The flames had the power of a flamethrower.

"Thunder Shock!" the General shouted.

He unleashed a shockwave of lightning.

The shockwave acted as a shield, blocking the flames. The Great Ogre's attack ceased. The Ogres in front of it were charred black, but the General was unharmed. The Great Ogres realized they needed to be serious and finish him off for sure.

Internally, the General was panicking.

He could handle one high-ranking monster, but fighting five would be tough. However, he was the only one who could fight on the front lines right now. It would still be some time before the others who had fallen back could return.

He had to buy time. Just then, a Great Ogre wreathed its right fist in flame and charged at the General.

It ran with the ferocity and intimidation of a charging boar.

The General calmly watched his opponent and readied his lightning-wreathed great hammer. As the Great Ogre approached, it swung its right fist down. The scorching flames radiated heat even before they made contact. A normal person would have been burned and writhing in agony. But the General endured the heat, sweating only slightly.

He swung his great hammer in a wide horizontal arc. The fist and the great hammer collided. Neither gave an inch. But the heatwave mercilessly assaulted the General. He poured more magic into his hammer, increasing the power of the lightning.

The electricity passed through the flames and spread throughout the Great Ogre's body.

It roared in pain and numbness. The flames on its fist vanished, and the great hammer sent it flying back. Just as he was about to press his advantage, Great Ogres appeared on his left and right.

The General had forgotten—there was no way the other Great Ogres would just stand by and watch.

The two Great Ogres attacked him simultaneously with their fists. He didn't have time to use his skill. Their attacks hit him directly, crushing him like a press.

When their fists pulled away, the General was on his knees.

A dull pain shot through both his arms. Thanks to his armor, no bones were broken, but he wouldn't be able to move for a while. Three Great Ogres stood before him. He could see flames in their mouths. They intended to finish him off.

Realizing this was the end, he hung his head. But then, multiple water magic spells flew from behind him and entered the Great Ogres' mouths. Caught by surprise, the three Great Ogres closed their mouths and swallowed the water, then began to cough violently. They had drunk the water too quickly and it had probably gone down the wrong pipe.

And then...

"""OOOOOOHHHHHH!"""

A war cry erupted.

The front-line soldiers had returned. The adventurers ignored the Great Ogres and charged at the mass of monsters. The monsters were momentarily stunned, but when they heard multiple screams, they immediately began to counterattack. The knights charged at the Great Ogres.

A knight approached the General.

"General! Are you alright?! Take this."

He handed him a high potion.

The General drank it in one gulp. His wounds healed in the blink of an eye. But the pain didn't disappear. Still, he would be able to return to the front lines soon.

"You've already recovered? That was fast," the General said, his face weary.

The knight replied, "No, sir. We can barely swing our weapons..."

To this, the General said, "! Why would you come back in such a state..."

Before he could finish, the knight interrupted. "Losing you would be the worst possible outcome! Please, look."

He pointed to where the human army was fighting recklessly.

The General had told them to prepare to die, but he hadn't meant for them to throw their lives away uselessly. He wanted as many of them as possible to survive. That was why he had commanded them as he had.

The knight continued, "General, you told us to be prepared. But we all understand. We know you are trying to keep us alive. Without your command earlier, dozens of us would have died. We know that your 'desperate resolve' was just a way to raise our morale. You've done more than enough, General."

The knight said no more.

The General replied, "I understand. In that case, it is my duty to accept your feelings. Let's go."

The General steeled his resolve once more.

With his great hammer in hand, he charged at the Great Ogres alongside his knights.

***

Meanwhile...

I brought my sword down on his defenseless torso.

But just before it made contact, the purple flame vanished. And then, a wave of fatigue washed over my body.

The effect of `Turmoil` had worn off.

Amon, unharmed, declared, "An opening!"

He slammed his right palm into me with all his might.

I was sent flying several meters, bouncing multiple times.

I can't move. My magic is gone, so I can't channel it into my armor. I took the hit directly.

Tina screamed, "Aah... ku... you... YOU BASTAAAAAARD!"

She charged at Amon with her sword of light.
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			I was down.

Tina, her face contorted with rage, charged. The sword of light in her hand seemed to respond to its master's fury, glowing ever brighter.

Amon watched her, remarking, "Good spirit. But you're still immature."

His words held a hint of pity.

A monster was saying something, but to Tina, it didn't matter. In fact, she didn't even hear it. Only one thought dominated her mind: kill. That was it. She was completely different from her usual self, far from calm.

Tina put all her strength into a right horizontal slash.

Amon met the incoming slash with his flame-wreathed left claw. They clashed, their movements crossing as he parried her blow.

"Water Shot!" Tina shouted.

Innumerable bullets of water appeared around her and fired all at once.

From such close range, it was impossible to dodge. However, the bullets couldn't pierce Amon's body. But he grimaced in pain. It seemed they were at least causing him some blunt-force trauma.

"Child's play," Amon scoffed, creating a ball of fire from his right hand.

It was the size of a basketball, glowing with scorching heat. Tina fell back, but it was too late. The fireball was launched, flying straight for her. Given the distance, there was no time to dodge.

As the scorching ball of fire approached, Tina readied her sword of light in a high stance and brought it down with a single, swift motion.

The fireball was split in two. Though condensed, it seemed the magic's integrity was different at long range versus close range.

Tina immediately wreathed herself in wind.

"Gale Strike!"

She unleashed a violent gust of wind.

It had the power to blow away a house. Amon withstood it. He couldn't push it back, nor could he move. He was unable to counterattack, only defend. But he wasn't worried. Judging from her fighting style so far, the female warrior didn't have the skill to kill him head-on. Her sword of light was strong, but he could regenerate quickly. He felt no threat from her at all.

Just as he thought that, the wind stopped. In the cleared view, Tina was gone.

Where had she gone in that instant? He looked around, but she was nowhere to be seen. Just then, he felt a murderous intent from above.

He looked up to see Tina, flying with her sword in a high stance. She had flown up the moment she stopped her attack.

"Haaaaaaaaaaa!" Tina screamed, bringing her sword down with a battle cry.

Her target was his head. Was she planning to split his body in two? Amon instantly created a sword of fire from his right hand and blocked her sword of light.

The swords clashed. But Amon easily parried her blow.

Not only was their physical strength different, but since she was flying, she couldn't brace herself. The moment he found her, Tina's attack was doomed to fail. She was sent flying, bouncing twice before getting back up and charging at him again.

This was not Tina's usual way of fighting.

In the past, she would have calmly analyzed the situation and maneuvered to secure victory. But now, Tina lacked that composure. The sight of Shinsuke falling must have been a tremendous shock to her. After all, he had fallen before, but he had always been sturdy enough to get right back up. But this time, he had taken a direct hit while defenseless.

He was seriously injured.

It had been a year since she had seen him in such a state, since the Minotaur and the giant monster. If she were calm, she would have immediately checked to see if he was alive.

But her heart was so consumed by rage that she didn't even do that.

Amon mused, "Those in love are beautiful. But they also become blind."

His flaming tail slithered quietly along the ground.

The tail wrapped around Tina's body and unleashed a wave of heat. Tina screamed. The heat was so intense that sweat poured from her like a waterfall. The heat and pain caused her to drop her sword, and her body collapsed.

The tail released her, but Tina's body lay on the ground, unable to move. She groaned in pain.

Amon approached her.

"You were quite skilled," he said. "But you were too young."

He grabbed Tina.

Though battered and bruised, Tina glared at him, her fighting spirit undiminished.

"I take no pleasure in torturing the weak," Amon said. "I will cremate you."

As he spoke, his hand grew hotter.

Unable to escape his strong grip, Tina thought, *so this is it*, closed her eyes, and reluctantly accepted death.

Just then, a violent vibration shook the ground.

Amon's body bent into a 'C' shape, and Tina was released.

***

In my fading consciousness, I tried to assess the situation.

My body was heavy. A result of the fatigue from magic depletion and the previous attack. I didn't feel any bleeding, but several bones were broken. My left side, in particular, felt numb. This was very bad.

A loss of sensation was a sign of losing consciousness. I couldn't think straight. At this rate, I would die. But that couldn't be helped.

I had made my peace with that when I decided to live as a hunter. To think I would feel this way after living in Japan, a country where the thought of dying at any moment was a foreign concept.

So this is what it's like to die. Just as I was about to close my eyes, I heard a scream.

Tina was attacking Amon.

What was she doing? Why didn't she run? My mind was filled with such questions.

She was an adventurer, too. She should have been prepared for something like this. And yet, she didn't stop her attack. On the contrary, she was caught by Amon and was about to be killed.

No. Even if I was prepared, I didn't want to see her die in front of me.

That feeling took over, and I unconsciously muttered, "...'Awakening' Skill."

I had used my final, final trump card.

***

Amon didn't know what had happened. He felt a sharp pain in his side. Had someone attacked him? But that was impossible. The only one challenging him was the reckless female warrior. The others were still fighting the monsters. And yet, he had been attacked and sent flying.

Who could it be? No, impossible. There was no way he could be alive after taking that much damage.

Even if he were alive, it would be impossible for him to stand up.

But then, Amon saw before him a man glowing red from head to toe.

Power overflowed from his body. My magic was restored, and the pain subsided. No, that's not right. I just couldn't feel it. In fact, my left arm moved, but I had no sensation in it at all. It didn't hurt; I didn't even feel like I was moving it.

As I was thinking this, Tina, who had collapsed next to me, said, "Shinsuke? You're alive... or rather... that's..."

She was relieved that I was alive, but she looked at me with a mixture of surprise and concern.

"I'm ending this here," I said curtly, sheathing my katana and charging.

Now that I had activated this skill, there was no time to spare. Running out of magic didn't just mean defeat; it meant death.

Amon looked at me. "To think you're alive and moving. You're like a demon of war!"

He created claws of fire from both his hands.

Seeing Amon's attack, I thought... purple. Should I call it anti-demon? He was wary of that power. The fact that he was condensing the flames instead of wreathing himself in them was proof. But while that power was certainly effective, it had a drawback.

It lacked attack power. It nullified and cut, but it was just a normal slash. It didn't have the power to defeat an opponent in a single blow. The fact that I had wounded Amon but not defeated him proved it. I had learned that in this battle.

That's why I decided to switch to an attack method with high power per hit.

I drew my katana from its sheath with all my might. Sparks flew dramatically, glittering like fireworks. I manipulated the sparks, added more heat, and wreathed the blade in a blue flame that surpassed red flame.

It was a trump card I hadn't intended to use since defeating Danmes and the giant monster a year ago.

"True Inferno, Kagutsuchi."

The blue flame formed a long blade.

Seeing the flame from my katana, Amon shouted, "That flame... it's beyond the realm of what a human should be able to use!"

He charged, his claws of fire lashing out.

I met his attack head-on, swinging my blade down in a left diagonal slash. The katana and claws clashed. But there was no stalemate.

My katana sliced through the claws of fire. With a reverse swing, I sliced off his left hand. The hand fell, but no blood flowed. The cut surface was charred black. It had been cauterized in an instant.

"Kuh... Don't underestimate me!" Amon roared.

Flames erupted from his entire body, and his left hand was restored.

An absolute defense of regenerating flame. Since it wasn't anti-demon magic, he could recover quickly, but the pain must have been considerable.

I took a high stance.

"Cheeeeeeeestooooo!"

I brought my blade down on his defenseless right arm.

An undefendable blow that couldn't be properly blocked. Amon screamed. Realizing he would be killed at this rate, he immediately dispelled the flames and took to the sky with his wings, as if to put distance between us. His right arm hadn't regenerated. It seemed he was prioritizing escape. He hovered in the air, and feathers flew from his wings, raining down wreathed in flame.

The feathers moved erratically, making them difficult to read. But that didn't matter. I shot fire from the soles of my feet and flew like a rocket.

Several feathers attacked me from the front, but I countered.

"Fire Shot!"

I unleashed a burst of fire buckshot.

It hit the feathers, and they exploded and vanished. When I emerged from the smoke, Amon was preparing something.

His mouth was glowing divinely. A brilliance that couldn't be compared to any of his previous flames. I thought that defending would be fatal and that I should try to go around it.

As if reading my mind, Amon shouted, "Try to dodge! If you do, the female warrior dies!"

He glanced behind him.

Tina was pinned down, unable to move, by the flaming feather attack. A hostage to ensure a certain kill.

"Then I'll just have to meet it head-on!" I roared.

I raised my katana to a high stance.

Amon declared, "Your resolve is admirable! Receive this! Extreme Heat Wave (Spicule)!"

A scorching inferno shot straight toward me.

Its brilliance was that of the sun itself. A direct hit would leave not even the bones of a human behind.

"If you're the sun, then this is the flame that slays gods!" I shouted.

With a battle cry, I brought down Kagutsuchi.

The sun and the god-slayer clashed.

What would be the outcome?



		
			Chapter 224

			Sinking Hopes

			The clash of their final trump cards.

Sun and god-slayer.

The blue-flamed katana, Kagutsuchi, held back the sun. It was split and divided, but its momentum didn't falter. It was like parting a waterfall. I was stationary in mid-air, but I wasn't being pushed back. The fiery propulsion from my feet held me steady, preventing any retreat.

Amon was perplexed by his opponent, who completely defied his expectations. No matter how strong one's power, this was the sky. A human without a foothold should have been unilaterally pushed back and slammed into the ground. But that logic didn't apply here at all. This human ignored all common sense. He was too dangerous, too much of an anomaly.

Letting someone like this run free was too risky. He had to be killed, no matter what.

Amon unleashed the last of his magic.

I felt the power of the sun intensify. I, too, poured my remaining magic into the attack. Not just Kagutsuchi, but the propulsion from my feet grew stronger as well. I felt like I was pushing forward, just a little. But I was immediately pushed back. I had no intention of dragging this out any longer. I poured everything I had into this one attack, determined to end it here.

At that moment, a massive explosion erupted at the center of their clash.

***

Meanwhile, the human army, led by the General, had fallen silent.

Adventurers and knights lay fallen on the battlefield. The only ones still standing were the General, a handful of knights, and a four-person adventurer party.

They had managed to defeat one Great Ogre, but four others remained standing, though wounded. Several Ogres and Flame Wolves were also still active. The other monsters brandished their weapons as if to show they could still fight.

From this situation, it was clear that the human army had been defeated, their fighting spirit lost.

***

The scene changes to the Republic.

The survivors of the knights and adventurers had gathered before the royal capital's gate, defending it.

The monsters, led by seven Muay Thai Kongs, had spread out in a fan shape, like a Crane Wing Formation.

From this situation, it was clear that the human army had been defeated.

Defeated on the battlefield by the monsters' power and numbers, they had retreated to the royal capital.

The Guild Master and Captain Bradamante lay unconscious in the guardhouse. Their bodies were covered in severe bruises and burns, and it was a miracle they were still alive.

They had managed to take down three of the ten Muay Thai Kongs in a suicide attack, but the remaining seven and the subsequent wave of monsters had overwhelmed them, leaving them helpless.

The soldiers lacked the energy to carry them to the medical bay for immediate treatment. For now, the doctors who had been on standby were treating the two of them and the other wounded who could be brought back.

And King Lustolfo, present at the scene, closed his eyes.

"Everyone, you have fought well. It is regrettable, but this is the end."

His words plunged those around him into despair.

Why was the king here? A knight who had come from the throne room reported, "I-I have a report. A S-Skeleton... says it has something to say."

Hearing the terrified report, the king had rushed to the scene.

When the Skeleton confirmed the king's presence, it said, "Your defeat is certain. You have only one choice: submit to us. We will give you time, but know that resistance is futile."

It was a demand for surrender.

***

The Church.

The battle here had also been decided. The human army was surrounded by monsters, unable to escape.

Altorine was seriously injured, and with her magic almost depleted, she couldn't even use her `Recovery` skill. She was immobilized.

The monsters, even when wounded, were healed by a Reverse Slime, and they pressed their attack with what seemed like an inexhaustible number.

Five Earth Bears were also still standing, looking down on the humans as if to mock them.

"Kuh... How vexing," Altorine gritted her teeth in frustration.

A Skeleton had appeared here as well, delivering a demand for surrender. Normally, she could have crushed it, but exhausted and facing overwhelming numbers, she could do nothing.

The Skeleton vanished with a mocking laugh.

***

The Kingdom.

'Wind Guard' and Captain Glad had faced the giant lizard, the Salamander. They had joined forces with 'The Owl', but the result was a crushing defeat.

It wasn't that their attacks didn't work. When they cut it, it bled. Arrows pierced it. But to the Salamander, it was nothing more than a scratch, its expression saying, *what are you doing?*

And the flames that overflowed from its entire body flew everywhere, burning everything to the ground.

It wreathed its tail in flames and swung it in a wide arc. The size was beyond what could be dodged. Leona and Bardos combined their strength to create a wind barrier, but their power was not enough, and they were blown away. Still, it was Bardos who held on until the very end.

He continued to use `Berserk` until the very end, swinging his great axe until his mind and body were in tatters. But his valiant efforts were in vain. He only managed to wound it, never coming close to taking its life, and he fell. Leona stood protectively over Bardos. Glad's mace had melted and become useless, and he was fighting with only his shield. The members of 'The Owl' were all unconscious.

During a lull in the battle, a Skeleton had appeared before the royal capital's gate with dozens of monsters, delivered a demand for surrender, and left.

In front of Queen Olivia herself, no less.

"I cannot afford to lose any more," Olivia thought, her heart heavy with grief. "But..."

Surrendering here would save those fighting on the front lines. But she didn't know if that was truly the right thing to do.

Caught between a rock and a hard place, she was unable to make a decision.

***

The Empire.

The Throne Room.

The Guild Master stood before Emperor Yorune.

"How long do you intend to be so stubborn? Don't you realize yet that this royal capital is safe thanks to me? The former Emperor was a wise man, but it seems his daughter is not."

His face was one of exasperation.

A knight, filled with rage, was about to draw his sword, but Yorune stopped him. Cutting down this scum wouldn't change the situation. She would wait for a report from the General. That was all.

And so, the battles in each country were decided, with humanity's defeat all but certain.

***

And on the border.

Shinsuke versus Amon.

A massive explosion occurred between them. The cause was likely the excessive amount of magic they had both poured into their attacks, and the fact that both were using super-powerful flames.

The aftershock of the explosion was tremendous. Tina, who was nearby, was freed from her feather restraints and sent flying. The human army and the monsters were also nearly blown away by the wind pressure.

When the explosion subsided, two shadows fell from the sky.

The first to land was Shinsuke.

The sudden explosion in front of me had left no time to defend. I took the full force of it and fell. I had been unconscious for a moment. When I saw the ground approaching, I instinctively broke my fall.

Thanks to my enhanced body, I managed to succeed.

However, my left arm was completely useless. I couldn't move it even if I tried. A dull pain shot through both my legs. It was difficult to walk, let alone run. My magic was also severely depleted, and I didn't know how much I had left.

Honestly, I was in no condition to fight. But Amon had also been caught in that massive explosion. Even a high-ranking monster couldn't have escaped unscathed.

As I thought that, I lifted my head, and at the same time, *BOOOOM*, something crashed to the ground.

I could guess what it was. The only other one in the sky was Amon, so it must have been him. A cloud of dust rose, and a faint shadow could be seen within it. It stood up. Which means...

As I was thinking this, the smoke cleared. Amon had scorch marks all over his body, and his right arm had not yet regenerated. The feathers on his wings were also burnt off, and he couldn't fly. He was also out of breath. He was also on his last legs.

However, I was on my knees, unable to stand up. He, on the other hand, was standing firmly on both feet.

In this situation, it was clear who had the upper hand.

"Hah... hah..." Amon panted. "To be pushed this far... It reminds me of my youth. You are incredible. An achievement beyond words. I will speak of you for the rest of my life."

It was a declaration of victory.

"Hah. Speak of me?" I scoffed. "What's that supposed to mean? I didn't come to this world to create some heroic legend."

I felt like clicking my tongue.

"This world?" Amon said. "I see, an Otherworlder. That would explain it. In that case, you can rest in peace."

A ball of fire appeared from his left hand.

To think he still had that much energy left. I couldn't even use magic, let alone move.

"Sorry," I said, "but I like to be refreshed before I go to sleep. At the very least, I have to cut that down."

I gripped my katana and pointed the tip at him.

"Is that so?" Amon said. "I don't know why, but I thought you would say that. Even though we haven't known each other for long. It's strange. In that case, you may cut down my flame and rest in peace."

He prepared to throw it.

Honestly, I didn't even have the strength to swing. But I absolutely refused to die without doing anything. With that thought, I raised my katana to a high stance.

As we glared at each other, I apologized in my heart.

*Tina. Forgive me for going first. Sidoor. I'm sorry I couldn't keep my promise to you.*

The moment Amon was about to throw.

Countless bolts of lightning rained down from the sky, covering the entire area.

The explosive sound and light stopped everyone present in their tracks. Amon's fireball also disappeared, and he was trying to figure out what had just happened.

I suddenly looked up at the sky.

Something was moving within the clouds. A bird? No, it was too big for that. And it was writhing. A snake? A giant snake? But since it was in the sky, it had to be flying.

A flying snake-like creature. There was one creature that came to mind.

No way. But I had never seen such a monster in this world. Not even a subspecies of it. The Lizardmen used water, not fire, so it was a bit different, but still, I could say it wasn't them.

But it wasn't impossible for it to exist.

Because this was a world where anything could happen. My premonition was correct.

What emerged was a snake so massive its full length was unknown. Its scales were black, indicating a toughness that could withstand any attack. Here and there were legs with sharp claws, wreathed in blue flame. Its face was majestic, with sharp fangs visible from its slit mouth. Its eyes could kill with a single glance. Its horns were similar to a deer's, but on a completely different scale. And it had golden whiskers that flowed in the wind.

The most famous and strongest existence in this world.

A Dragon.
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			The Sea General, the Corruptor, and the Fateweaver.

			A dragon appeared in the sky.

It was the first time since coming to this world that I had laid eyes upon a truly absolute being.

I...

"To think I'd get to see something like this at a time like this... God sure knows how to put on a show."

I smiled.

To think it would show something so incredible to me, a man on the verge of death. I had nothing but gratitude. Normally, I should have been terrified, but I felt nothing of the sort. Awe had completely eclipsed any fear. It was like seeing a childhood dream—one everyone else had given up on—come to life.

Amon was dumbfounded.

...Could that dragon be the one? The Mediator from the legends. An absolute being who acted on a whim and never showed itself.

Amon cried out.

"...W-Why? Why have you revealed yourself?! Weren't you supposed to operate from the shadows?!"

So, Amon knew the dragon? But something was off about his reaction. It was as if he was seeing something he never, ever wanted to encounter.

The dragon twisted through the air and opened its mouth.

"...You have gone too far."

Just one sentence.

The overwhelming power in its voice was enough to make us shrink back. Not just us, but the humans and monsters a short distance away were also trembling, unable to speak.

Meanwhile, in the Republic...

At the Royal Capital Gate...

Just as the exhausted human army was about to surrender, a massive tsunami suddenly crashed down from the sky.

...Caught off guard by the sudden event, everyone froze, making no move to evacuate. But the giant wave didn't swallow the capital. Instead, it arched like a rainbow and fell before the gate.

And it didn't disappear. It formed a wall of water, blocking the monsters' path.

On the monsters' side...

An immense amount of water had appeared out of nowhere like a waterfall, preventing their advance on the capital. As the monsters reeled in confusion, three figures appeared atop the cascade.

A mermaid, with the upper body of a beautiful woman and the lower half of a fish. A fishman with the face of a kisslip fish. And another fishman with the face of a tuna.

Of the three, the tuna-faced fishman was Madelo, the same one who had once fought Shinsuke.

"Well then, shall we begin, Sugi?" Madelo said.

The kisslip fishman, Sugi, replied, "Ready when you are, Madelo. Sein... provide support, if you would."

The mermaid, Sein, chirped, "Right, right. Roger that. *Laaa~~ la-laaa~~♪*"

A beautiful melody echoed through the air.

As soon as the nearby monsters heard it, they collapsed as if all the strength had drained from their bodies. The effect spread like a chain reaction, with more and more monsters slumping to the ground.

Amidst the chaos, the elite force led by the Muay Thai Kongs held firm.

Madelo remarked, "...Just as I thought. They have some resistance. Let's go."

Sugi nodded at the signal and descended to the ground.

Madelo, nunchaku in hand, faced off against a Muay Thai Kong. The kong unleashed a lightning-charged left fist at him. Madelo deflected it with his water-infused nunchaku. The Muay Thai Kong tried to follow up with a lightning-charged right fist.

But Madelo was faster. He slipped inside the kong's guard and slammed his nunchaku into its face. The handle of the nunchaku was reinforced with condensed water, making it a hammer stronger than steel.

Combined with the fishman's strength, it was a blow powerful enough to take down even the Guild Master in a single hit.

The Muay Thai Kong's eyes rolled back as it collapsed.

Sugi, armed with tonfas, squared off against another Muay Thai Kong.

The kong charged both fists with lightning and lunged forward with a simultaneous thrust. Sugi blocked it with his tonfas, which he used as a shield. He was pushed back slightly, but that was it. He remained standing, calm and composed, a confident look on his face.

The Muay Thai Kong's lightning had no effect at all. Sugi's tonfas were coated in water, which had absorbed the entire shock. After a brief pause, Sugi deflected the fists. He released the water that had absorbed the lightning, and as the Muay Thai Kong stood defenseless, he delivered a spinning tonfa uppercut to its jaw.

The monster took the hit flush, stood frozen for a moment, and then fell backward onto its back.

The other five Muay Thai Kongs and the monsters watching the battle trembled. After all, their champions had been defeated with ease, without their opponents even breaking a sweat.

Sein, who had been observing, called out, "Hey, you two. Your target is the Skeletons, not the gorillas, right? They're hiding behind the other monsters."

She pointed.

Several Skeletons were hunkered down, trying to stay hidden.

"Understood," Madelo said. "Let's go, Sugi."

Sugi nodded.

The two of them leaped, soaring over the monster horde and landing near their targets. The Skeletons were helpless as the two fishmen shattered them into tiny pieces. With the Skeletons gone, the other monsters suddenly began to act strangely.

The air was thick with a sense of 'Why are we here?'

Just then, a new presence emerged from the waterfall.

With his arms crossed and a gaze sharp enough to kill, Daios the Sea General appeared.

The monsters cowered before this unbeatable being. The only thought that entered their minds was, 'We're going to be killed.'

"The ones who led you astray are gone," Daios declared. "Return to your homes and your former lives."

His voice was heavy with authority.

The monsters, as if frightened by something unseen, fled into the forest.

"Our role here is finished," Daios said. "We're pulling out."

The three fishmen bowed their heads and followed after him.

Back in the capital, the waterfall blocked the view, making it impossible to see what was happening on the other side.

After a few moments of stunned silence, the waterfall receded back into the sea as if time were reversing.

A captain of the guard snapped to attention. "Huh? We need to assess the situation immediately!"

He broke into a run, followed closely by the other soldiers and adventurers. Outside, the vast horde of monsters was gone. In the far distance, they could see them heading back toward the forest.

It was as if they were running away.

When Prince Lustolfo received the report, he paused to think. An adventurer lying on the floor spoke up.

"It's probably just like last time, isn't it? They're just trying to give us a sliver of false hope."

He sounded desperate.

A soldier started to shout at him, but Lustolfo held up a hand to stop him.

"That is certainly a possibility," he said. "Do not let your guard down. Prioritize treatment for the Guild Master and the Captain."

A soldier saluted and hurried off.

If the monsters were to return, those two were indispensable. Their swift recovery was paramount.

But what was that waterfall? The knight sent to investigate gathered testimony from those at the port.

'The surface of the sea suddenly rose up.' 'The birds flying in the sky just started falling one after another.'

There were numerous accounts. Indeed, there were no birds in the sky above the sea now, and the fishermen were already back to work. With food supplies running low, it was only natural for them to resume fishing.

Lustolfo mused, "...Could it be that something is happening at the Empire's border?"

His thoughts turned to the place that was the root cause of this war.

He couldn't say why he thought so. It was just a feeling.

At the Saint's Church...

In the middle of the forest...

It was a desperate situation, with the defenders surrounded by monsters. Suddenly, a pink mist began to form. Not only the humans, but the monsters as well were bewildered. Then, adventurers began to collapse one after another. When the knights checked on them, they found they were asleep.

'Why?' they wondered, just before they too began to fall asleep one by one.

"W-What is this?" Altorine stammered. "I... just..."

She resisted to the very end, but her wounds were deep and she was exhausted. She, too, succumbed to sleep.

The monsters were agitated by the fact that all the humans had fallen asleep. Normally, sleeping prey was meant to be eaten, but it seemed they were forbidden from doing so. It was all very strange. Just then, dark clouds gathered, and the sound of thunder rumbled in the sky.

A bolt of lightning suddenly struck down. It hit only the places where the Skeletons were hiding. With the Skeletons gone, the monsters became disoriented, their minds clouded by the pink mist.

Then, a voice commanded, "Hurry back to your nests."

As if drawn by an unseen force, the monsters disappeared into the forest.

Watching from above were Harynair the Corruptor and Rumby the Fateweaver. The mist was Harynair's doing; she had used its hypnotic effect to put them to sleep and control them. Rumby had inflicted misfortune solely upon the Skeletons—enough misfortune to change the weather itself.

"Well, that was rather anticlimactic," Rumby whined. "I wanted to have a little more fun."

Harynair looked bored as well. "I feel the same. I would've liked to bring that Pontifex back with me. But the Dragon King told us, 'You two take too long. Get it done quickly.' I mean, he's right, but still."

She pouted.

These two preferred to draw things out when they were having fun. Rumby fidgeted, looking like she wanted to complain more. But complaining when the person in question wasn't around wouldn't change anything.

"It's about time we get going," Harynair said. "They'll be waking up soon."

With that, she took off on a leisurely flight.
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			The Sword Demon, the Thousand Poisons, and the Dragon King.

			In the Kingdom...

The Salamander's victory was absolute.

Leona and Glad, who had fought to the very end, were finally brought down by the Salamander's fiery breath. Their shields had protected them from the worst of the burns, but the intense heat had made it difficult to breathe, and they'd lost consciousness. Even if they were to wake up, they'd be in no condition to fight.

The Salamander, along with the nearby monsters, headed for the gate. The goal was to instill terror in the humans and rob them of their will to resist.

Just then, a purple smoke enveloped the area.

Monsters that inhaled the smoke collapsed. They were still conscious, but unable to move. It seemed the smoke contained a paralytic agent.

The Salamander, however, seemed unaffected. Whether it had a resistance or was simply less susceptible was unclear. It unleashed a blast of its fiery breath, fanning it out to clear the smoke. The smoke dissipated, and just as the Salamander was about to advance, a lone figure appeared before it.

It was a centaur with the head of a bull and a massive black greatsword: Sidoor the Sword Demon.

"What are you doing here?" Sidoor demanded. "Weren't you ordered to be Shinsuke's opponent?"

The Salamander answered with its flame-wreathed tongue.

The horizontal slash was met by the sword in Sidoor's right hand. The flames licked at Sidoor, but they didn't burn him; in fact, he didn't seem to feel the heat at all.

"You've got a lot of nerve for a piece of meat," Sidoor said. "That's enough."

With a flick of his sword, he parried the tongue.

The single swing had enough force to whip the Salamander's head to the side. Undeterred, the Salamander cloaked its entire body in flames and charged.

Sidoor held his magic-infused sword in both hands, raising it high above his head... and brought it down in a single, swift motion.

Before it could even reach him, the Salamander was sliced in two, as if by an invisible blade in a single, decisive blow. Its eyes rolled back, and it stopped moving.

"To think it would charge at me," Sidoor mused. "It must have been under some powerful brainwashing. Now then..."

He turned to face the other monsters.

Paralyzed, the monsters could only shrink back at the sight of him, their will to fight completely gone. Believing his work was done, Sidoor glanced toward the capital.

Before the gate...

A purple smoke had spread through the area where dozens of monsters were gathered. A soldier cautiously approached to investigate and immediately collapsed.

"C-Can't move," he muttered.

Nearby soldiers, careful not to inhale, retrieved their fallen comrade. He recovered after a short while. According to him, a single breath of the smoke had been enough to numb his limbs.

A captain of the guard looked toward the mist. "Is this poison? If so, then those on the front lines..."

The captain and A-rank adventurers were still out there.

Just as he was about to order a rescue, a knight stopped him. "No! We don't know what other effects this mist might have. Rushing in blindly would be suicide."

The flustered captain argued, "But that's all the more reason! Captain Glad and the others are in there!"

At that moment, Queen Olivia emerged from the guardhouse. "I will not permit a rescue," she commanded, her face expressionless. "As this man says, the mist is dangerous. We cannot afford any more casualties."

The captain fell silent and bowed his head. The knight, relieved, did the same. Normally, the knight would have lorded this victory over the captain, but he said nothing. He, too, wanted to go to their aid, but was cursing his own powerlessness.

Inside the mist...

Monsters who inhaled the smoke were paralyzed, unable to move. But they didn't collapse; they stood frozen like dolls. The only ones who saw this were the Skeletons. Lacking respiratory systems, the poison mist had no effect on them.

Just then, a figure emerged from the mist. It was an insect-faced monster: Lates the Thousand Poisons.

"I've already researched you," Lates said. "Perish here."

A green mist erupted from his body.

As soon as the mist touched them, the Skeletons began to melt.

"This mist contains a toxic substance that dissolves anything it touches," Lates explained with a laugh. "It requires a delicate touch to handle, but since it's just you lot here, I can really let loose."

The Skeletons tried to move, but their legs dissolved from under them, and they collapsed. In less than a minute, they had vanished without a trace.

Lates turned to the paralyzed monsters. "You. Once the paralysis wears off, hurry back to your nests. If you try anything... you know what will happen, don't you?"

He unleashed a wave of killing intent.

The monsters broke out in a cold sweat. Lates then released a yellow mist, neutralizing the poison. As soon as they could move, the monsters scattered and fled.

"Alright, time to clear the mist in front of the gate and disappear," Lates said to himself.

The mist vanished completely, and so did he.

The fog that had shrouded the area lifted.

A soldier cautiously surveyed the surroundings. The mist was gone, and there was no sign of the monsters. Upon hearing this report, Olivia immediately dispatched a rescue team. Time was of the essence. Knights and soldiers on horseback galloped toward the battlefield where the Salamander had been.

When they arrived, the first thing they saw was the corpse of the Salamander, sliced clean in two. They cautiously approached and confirmed that it was completely dead.

"This is no human's work," a soldier muttered. "Who could have done this?"

Questions and unease swirled in the air.

If the one responsible for this was an enemy, there was nothing but despair in their future.

"Let's worry about that later," a knight said, shaking off the thought. "Right now, our priority is rescuing the captain and the others."

They recovered the fallen captain and his men from the battlefield and headed back to the capital.

Far from the capital, Sidoor and Lates rendezvoused.

"Are you sure about this?" Lates asked. "Leaving the Salamander's corpse behind?"

"If there's no body, they can't be sure," Sidoor replied. "Humans are cowards, after all."

It was the answer of a seasoned veteran who had completed his mission.

Lates seemed to understand. He nodded in agreement—though it was impossible to tell from his insectoid face.

At the Empire's border...

Amon reacted to the dragon's words. "G-Gone too far? Didn't you yourselves try to overthrow my country a year ago?!"

"Overthrow?" the dragon replied. "We only care that the country exists. As long as some human becomes its leader, the nation functions, interacts with other countries, and runs smoothly, we are content. But that woman refused to do so. Therefore, we had her dealt with as a monster and arranged for the other woman to take her place. What you are trying to do is the same: to rule over everything. And not as a human, but as a monster. That alone is absolutely unforgivable. Monsters and humans must each fulfill their respective roles."

Upon hearing this, Amon retorted, "W-What is this? You may be a Mediator, but you speak as if you rule the world. Aren't you the one who is truly in control?!"

He argued back, despite his fear.

The dragon laughed. "Hahahaha! Me, in control? When? What have I controlled? Have I ever commanded humans? Have I ever worked them like slaves? I have done nothing. I may use humans to kill time, but only when they have their own ambitions and seem interesting. Like your daughter. She was quite amusing."

It laughed mockingly.

"A-Amusing?" Amon seethed. "So you feel nothing at all! You have no heart!"

Anger, powerful enough to overcome his fear, now consumed him.

"How dull," the dragon said. "We only grant something like a heart to those we deem worthy. And no matter what you say, what I am about to do will not change."

An overwhelming killing intent washed over Amon.

It was an aura so potent that even a high-level being would lose consciousness upon contact and not wake for a long time. Amon withstood it, gathering flames in his mouth.

"Die! Extreme Heat Wave (Spicule)!"

He unleashed a sun.

His target was the dragon in the sky. The distance was considerable, and even a direct hit would do next to no damage. But for Amon, not acting was not an option.

Unfazed by Amon's attack, the dragon also opened its mouth wide. From within, a blue flame shone like a sun.

Its brilliance made Amon's sun look like a mere lightbulb.

"Vanish," the dragon commanded. "Dragon Breath."

It fired the colossal blue sun.

Amon's sun collided with it, but the difference in size was so immense that it was pushed back without any struggle. Unaware that he was losing, Amon continued to fire his sun.

And then, the blue sun struck the spot where Amon had been.

There was no explosion. Instead, a pillar of blue light erupted, swallowing Amon whole.

When the blue pillar vanished, there was nothing left. Not just Amon, but the very ground he stood on was gone, leaving only a massive black abyss so deep its bottom couldn't be seen. It was overwhelming power. Power that no one could defy.

I unconsciously looked up at the sky. For a fleeting moment, I felt as if the dragon had looked at me.

But it quickly averted its gaze and let out a roar. The atmosphere vibrated, and an earthquake shook the land. The humans couldn't even stand, forced to crouch on the ground. The monsters fled from the spot as if terrified.

Back in the Empire's capital...

There was no fighting there. The captains and their men could do nothing but glare helplessly at the monsters.

Just then, a violent earthquake struck, and a gale strong enough to shake the very air swept through.

The Skeletons standing behind the monsters were blown to bits by the wind alone. Then, a voice that only the monsters could hear commanded, 'Return to your nests.' Terrified, the monsters fled all at once. The captains could only stare in a daze at the empty battlefield, unsure of what had just happened.

When the dragon's roar subsided, it looked at me again.

There was no hostility in its eyes. It felt more like I was watching a spectacle.

The dragon shifted its gaze upward and disappeared into the clouds.

And so, the incidents that had plagued each nation came to a close.

No one but the dragon had been a direct witness to the resolution. And by order of the General and the Emperor, the dragon's existence was to be kept a closely guarded secret.



		
			Chapter 227

			Interlude: The Sage's Cleanup.

			At the border...

Vil, who had been watching Amon's battlefield from a distance, was bewildered.

"W-Why? The Mediator is here? This makes no sense."

He was perplexed by the impossible sight.

Just then, a black mist materialized behind him. From it emerged an old man dressed in fine aristocratic clothing.

Vil knew at a glance. This old man was not human.

"W-Who are you?" Vil demanded. "Your presence doesn't feel human."

"My name is Redorza," the old man replied. "Others call me the 'Sage.'"

Vil's eyes widened in recognition. "Redorza? I believe that's the same name as a Court Magician who served the Empire long ago. A great magician who achieved numerous feats with his talent for magic and his unparalleled ingenuity. But I also heard he delved into the forbidden arts and renounced his humanity. A figure of both praise and scorn."

Vil spoke calmly, but inwardly, he was breaking out in a cold sweat. If this was truly him, he was facing a being far beyond his own power. To fight would mean death.

"Well, that's about right," Redorza said. "It's true I served the Empire. To add a little something, the Empire at the time was far too reliant on me, and frankly, I was fed up. I couldn't get any of my own research done. The only reason I mastered the forbidden arts was to get away from them and to secure a long time for my own free research. That's all there was to it."

He spoke as if reminiscing.

*Can I escape now?* Vil wondered.

"It's useless to run," Redorza said, as if reading his mind, and unleashed a wave of killing intent. "There's nowhere to go."

"Is that so?" Vil shot back. "Then I'll just have to kill you and make my escape! Magma Bullet!"

He fired a projectile of molten lava.

It was Vil's most powerful magical attack, capable of melting an ordinary monster on contact and leaving even a high-level one severely injured.

"Dark Drain Barrier," Redorza intoned.

A black curtain materialized in front of him.

The Magma Bullet struck it, but instead of melting, the curtain began to shrink, and the projectile vanished into it.

"So this is the forbidden art," Vil murmured. "Dark Magic."

"Precisely," Redorza confirmed. "Before the darkness, all things are swallowed and rendered null. It is the ultimate defense, a magic that returns all in this world to nothingness. That is why it is forbidden, and it is said that those who master it become aberrant beings and renounce their humanity. Of course, I find it difficult to conduct my research without a human form, so I controlled it and became what you might call an eternal being. A vampire."

He smiled.

From that explanation alone, it was clear that Redorza's talent far exceeded what Vil had imagined.

"Are... are you going to kill me?" Vil asked, his breath ragged.

He was desperately trying to maintain his composure.

"Before that," Redorza said, "I've been told to bring you with me. Dark Cage."

A black mist appeared, enveloping Vil.

The mist gradually shrank, and when it dissipated, a round, black birdcage stood in its place. Trapped inside was a miniaturized Vil.

"W-What is this?!" Vil cried. "I can't use my magic!"

He tried to cast a spell to escape, but nothing happened, as if he had no magic at all.

Redorza approached. "The darkness renders all null. Once trapped, no power can be used. Give up."

With that, he took the birdcage in hand and vanished from the spot.



		
			Chapter 228

			The End of the War.

			The battle at the border was over.

As I lay battered and broken, an equally battered Tina approached me.

"I can't exactly say you're okay, can I? Neither of us, really."

Her expression held a hint of relief.

I was on my knees. "But my magic is almost gone. If that happens, I'm counting on... you..."

Those were my last words before I lost consciousness.

The General watched the fleeing monsters for a moment, then snapped back to the present.

"Huh?! Is everyone alright?!"

He scanned the area.

Everyone but him had passed out.

He shook a nearby knight awake and had him assess the situation.

"Numerous injuries, sir. A few fatalities. No one is unharmed."

The losses were staggering.

The damage was even worse than the year before. The great war with the monsters had yielded nothing but casualties.

"Treat the injured immediately," the General commanded. "Use every last potion we have. Don't worry about the cost. And get 'that' ready. I'm going to check on those two."

He looked toward Amon's battlefield.

A void. A space dominated by silence. He was worried about them.

When the General arrived, the scene could only be described as horrific.

A massive hole, roughly twenty meters in diameter, with no visible bottom. It must have been the dragon's doing, but the scale was on another level. He honestly didn't want to make an enemy of it.

In fact, he never wanted to see it again. He scanned the surroundings and spotted the two of them.

"Lady Tina," the General said. "How is Shinsuke-kun?"

Tina looked at the sleeping Shinsuke. "He's just unconscious. His magic is completely depleted, and his injuries are severe. I used the potion I had, but it's still not safe to..."

"You didn't use it on yourself?" the General asked, his voice laced with concern.

"I had enough for two, but one portion was nowhere near enough to heal his injuries. I just have some burns and a broken left arm. I would be grateful for a potion later."

"Then use this," the General said, pulling a high potion from his pouch. "I used one during the battle, so I'm not that tired."

Tina thanked him and drank it. The burns vanished, and the bone in her left arm set, but she still couldn't move it. She was far from fully recovered.

"Thank you very much," she said. "Shinsuke and I won't be able to move for a while, so we'll rest here."

The General thought for a moment. "Understood. I'll send a knight later. If you need anything, ask them."

With that, he headed back to where the others were.

Alone again, Tina whispered, "You're so reckless... I really can't take my eyes off you..."

She smiled as tears streamed down her face.

At the border's front-line base...

A soldier on watch spotted a red smoke signal rising in the sky. He immediately reported it to Chevre.

"General... you did it," Chevre murmured, tears welling in her eyes.

The red smoke signal was the sign of a successful mission. She immediately contacted the capital via the wireless transceiver.

In the throne room of the capital...

The Guild Master stood before Emperor Yorune, who was seated on her throne.

"Isn't it about time you gave up? Any more of this will only lead to more casualties... Your Foolish Majesty?"

He said it with a smug, sneering look.

The nearby knights wanted nothing more than to cut him down where he stood, but for the safety of the Emperor and the capital, they couldn't.

"I have no intention of leaving," Yorune said, her resolve unshaken. "I will simply wait for word from those I trust."

The Guild Master sighed. "Haaah. Good grief. If those trusted comrades of yours are dead, there's no way they can contact you. Are you alright in the head?"

His words dripped with scorn.

The knights were at their limit.

Just then, a voice crackled from the wireless transceiver behind the throne.

"This is Adjutant Chevre! Your Majesty! Please respond!"

Yorune immediately grabbed the transceiver. "This is Yorune! What's the situation?!"

"Mission successful!" Chevre's voice was filled with joy. "The General and his troops have done it!"

"Thank you!" Yorune exclaimed. "Confirm their safety at once!"

"Understood! Sending a rescue team immediately!"

The transmission ended.

Silence filled the room. The knights glared at the Guild Master with fury in their eyes.

A cold sweat broke out on his brow. "W-Wait a minute. The monsters at the capital are still..."

At that moment, Captain Magnes burst into the throne room. "Forgive my intrusion! The monsters in front of the capital have just fled all at once! The reason is unknown, but there was a large tremor just before they left! We believe that may be the cause!"

More good news.

The tremor had been felt inside the castle, but they hadn't paid it much mind.

The Guild Master's face turned pale. "U-Um, Y-Your Majesty? I..."

Before he could finish, the knights drew their swords in unison and surrounded him.

The Guild Master let out a small shriek and raised his hands.

"Throw him in the dungeon," Yorune commanded, her voice devoid of emotion. "I will decide his fate later."

"As you wish," the knights replied, their faces beaming with joy as they arrested him and dragged him away. He shouted something as they led him off, but no one was listening anymore.

Now alone with Yorune, Magnes said, "So Father and the others succeeded."

"Yes," Yorune replied, a smile gracing her lips. "They did. And those two did as well."

She rose from her throne and walked to a window with a view of the sky.

Looking up, she whispered to the heavens, "Now, things can finally return to normal... Father."

She believed that her father, in the afterlife, would be pleased.

Three hours later...

A rescue team from the base arrived at the site of Amon's battle, where the General and his troops were resting and receiving treatment. Several doctors administered first aid on the spot, and those who couldn't move were loaded onto carriages.

Of course, Shinsuke and Tina were among them.

"Alright," the General announced. "We're returning to the base. Even those who can move should take it easy and rest."

With that command, they began their return journey.

The trip was uneventful, with no monster attacks along the way.

Some voiced their confusion as to why the monsters had stopped attacking.

"I'll explain later," the General said. "First, I must report to Her Majesty the Emperor."

He didn't elaborate.

The General was perplexed. That monster that appeared from the sky... there was a possibility it was the legendary dragon.

But why had it helped them? Or was it not help at all, but some other intention? There was no point in thinking about it further. For now, he would say nothing unnecessary. The others would only be as confused as he was.

Fortunately, the only ones who had seen it clearly were the General, Shinsuke, and Tina.

There were others who had been conscious at the time, but the dragon's roar had knocked them out. When they came to, they remembered nothing. 'Why did I pass out?' 'I don't remember anything after the lightning struck.' They had no memory of that moment.

Most likely, the overwhelming terror had caused them to delete the memory. In a way, this was convenient.

"Regarding this incident," the General said in a low voice to Tina, who was sitting beside the sleeping Shinsuke, "I would ask that you not speak of the dragon to anyone."

"Understood," Tina replied. "I agree that it's not something to be spread around."

The General looked relieved and fell asleep.

Meanwhile, in the capital...

Situation reports were being exchanged between the nations.

In every case, the monsters had suddenly disappeared.

In the Republic, a massive amount of seawater from the ocean had formed a wall like a waterfall. In the Church, a pink mist had appeared, causing everyone to lose consciousness. In the Kingdom, a giant lizard had been slain.

Inexplicable things had happened.

"Here as well, the monsters that had surrounded the capital suddenly vanished," Yorune said. "According to eyewitnesses, they left as if they were fleeing. Frankly, I have no idea what's going on."

She looked exhausted.

No human had ever experienced anything like this.

"It seems we'll have to wait for General Goltor's report," Olivia said. "I'm going to start dealing with the aftermath here, so please contact me as soon as you know anything. I'll be waiting, anytime."

With that, she ended the transmission.

"I'll be waiting as well," Lustolfo added. "I'd like to hear tonight, if possible. Queen Olivia probably feels the same."

He also ended the transmission.

"I have post-war matters to attend to as well," Altorine said. "I'll talk to you later."

She cut the connection quickly.

Now alone, Yorune looked up at the sky. "Please hurry back and tell me what happened, General."

She sounded like a lover waiting for her beloved.

General Goltor is a married man.



		
			Chapter 229

			The Kings' Conference.

			That evening...

Shinsuke and the others who had returned to the base were taken to the infirmary.

However, the number of beds was limited, and it was impossible to accommodate everyone. Patients with minor injuries were laid on the floor, with their consent, of course.

Tina was watching over Shinsuke, who lay in a bed.

"You should rest too," a doctor told her. "It's not good for your beautiful body."

"Thank you for your concern," Tina replied politely, declining the offer. "I was lucky. A potion was enough to heal my wounds. I still have some lingering effects, but it's not so bad that I need to lie down. There are many who are more seriously injured than I am. Please use your resources on them."

"Very well," the doctor said. "If you need anything, let me know immediately. The General has ordered that you two receive priority treatment. Now, if you'll excuse me..."

He went to see to another patient.

The General was being dramatic. Tina didn't think she was that important. If Shinsuke were awake, he would surely say the same thing.

They were unaware of just how much attention they had garnered in the Empire, and by extension, the Kingdom.

General Goltor headed for the commander's office.

He, too, was severely injured, and the doctor had strongly urged him to receive treatment in bed.

"Treatment can be done in the commander's office," the General had ordered. "Do it there."

In his room, the doctor tended to the General, who was seated in a chair. The treatment was completed, and his major injuries were healed, but it would take time to fully recover.

He couldn't do any strenuous work, but light duties were fine. The doctor left, saying he would be back later for a follow-up, and exited the room.

The General picked up the wireless transceiver. "This is the General. Emperor Yorune, can you hear me?"

"This is Yorune!" came the reply. "General! Are you alright?!"

"I can't say that I am," the General said, his first words a report on the damage. "We have numerous wounded and some fatalities. Those two are also severely injured, especially Shinsuke-kun, who is in a coma. Lady Tina is also badly hurt, but she is looking after him."

"I see," Yorune replied, her voice heavy. "But considering the scale of this war, I believe we kept the casualties to a minimum. Even with the fatalities... that is the fate of those who go to the battlefield."

She was suppressing her emotions.

The battlefield was a graveyard. Those who fought were prepared not only to live, but also to die.

No matter how valiant or brilliant, a single bee sting could be fatal. To go to a place with such a high probability of death and expect to return unscathed was impossible.

A memorial service would be held once the chaos had subsided and the situation was under control.

"Did the monsters retreat because you defeated their boss?" Yorune asked, stating a plausible assumption.

"We did defeat it. Or rather, it was defeated," the General corrected. "We engaged the boss leading the monsters. Not me, but Shinsuke-kun and Lady Tina. They fought a powerful enemy before we even made contact, and then fought a series of battles without rest, leaving them both completely exhausted.

"The last I saw, Shinsuke-kun was fighting alone, and I myself was exhausted from battling the monsters. I'll get the details later, but I believe he dealt a near-fatal blow. However, I think Shinsuke-kun was in even worse shape. I realized we were defeated. It was then that a dragon appeared from the sky."

Yorune gasped. "A dragon? A real one? But the monsters related to dragons..."

"I'm aware," the General interrupted. "I doubted my own eyes as well. But it was unmistakably a dragon. The overwhelming presence and authority spoken of in the legends. Everyone else fainted from its roar, and when they woke up, they remembered nothing."

He was trembling.

He hadn't trembled like this since he was a young, fledgling knight fighting his first monster. No, this was even worse.

"My apologies," the General continued, composing himself. "I got ahead of myself. I will report in chronological order."

He apologized and recounted the events.

When he had finished, Yorune said, "Thank you for your report. I still find it hard to believe. Not only the existence of a dragon, but that it acted in a way that helped us. But from what you've said, it seems the dragon was acting for its own convenience rather than to help us, is that right?"

"Yes," the General confirmed. "I couldn't hear the boss's conversation, but I could hear the dragon's. I will write the details in my report later, but from what I heard, the strong impression I got was that it was angry that someone had tampered with its toys, rather than being an ally of humanity."

He reported this dispassionately.

Normally, he would be trembling with rage, but now, the only thing he trembled with was fear.

There were some beings so powerful that anger was useless against them. It was a foe that could not be overcome. Against a human dictator, one could still hope for a revolution. But this was something that could not be defeated. No matter how much time humans spent on tactics, they could never win.

"*Phew*... In that case, it's best we don't interfere," Yorune concluded. "Whatever the dragon plans to do in the future, it's clear it has no intention of exterminating us humans. And if it has no intention of ruling either, then that's convenient for us. We just need to make sure we don't encounter it again. It exists on a different timescale than us. I don't know what it wants to see, but let's just focus on what we can do."

That was her decision.

The General took a breath. "Understood. I will return to the capital as soon as I've finished dealing with the aftermath here."

"Ah, yes," Yorune said, as if remembering something. "We need to name the heroes responsible for resolving this incident, otherwise things will get complicated. This time, those two must..."

"I think that's impossible," the General said with a wry smile. "In fact, if we push them, they'll probably run off somewhere. Those two."

"You have a point," Yorune conceded. "Well, please confirm with them just in case. I'm ending the transmission now."

The static from the transceiver died down.

That night, in Yorune's room at the royal castle...

After hearing the General's report, Yorune contacted the rulers of the other nations.

"A dragon?" Olivia said after hearing the story. "That's a rather hard story to believe."

Her response was skeptical.

"I agree," Lustolfo said. "However, the fact that he's telling such a story suggests we should treat it as the truth. The most unbelievable things are often the most real."

He sympathized, but his opinion was affirmative.

Humans, when faced with a believable lie or an unbelievable truth, would choose the former.

Because it was something they could understand.

If common sense and the flow of the story made sense, they would believe it to be true, even if it were a lie. Conversely, an unbelievable story would be considered nonsensical, an insult to their intelligence. And once that happened, they would not only refuse to believe it, but deem it not even worth listening to.

This was especially prevalent in modern times, where many people lacked flexibility.

However, the royals gathered here possessed a corresponding degree of flexibility. Olivia, too, while skeptical, was merely stating the general consensus.

Knowing this, Yorune said, "Your opinions are most valid. I, too, find it hard to believe. But if it were one of the 'Seven Demon Lords'..."

At these words, Altorine spoke up. "The 'Seven Demon Lords.' The seven monsters who stand at the pinnacle of all monsterkind. Indeed, if it were one of them, it would be possible. The problem is their objective. If I recall correctly, it was written that one of the 'Seven Demon Lords' was trying to destroy the Kingdom, wasn't it?"

"That's correct," Olivia said. "I've only read about it in books, but a monster that controlled a large number of corpses supposedly identified itself as such. The one who defeated it was the hero Amsel, known as the Otherworldly Hero."

An air of unease began to spread.

After all, the war had just ended. For humanity to face another battle now would be pushing them to their limits.

Sensing this, Lustolfo said, "But I don't think we need to worry about that. If that were the case, they would have taken advantage of this battle to make their move. And then we would be in a three-way conflict that would never end. The fact that they didn't, and instead moved to end it, suggests that the 'Seven Demon Lords' may be forbidden from acting outside their interests. This matches the General's report that the dragon was angry."

He forcefully changed the mood.

The three of them relaxed. A heavy atmosphere was not conducive to a productive meeting.

"Then there's no point in discussing the 'Seven Demon Lords' any further," Altorine said. "Let's talk about the future of our respective nations' diplomacy. The damage is great everywhere. Now is the time for us to cooperate."

The other three agreed.

They were the rulers of their nations. If they were exhausted, they would help each other. For now, they would do what they could.

The four of them began their reconstruction meeting.



		
			Chapter 230

			The Dragon Race and a Reassessment.

			The next morning.

I awoke in the infirmary. I tried to turn my head to look around, but a curtain blocked my view, making it impossible to see my surroundings. My body felt sluggish when I tried to move. There was pain, too. It seemed I wouldn't be moving for a while.

I managed to lift my head slightly and saw Tina dozing in a chair beside me. She must have been exhausted from watching over me. I wished she would get some rest.

I tried to go back to sleep without disturbing her.

"Shinsuke?"

Something must have roused her, because Tina woke up.

Her face was drowsy, a rare sight for her. It seemed she had stayed up all night watching over me.

"I didn't mean to wake you," I said. "Good morning."

"I was so worried," Tina said, her eyes welling with tears. "This time was harsher than ever before. You pushed your body so hard. I thought you might..."

She couldn't say any more.

"It can't be helped," I said with a smile, trying my best to reassure her. It was all I could do right now. "I'm a hunter and an adventurer. I'm prepared for things like this. Still... thank you for worrying about me."

"Hehe, I'll let you get away with that for now," she said, her smile returning, a sign of her relief.

I felt a sense of relief myself. "By the way, did you see it? The dragon flying in the sky."

"I did," Tina replied. "I still remember it now. That form. And the terror. It was the first time in my life I've ever trembled just from looking at something, my fighting spirit completely gone. I was afraid of Amon, too, but my will to fight never wavered. But that... that was on a different level."

She shivered as she spoke.

"Sorry," I said. "But I need to confirm something. Are there dragons, or a similar Dragon Race, in this world? The closest thing I've seen so far are Lizardmen."

"Lizardmen? They're not part of the Dragon Race," Tina explained. "Originally, they were large lizards that gained intelligence by eating a certain fruit, which allowed them to walk on two legs and use weapons like humans. But they don't speak like humans. At best, they're on par with Goblins."

"So, the Dragon Race... or should I call them the Dragon Race?"

"Dragon Race is fine," Tina said. "They are a special race, but they are not on this continent anymore. They used to be here, long ago. It's said that winged dragons ruled the skies."

"Winged... Like Wyverns, or giant dragons like Fafnir?"

"Those are names from your books, aren't they, Shinsuke? I believe both existed. There were several similar dragons in the picture scrolls. Here, we just call them the Dragon Race. These monsters reigned as the rulers of the sky and fought against humans. It was said that the claws, fangs, scales, and meat of the Dragon Race bestowed great blessings. One theory even suggests their fangs were stronger than Adamantite. Because of this, there was a long war. But it ended. Or perhaps I should say, they vanished."

"Vanished? As in, they were wiped out?"

Tina shook her head. "No. They were numerous, and it seems they still had the advantage. But the Dragon Race suddenly stopped fighting and, to the last one, flew away across the sea."

"Flew away? Did they find a better place to live?"

"I don't know," Tina said. "But humans were not the type to give up. They sent out several ships in pursuit, but none returned. Years later, the wreckage of a ship was found on a beach, along with a body. The clothing on the body identified it as a member of the expedition. The conclusion drawn from this was that they had all been wiped out.

"Since then, A-rank adventurers, full of confidence, would venture across the sea, only to never return. This happened again and again, until eventually, no one tried to cross the sea anymore. That's all that's written in the legends. One theory says they are living peacefully in a Dragon Race paradise. But no one has ever proven it."

She took a breath.

"From the sounds of it, things were pretty tough back then," I said. "They were probably so focused on the sky that they let their guard down against the monsters on the ground, leading to a lot of damage. With all the valuable materials they could get from the Dragon Race alone, they probably didn't care about anything else."

I sighed in exasperation.

Neglect always comes back to bite you. It happens all the time with companies back on Earth. 'It doesn't matter,' or 'That's outside the scope of my work.' If you work like that, you'll pay for it later.

No matter what world you're in, that part of human nature never changes.

The only differences are the living environment and the presence of monsters. Humans themselves don't change.

I calmed my gloomy thoughts. "So, the interpretation is that the Dragon Race left because they were tired of fighting with humans?"

"That's one interpretation," Tina said. "But another book of legends suggests that the Dragon Race left as if ordered by someone. According to its description, the war with the Dragon Race was fierce, and the human side was at a disadvantage. It wouldn't have been strange if they had been completely annihilated. But for some reason, they weren't.

"A scholar at the time hypothesized that they were being commanded by someone. Of course, no one believed him. That scholar wrote a book on his own. My parents had a copy, so I've read it."

She spoke with a hint of nostalgia.

"Well, it's better to have more hypotheses," I said, letting out a weary sigh. "A single hypothesis becomes an obstacle when new facts are discovered later. Then you get into debates, with people arguing back and forth with all sorts of quibbles. It's utterly ridiculous."

"Well, that's true," Tina said. "That's all I know. Is it any different from what you know, Shinsuke?"

"Hmm, it's hard to say since mine are just fantasy," I replied thoughtfully. "At the very least, only a handful of humans have ever slain a dragon, and their names are etched in history. That's all I can really say."

Dragons exist in Earth's history, too, but it's unclear if they were real. They could be fantasy, or they could have actually existed. Or perhaps something else was likened to a dragon.

The only way to know for sure would be to travel back in time. As we talked, I started to feel a little tired and sleepy.

"You should get some sleep today," Tina said with a gentle smile. "No one will blame you."

"Ah, right. By the way, that guy..."

My eyelids were heavy, but I asked about something that was on my mind.

"I haven't seen him," Tina replied. "But after we got back, I casually asked a soldier about the situation at the base. He said everything was normal, and no monsters had appeared."

I felt a little relieved.

I had to keep my promise to him. With that thought, I drifted off to sleep.

In the same infirmary...

Alumi, the leader of the adventurer party "Mad Dog," was filled with regret.

She had been seriously injured in the battle at the base and was unable to fight. She had been forced to recuperate in bed, unable to participate in the mission personally led by the General, and was feeling frustrated.

Inwardly, Alumi had hoped the mission would fail and they would be forced to retreat. It was an inappropriate thought, but for her, making a name for herself was important.

But the mission had succeeded, and they had returned, albeit not unscathed.

She was hunched over, ashamed of her own powerlessness and the fact that she had wished for the death of her comrades.

Dord and Loose didn't know what to say. They should probably console her, but the reason she was so badly injured was because she had fought against so many monsters. From an outsider's perspective, it was an admirable feat, something to be proud of.

But for Alumi...

Just then, Mimi spoke up. "Onee-sama, may I have a word?"

Alumi didn't respond.

Mimi continued, unfazed. "When I first met you, Onee-sama, I fell in love with your valiant figure as an adventurer. It was almost like love at first sight. Even in the battle at the border, I'll never forget the sight of you fighting to the very end. But... to be honest, I'm glad you didn't go to fight the boss. Because... you might have died. I know your strength. And because I know it, I know you would have been reckless... and then..."

Her eyes filled with tears, and she couldn't continue.

Sensing her feelings, Alumi sighed. "Aaargh, I know! I don't have the strength of an A-rank adventurer! I'm still just a newbie! So... it's time for a reassessment. Let's leave the Empire and go to the Republic or the Kingdom. I'll probably be a C-rank, but I don't really care. What about you guys?"

"If you're going, leader, then I'm going too," Loose said with a smile. "Someone's got to be there to smooth things over so you don't start any trouble."

"I don't care about my rank either," Dord said. "As long as I can read my books."

He seemed relieved and went back to his reading.

"Whatever you decide, Onee-sama," Mimi said, a broad smile on her face.

Their adventure had just begun.



		
			Chapter 231

			The Banquet and the Promise.

			I awoke in the evening.

The surroundings were growing dark, and torches had been lit. I turned my head and saw Tina dozing next to me.

"Tina? Tina."

My words roused her. "Mm, yeah... Oh, Shinsuke? Is it evening already?"

It seemed she had slept for quite a while.

I sat up. "Looks like we were both pretty exhausted. Usually, a second nap is all I need to feel better."

I flexed my right hand.

There was no pain, but I couldn't put much strength into it. Maybe I'd slept too much. Or maybe I hadn't fully recovered yet.

"You should probably rest a little longer..." Tina said, her voice full of concern.

"Thanks," I replied seriously. "But it's about time we got moving. I'm worried about what the monsters are up to."

Tina thought for a moment. "Alright. Then I'll go with you. It'll be easier with two of us."

She stood up.

I got out of bed as well. My body felt strange, but not so much that I couldn't move. Fighting was out of the question, though. I took a few steps, stumbled, and nearly fell, but Tina quickly caught me.

I thanked her.

"Honestly..." she chided, scolding me with a playful *mep*. "Don't do anything too strenuous."

It was an incredibly cute gesture.

After we left the infirmary...

The other wounded soldiers muttered amongst themselves.

"'Strenuous'? You don't think..."

"No, it's possible. Those two are always together. It wouldn't be surprising if they were... you know."

"Damn it. To be able to sleep with such a beautiful woman... I don't even have a girlfriend, let alone a female childhood friend..."

They lamented their fate in a corner, unbeknownst to us.

Not that I cared.

As we were walking down the corridor, a soldier approached us. "Oh, are you alright to be moving around already?"

"I'm fine," I said with a wry smile. "Though I can't fight."

"That shouldn't be a problem," the soldier replied. "The monsters haven't made a move. We have sentries posted, but since we defeated their leader, we expect them to lie low for a while. At least, until a new leader emerges..."

His expression darkened slightly.

"A new leader, huh?" I mused. "So they'll be quiet until one appears. Hmm. Well, for now, let's just be glad we're alive."

I smiled.

The soldier seemed to agree and smiled back.

Just as we were about to leave, he said, "Oh, right. If you're feeling up to it, please gather at the main gate on the capital side. The General said he's holding a small celebratory banquet for this occasion. Originally, he was going to hold it when you two woke up, but due to the schedules of the other adventurers, it was decided to hold it tonight. Honestly, I'm glad you're awake. The General will surely be pleased."

"Is that so?" I said, accepting the invitation. "Then we'll be there. I do love a good banquet."

Tina nodded in agreement. She wouldn't turn down such a welcome invitation.

"Thank you," the soldier said. "I'll report to the General immediately."

He saluted and ran off.

When we were alone again, Tina said with a mischievous smile, "This is convenient. After the banquet, most of them will probably be asleep."

Of course, we wouldn't do anything like that.

That night, at the main gate...

A large pile of wood was lit, creating a huge bonfire, like at a campfire.

Surrounding it were adventurers, soldiers, and knights. The tables were laden with a wide variety of dishes. It looked like they had used up all the food in the base.

The General, after confirming that everyone had a cup, addressed the crowd. "Everyone, you fought well yesterday. This victory is thanks to all of your efforts. Some of you fought against powerful monsters. But you are not the only special ones. It was because everyone here was present that we were able to fight. Let me say it again. This is a victory for everyone here. Let's celebrate! Cheers!"

With his call, everyone raised their cups and shouted, "Cheers!"

After a drink, they helped themselves to the food and ate and drank merrily with their comrades. I looked at the food and found some suiton dumplings.

"That's suiton," a nearby cook explained. "It's been served in the Empire for about a year now. It preserves well, has a nice texture, and gives the soup a deeper flavor."

I already knew that, of course, but I didn't say anything. I took some suiton, along with some bone-in meat, garlic-sautéed medicinal herbs, and a medley of grilled mushrooms, and put a little of each on my plate. Tina returned with a plate of different dishes.

We drank and ate. The food was rich, but surprisingly light, and went well with the alcohol. The cook was skilled.

As we were enjoying our meal, the General approached us. "Having a good time, you two?"

"Yeah, we're enjoying ourselves," I said. "But serving this much food... are you sure you'll be okay tomorrow?"

"No problem," the General replied, unconcerned. "Tomorrow, the soldiers will head out to procure supplies. The adventurers are going back to the guild to report that they're safe. Some of them are even going to visit their hometowns. I'd like to give the soldiers and knights a break too, but there are still some things to be worried about, so I'm considering giving them leave in shifts."

He was already thinking about tomorrow.

"Worried about something?" Tina asked. "I heard they'd lie low since we defeated their leader."

"Your point is well taken, my beautiful lady," the General replied. "But there are stragglers among the monsters. At most, about ten of them, but we still need to be on our guard. You two should rest. You're the heroes of this battle. Stay here, return to the capital, do as you please."

With that, he walked away.

He was probably going to greet the others as well. People in high positions had to be considerate. Otherwise, their subordinates wouldn't follow them.

There were few bosses in companies back on Earth who could do that these days.

They just act important, suck up to their superiors, and are intimidating and sometimes even violent to their subordinates.

A peaceful world makes people soft.

Not that I'm saying peace is a bad thing. But only those who have survived harsh environments truly know the meaning of peace.

Damn, I'm thinking about depressing things. I'm not trying to change the world.

I'm just going to do what I want to do. Without causing trouble for ordinary people. I'll just forget about all the unnecessary stuff and enjoy myself.

I drained my cup and asked for a refill. I ate until my stomach felt like it would burst.

The banquet was a great success.

Late that night...

The participants were snoring on the spot where they had been celebrating. The General and the knights had staggered back to their rooms. The night watch was sparse, focused only on the wilderness where the monsters were.

It was the perfect opportunity for us.

Back in our tent, I said, "Let's go."

At my words, the red goblin emerged.

Tina was beckoning. It seemed that way was safe. We walked along a narrow, rocky path in the dead of night.

After about thirty minutes...

After confirming that no one was around, I said to the goblin, "You can get there on your own from here. Go back to your comrades. And here, this is food. Take it."

I handed him a small bag.

Inside was a small amount of medicinal herbs and dried meat. All things that would last a long time.

{*Why are you doing this?*} The words appeared on the translator I had brought.

"I'm a hunter," I said. "Hunting monsters is my job. But I don't just hunt indiscriminately. I only hunt what I need, when I need it. But I don't feel right hunting those who don't resist. So, I'd like you to continue leading the monsters and causing trouble for the humans. Not on a large scale like this time, but on a small scale like you used to would be enough."

{*Why? Aren't humans working for peace?*} the goblin asked.

"That's true," I said. "But if things get too peaceful, humans will start fighting among themselves. To prevent that, they need a common enemy. Monsters are the perfect fit. And, well, this is just my personal feeling, but as a hunter, if there's nothing to hunt, I'm out of business."

I shrugged.

Tina chuckled beside me.

My reasoning had nothing to do with justice or the good of the people. It was more about hunting monsters and people benefiting from the materials. I was helping people in that way, but it was just a side effect.

I'm not a hero or a savior. I'm just a hunter.

{*I understand. And I owe you for helping me. I'll try to bring everyone together.*}

"Yeah, but if you could, wait a while before causing trouble for the humans," I said. "They're pretty exhausted. If you feel you owe me, could you wait a month or two?"

{*Yes, I'll try. Well then.*}

The goblin bowed and left.

When we were alone again, Tina said with a smile, "This feels strange. Talking to a monster like this. And it makes me feel a little guilty."

"Of course it does," I said. "We're just workers, hunters by trade. Without work, we can't do anything. We can't eat. It's because there are monsters that we can do our hunting work. And if anything, I hope they attack us. It makes it easier to hunt them without any qualms."

I said something dangerous.

But it couldn't be helped. Torturing and killing left a bad taste in my mouth. Tina said nothing and placed her hand on my left hand. Her gentleness was a real comfort.

I looked up at the full moon and thought about what to do next.

Three hours after the goblin's departure...

He made his way through the night without a light. Goblins had good night vision, so it wasn't a problem. But a huge shadow appeared in front of him.

The goblin was on guard, but the moonlight revealed its identity. It was a Cyclops.

(*You! You're safe!*) the goblin sent, overjoyed.

(*Yes,*) the Cyclops replied. (*I was ordered to protect the nest from that unknown entity, so I didn't go to the battlefield. But I'm sorry. To have cast you out, you who served for so long, and to have incited such a creature to be our master. What happened?*)

He apologized, his face grim.

(*Don't worry about it,*) the goblin replied. (*More importantly, what about the others?*)

(*The others have come to their senses as well,*) the Cyclops said. (*They're looking for you.*)

(*I see,*) the goblin replied. (*Then let's go back. I want to talk to everyone about the future.*)

The Cyclops was delighted. He placed the goblin on his shoulder and headed back.



		
			Chapter 232

			The Kingdom and the Republic.

			In the Harg Kingdom...

The care of the seriously wounded continued.

After all, even though the monsters had retreated, there was always the fear that they might attack again. As such, they could not let their guard down. Magicians were on standby at the new weapons on the castle walls, ready to fire at a moment's notice. And all those who had been on the front lines were bedridden.

There were few with minor injuries; most were serious. At least twenty deaths had been confirmed.

Furthermore, due to the effects of the poison mist, many had not yet awakened from their comas, and those who had were confused and being kept at rest. Moreover, the 'Wind Guard' and Captain Glad, who had fought the hardest...

...were in such bad shape that it was a wonder they were still alive. The leader of the 'Owl' party was seriously injured, and the other members were dead. It was no longer possible for them to function as an adventurer party.

Most of the magicians on the castle walls were unconscious from magical exhaustion.

They had no physical injuries, but they probably wouldn't wake up for a day.

And Rumily, who had protected them from the Salamander's bombardment...

She had been recovered before she hit the ground, but she had suffered burns all over her body. Her right leg was especially bad. It was severely blackened, and in the worst case, she might never be able to move it again. Even with a high potion, the burns couldn't be completely healed. The flame attack must have been incredibly powerful.

She was now wrapped in bandages from head to toe, lying in bed like a mummy. Worried about her, Milfy and Matilda, who had also suffered burns but had been fully healed by a high potion, were ignoring the doctor's orders to rest and were instead watching over Rumily.

They were now asleep on the floor, exhausted.

In the history of the Kingdom, the damage had not been this severe since the time of the necromancer of the 'Seven Demon Lords.'

Queen Olivia watched this scene from the castle terrace. "Thank you for your assistance with the weapon. You did well, Sakura."

"I was merely carrying out Your Majesty's orders," Sakura, who was standing beside her, replied.

From this exchange, it was clear that Olivia had been the one to send her to the castle walls. "Go to the weapon immediately. I want you to act independently, just in case."

Having received this secret order from Olivia, she had gone to the castle walls and witnessed that scene.

She had immediately relayed the situation and given instructions to the soldiers, and then returned at once. It was easy to imagine her physical prowess.

"Your Majesty?" Sakura asked. "What news from the Empire?"

"They say they have defeated the root cause," Olivia replied. "The monsters should be quiet for a while."

Her expression was one of relief, but still tense.

"Then the full-scale repair of the castle walls, a banquet to reward those who have distinguished themselves, a memorial service for the fallen, and other miscellaneous matters will be dealt with once these three are finished, correct?" Sakura said, laying out a tentative plan.

"*Phew*... They say the hardest part of war is the aftermath, and it's true," Olivia said. "I will discuss these matters with my brother before proceeding. For now, please issue a directive that everyone should focus on their treatment."

Sakura bowed her head and left the terrace.

Alone, Olivia looked up at the full moon, lost in thought. Just then, the former king, Elyunpos IV, entered the terrace.

"I'm sorry," he said, apologizing. "I've left everything that I should have done to you, Olivia. It seems I abdicated the throne too soon."

"It can't be helped," Olivia replied. "No one could have imagined something like this would happen back then. If you're going to apologize, I'd rather you apologize for making me king."

"That's impossible," the former king said, his face weary. "You had more support at the time. Even if Alphonse had become king, neither the nobles nor the common people would have been satisfied. In the end, a king is just someone who gathers everyone's opinions and puts them into action. Nothing more is required."

A king was the face of the country, its representative. As such, they held various privileges. But that didn't mean they could do whatever they wanted. With power came responsibility. To do otherwise would be to become a dictator.

No one would follow, a revolution would break out, and the country would fall into ruin. Earth's history had proven this. Fortunately, the royal family of the Kingdom were all good-hearted people. Internal conflict was virtually non-existent.

Just then, the former king asked, his eyes full of expectation, "Ah, yes. Olivia, when will you take the name 'The Fifth'?"

"I have no intention of doing so," Olivia replied. "'The Fifth' sounds lame. Things are going just fine as they are."

She turned her gaze back to the full moon.

The former king looked dejected. Was it really that important? Or was it just a royal hobby?

In the Republic of Letyl...

The damage here was also considerable.

There were many with minor and serious injuries, and fifteen deaths had been confirmed so far, but there were also some missing. Those who had acted as the rearguard during the retreat had not yet returned. It wouldn't be surprising if they were dead, but holding out hope, a search party had been sent out.

And the two greatest contributors, the Guild Master and Captain Bradamante, had regained consciousness, but had not yet recovered enough to move.

King Lustolfo stood before them. "You fought splendidly in this battle. Without your efforts and contributions, the damage would have been far worse."

"No," the Guild Master replied, his face a mask of bitterness. "I am nothing but ashamed. I never imagined there would be so many high-level monsters, and I fought at full strength from the very beginning. If I had been more cautious..."

"The same could be said for me," Captain Bradamante added, her expression mirroring his. "I should have acted as the rearguard during the retreat. But I couldn't even manage that properly..."

"*Phew*... You two," Lustolfo said, his face exasperated. "Since when did you become the saviors of humanity?"

To the stunned pair, he continued, "It was within our expectations that there would be multiple high-level monsters, wasn't it? The plan was based on that assumption. In the end, there were just more than we expected. The enemy doesn't move according to our plans. If they did, there would be no deaths, not even injuries. Am I wrong?"

He was slightly angry.

The two of them fell silent. He was right. They were not chosen warriors. They were just humans. There was a limit to what they could do, to the lives they could save.

"You're right," the Guild Master said, his voice laced with self-reproach. "What was I even saying?"

"The same goes for me," Bradamante said, apologizing as if the poison had been drained from her. "I was getting a little ahead of myself. I'm sorry."

"No, I went too far as well," Lustolfo said. "As soon as you're back to full health, I'll have you back to work. For now, rest."

With that, he left the infirmary.

Alone in the infirmary, the Guild Master muttered, as if making a fresh start, "That wasn't like me. As soon as I'm healed, I'll get back to work."

"Yes," Bradamante said with a smile as she lay down. "So as not to disappoint King Lustolfo any further."

The first step to recovery was sleep.

King Lustolfo walked, filled with regret.

What he had said to those two could be said to himself as well. Although the decision had been made after consulting with the other nations, the information and analysis had suggested a high probability that the damage could be kept to a minimum. Of course, they had also considered the possibility of unexpected reinforcements.

But the reinforcements had been larger than expected. That was all.

As he was thinking this, his wife, Queen Melisa, appeared before him.

"Why the long face?" she asked, her expression slightly mocking. "Are you regretting it? This large-scale operation? Thinking you shouldn't have done anything?"

"Of course not," Lustolfo replied, his face lost in thought. "If we hadn't acted then, the dissatisfaction of not only the soldiers and adventurers, but also the common people would have exploded. They were already at their limit. I... I want to believe I wasn't wrong."

Melisa walked up to him and slapped him across the face. "Get a grip! You are the king of this country! The leader of the people! If you hesitate, no one will follow you! Am I wrong?!"

Her words were filled with spirit.

Lustolfo held his stinging left cheek. "You're right. This isn't like me. I have to be able to face the dead. And besides, you hit me so suddenly. Not even my father ever hit me."

"Oh, how honored I am," Melisa said, a broad smile on her face. "To have done something that not even your father did. Is this a feat worthy of being recorded in history? If you'd like, I can hit you once a day."

"I'd rather you didn't," Lustolfo said, laughing as he declined. "My face will swell up."

Sensing that he had returned to his usual self, Melisa said nothing and took his left hand. Lustolfo said nothing and walked with her.



		
			Chapter 233

			The Church and the Empire

			Before Yorune’s report arrived, as evening fell after the battle with the monsters…

The city of the Saint's Church was a whirlwind of activity. The returning knights and adventurers lined the main road. The number of injured—both minor and severe—was staggering. There were about twenty confirmed dead, but with many having been dragged off into the forest, their final fates known only through recovered belongings, the exact count remained uncertain.

The severely wounded from the battlefield were receiving intensive care and rest in the infirmary.

For the others, there weren’t enough beds. They lay on sheets spread out along the roadside. Even for those with minor injuries, a full recovery would take at least a week.

Meanwhile, Pope Altorine was receiving treatment in her private chambers at the church’s headquarters.

Though her ‘Recovery’ skill was healing her, the wounds she had sustained after depleting her magic were severe and required a doctor’s attention.

…Outside her chambers, the cardinals and knight captains sat with worried expressions. The knight captains were also badly injured, but they refused to go to the infirmary, citing their concern for Altorine-sama as they received treatment right there.

A short while later, the doctor emerged.

"She’ll be fine. She hasn’t woken yet, but she should come to in a little while."

Relieved by these words, a cardinal spoke.

"Thank goodness… Everyone, please go and share this news. I will check on Her Holiness with my own eyes before I follow."

The equally relieved knight captains saluted sharply and headed back toward the city.

Now that the two of them were alone, the cardinal asked, "So… assuming she wakes up, when can she get back to work?"

To this, the doctor replied, "I wouldn’t recommend it. Even if her wounds heal, her exhaustion won’t vanish. Her Holiness was fighting even as her skill was healing her… Because of that, fatigue has accumulated deep within her body. I must insist that she refrain from any further exertion."

The cardinal listened to the explanation. "Thank you. Please, take care of the others as well."

He bowed.

…The doctor bowed in return and departed.

Now alone, the cardinal entered the room.

…The interior was decorated predominantly in white. A single work desk stood to the side, and a row of bookshelves lined one wall. At the far end of the room, directly opposite the door, was the luxurious four-poster bed where Altorine lay sleeping.

The cardinal approached and looked down at the slumbering Altorine.

"You’re awake, aren’t you?" he said.

At his words, Altorine’s eyes opened halfway. "You caught me… When did you realize?"

To this, the cardinal replied, "Just after I entered the room. I sensed you were about to sit up." He answered with a deadpan expression.

"*Haaaah*… I’m fine. I need to get back to work…" Altorine said, but as she tried to rise, the cardinal stopped her.

"Please, don’t push yourself. You are severely exhausted right now, and your complexion is pale. It will only worry the knights and the people. Everyone will be relieved just knowing that you’ve survived."

"But while everyone else is working, I can’t possibly rest…"

She tried to force herself up again, but the cardinal interjected.

"Besides, what will you do about the Empire? They likely came out of this rather well. It’s possible a report will arrive by nightfall. That, at least, is something you must handle personally… Your Holiness?" he said, his eyes narrowed.

Breaking into a cold sweat, Altorine relented. "Ugh… F-Fine. But please, let me know immediately if anything happens."

With that, she lay back down on the bed.

"Of course," the cardinal said. "Ah, I’ll leave the wireless transceiver right here for you."

He placed the wireless transceiver and a mirror on the small table beside her bed.

Altorine thanked the cardinal and obediently closed her eyes.

After the cardinal left the room, he murmured to himself, "Well, if anything does come up, I’ll just handle it myself. I can simply tell Her Holiness it was a minor issue that I could deal with."

He walked on with a smile on his face.

…To some, it might have looked like the smile of a man hatching a wicked scheme. But those who knew the cardinal well could confidently say he was not that kind of person.

Someone approached him.

It was the bearded knight captain.

"How is Her Holiness?"

"She’s fine. She’s just taking it easy," the cardinal replied.

The knight captain breathed a sigh of relief. "That’s good to hear. Knowing her, she’d probably say ‘I’m going to work’ the moment she woke up. I wish she’d rely on her elders a little more."

Seeing his somewhat lonely expression, the cardinal said, "It’s because she is the Pope. As a leader, she likely feels she cannot rely on or consult with her subordinates. A mistaken belief born of youth, I think. To be honest, I feel Altorine-sama became Pope far too soon."

"That couldn’t be helped," the knight captain said, his face full of pity. "The former Pope committed certain transgressions, and the official story is that Altorine-sama defeated him. She *had* to become Pope. No one would have accepted me."

He wore a bitter expression.

…The knight captain was well-respected, but not to the extent Altorine was. Above all, she carried the blood of heroes. It was a foregone conclusion that she would become Pope, sooner or later.

"That’s exactly why I wish she would rely on us," the cardinal said. "But she is so stubborn… *Haaa*. Well, let’s get to our own work. We must lighten Her Holiness’s burden as much as possible for when she returns."

His face was now full of vigor.

"Indeed," the knight captain replied. "We have to show the young ones that we’ve still got it. Her Holiness would probably worry herself into an all-nighter otherwise."

Laughing, the two men headed back to their posts.

The Empire. The Royal Castle.

After his meeting with the other kings had concluded, Emperor Yorune was working alone in his office when he heard a knock.

"Forgive the late hour… Captain Magnes wishes to speak with you," said the maid from outside.

"Send him in," Yorune replied.

The door opened at his single command, and Captain Magnes entered.

"My apologies for the intrusion so late at night. However, there is something I must ask, and so I have come. What did my father and the others witness?"

Seeing his serious expression, Yorune asked, "Why do you ask such a thing?"

"Because the way the monsters retreated was filled with an unnatural terror," Magnes replied to the question. "If their leader had simply been defeated, there should have been some confusion along with their fear. But there was no confusion; they fled as if terrified by something else. That vibration we felt at the time… thinking back on it now, it seems impossible. Is there some connection?"

His face was filled with dread.

Yorune thought for a moment. "What I am about to tell you must not be spoken of to anyone."

He explained the entire sequence of events.

After he finished, Magnes said, trembling, "A Dragon… I thought they were only fairy tales."

…It couldn’t be helped. A being thought not to exist had proven real. It would be stranger not to be afraid.

"But from what I’ve heard, it’s best to assume the Dragon will not appear again, correct?" Magnes asked hopefully.

"You should think so," Yorune replied. "I cannot see the future. However, it will likely make adjustments to ensure we humans are not wiped out."

His opinion was one of detached observation.

In other words, as long as that line wasn’t crossed… there was a chance it might meddle to some degree.

Though shaken, Magnes calmed himself. "*Hmph*… By the way, what will be done with the one in the dungeon?"

He changed the subject. There was no point in discussing the Dragon further.

"Execution, of course," said Yorune. "For his disrespect toward me, and for his sabotage of the capital’s defense… there is no other option. However, it will be carried out in secret."

"A public execution would be better, would it not?" Magnes questioned the decision. "A rebel of his stature would make a perfect deterrent."

Seeing his dissatisfied expression, Yorune explained. "Normally, yes. But this situation can only be described as an anomaly. Monsters and humans joined forces. If we were to publicize that and execute him… certain individuals might get foolish ideas."

His expression was cold.

…Magnes considered this. Monsters and humans were incompatible. The Guild might use captured monsters for adventurer registration tests, but it wasn’t safe. The captured monsters are put in cages, subjected to harsh discipline, and during the test, they are told, ‘Kill the human in the arena and we’ll let you go back to the forest,’ to motivate them.

The reason was to prevent humans from developing affection for monsters, and vice versa. Because if they did, it wouldn’t be a proper test.

If treated with affection, attachment could form, leading to unforeseen incidents during the test. To prevent that, monsters and humans had to maintain a level of hatred for each other.

…However, if this incident came to light, some humans might start to think that some monsters could be reasoned with. It was easy to imagine what they would do next… use monsters to attack and plunder villages.

Since monsters act on instinct more than humans, they would be efficient. The only reason this hadn’t happened yet was because of the widespread belief that monsters and humans could not coexist.

"Then the Guild Master…?" Magnes asked.

"He escaped the capital, and a search party was dispatched," Yorune stated, laying out the narrative. "When he was found, he had been killed by monsters. His body was unrecognizable, and only his personal effects remained. That will be our story."

"Understood. I will make the necessary arrangements on our end. Now, if you’ll excuse me."

As Magnes was leaving, Yorune called out to his back. "Does it not pain you to see both you and your father endure such hardships?"

At the sound of his concern, Magnes turned back. "That is the duty of my family… and of those who serve the royal house."

He bowed once more and left the room.

…Yorune stopped his work and looked out the window.

Gazing at the brilliantly shining moon, he murmured, "I am truly blessed… How was it for you, Grine?"

He posed the question to his sister, who was no longer there.

Of course, no answer came.



		
			Chapter 234

			Interlude: The Seven Demon Lords, Part Seven

			On a remote island far across the sea…

…A lush forest thrived, filled with countless fruits and medicinal herbs. A large pond teemed with fish of all sizes, and a multitude of other carnivorous beasts like boars and bears roamed the land.

…But even these animals would cower at the sight of a certain presence.

This island was home to numerous Dragons.

There were Wyverns, with wings for arms, claws, and a tail… Red Dragons, with four legs, wings, a tail, and red skin… Earth Dragons, with gray skin and four legs, but no wings… Water Dragons, which lived in the sea, with blue skin and a snake-like body… and Thunder Dragons, about the size of a human, bipedal with clawed hands and yellow skin.

These five types existed in great numbers, living peacefully within their respective territories, never fighting, thanks to the abundant food and comfortable habitat.

It was an island truly worthy of being called a paradise for the Dragon Race.

…On the northern side of this island stood a medieval castle, uniformly black.

Its form was majestic and imposing, an appearance befitting the dwelling of an absolute ruler. What’s more, it was constructed entirely of Adamantite.

It was a property that not just adventurers, but royalty, would kill for.

In a room within that castle…

The Great Hall.

…Blue flames flickered around the perimeter, encircling and illuminating the round table at the center.

Seated there were seven monsters: the Seven Demon Lords.

Bamhal the Dragon King spoke. "Everyone. I thank you for your efforts in this matter. Report."

In response, Daios the Sea General said, "I led my retainers and confronted the monsters gathered at the gates of the Republic. I created a wall of water to remain unseen by the humans, but… well, they probably figured it out. I took down two gorillas and then disposed of the Skeletons controlling them."

Next to report was Harynair the Corruptor. "My turn, then. Rumby and I drove off the monsters at the Church. I used my Enchanting Gas to brainwash the monsters, and then Rumby took care of the Skeletons."

Rumby the Fateweaver added, "Yup, yup! I inflicted a ton of misfortune on them… enough to make lightning strike *kaboom*! And after that, Harynair took control of them and sent them off somewhere."

She answered nonchalantly.

Sidoor the Sword Demon followed. "I acted with Lord Thousand Poisons. Though, I was merely disposing of my own livestock. The monsters there were frozen in fear, but they fled as soon as the mist cleared. I left the corpses as they were. The humans make such a fuss."

Lates the Thousand Poisons added, "I used a neurotoxin mist on the monsters loitering at the Kingdom’s entrance. For the Skeletons, I used a dissolving poison that left no trace. Afterward, I released the monsters and let them flee elsewhere."

He answered in a businesslike manner.

Finally, Redorza the Sage spoke. "As for me, I discovered and engaged the intelligent Undead who could be called the mastermind of this incident. He was a reasonably skilled opponent, but no match for me. And now… he is here."

With that, a black membrane appeared to his right, and he plunged his hand into it. He pulled out a black birdcage. Inside sat an Undead, doing nothing.

"Ooh," said Harynair. "So this is him. ‘Intelligent,’ you say? Does that mean he modified the Undead? A little souvenir from Mestie the Death Controller?"

She stated a plausible theory.

"I thought so at first as well," said Redorza, "but it seems not. After I hurt him a little, he told me his name and his homeland. Apparently, he was once the Chancellor of the Empire. He said he resurrected the soul of the former, former emperor into that demon, Amon."

The air grew cold at his words.

…Necromancy. A secret art that even the Seven Demon Lords rarely succeeded in. Even Redorza had failed to fully resurrect Rodel.

"Hoh?" said Daios. "For a human to accomplish that, even a former one… Was he a man of exceptional talent? Or was it sheer obsession?"

He observed the cage with interest.

"So, Sage-dono," Lates asked, "what do you plan to do with him? You must have some use for him, to have gone to the trouble of capturing him."

"Indeed," Redorza replied. "It would be a waste to kill someone with such talent. I wish to conduct various experiments. But before that, I wanted to show him to you all. I thought I should ask, just in case… about his fate."

To this, Daios said, "I have no objections." He closed his eyes, as if leaving the decision to Redorza.

"I, for one, am interested," said Lates. "A joint research project, perhaps."

"I have no issue with that," Redorza agreed to the cooperative offer.

"Not interested," Harynair said, inspecting her nails.

"Same here," Rumby added with a yawn.

"I don’t care either way," said Sidoor, leaving it entirely up to them.

Finally, Bamhal spoke. "I have a few questions. You, Undead."

Inside the cage, Vil trembled. "Y-Yes, what is it?"

He spoke with terror. To speak defiantly to the overwhelmingly powerful Bamhal would be suicide.

"How did you enter Mestie’s Temple?" Bamhal asked. "That is not a place one can easily enter."

It was about the temple’s aura he had sensed in the past. Given everything that had happened and the Undead’s appearance, he thought there must be a connection and decided to ask.

"I-I find it difficult to answer, but… I was wandering, seeking a place to die, when… it suddenly appeared before me. N-Nothing special happened…"

As Vil desperately answered, Bamhal said, "I see. That is all I wished to know. Do with him as you please, Redorza."

He adopted an air of having no further interest.

"Then, without reservation…" Redorza said, making the birdcage disappear.

"Ooh? What’s this? Something interesting?" Rumby asked, her face full of curiosity.

"Just a confirmation. Nothing more," Bamhal replied, closing his eyes.

As silence fell, Daios spoke. "Lord Dragon King… shall we continue the meeting?"

To which Bamhal replied, "Hmm, there is not much to do. The Empire must maintain its dignity. Well then…"

He resumed the meeting.



		
			Chapter 235

			The Emperor's Reward

			Three days have passed since then.

We arrived at the Empire's royal capital.

I wanted to go home and catch my breath, but there was something I had to do first.

Going back a bit, to after the feast at the base…

We were allowed to rest and receive treatment until we were in perfect condition, and once fully recovered, we were permitted to return to the capital.

"Your achievements are worthy of being told throughout history," the General had said. "However, I know that is not what you desire. Emperor Yorune wishes to bestow a reward upon you personally. Please head to the castle when you arrive in the capital. Allow us to do at least this much for you."

He had bowed his head.

To be asked like that, refusing would have been the height of rudeness. Tina and I exchanged a glance and nodded.

"Understood," I said with a wry smile. "As long as it’s nothing too flashy, we’ll accept whatever you have for us."

"The same goes for me," Tina replied with a smile. "Even as an A-rank, I’m still just an adventurer. A reward that suits my station would be most desirable."

That was her way of saying she didn’t want anything extravagant.

Sensing this, the General said, "Not to worry. He said he would prepare a reward befitting an adventurer. By the way, this is a top-secret matter. Can I trust you to understand?"

I thought about it for a moment.

…Top-secret. Meaning it would be done without any public announcement. If it were made public, the details would spread among the citizens, and we’d likely be made into a spectacle with parades and tales of valor. No, it was more likely our story would be passed down through generations.

I absolutely did not want that. All I wanted was to hunt as inconspicuously as possible. That was my only wish.

"I understand," I said, bowing. "Once again, we humbly accept."

Looking satisfied, the General gave my right shoulder a light pat. "I’ll be counting on that same attitude before the Emperor."

Back to the present, at the gate of the royal capital.

A soldier who saw us approached. "Excuse me. I take it you are ‘Red Lightning.’ I have been ordered by His Majesty the Emperor to escort you to the castle. Please, this way."

He led us to a covered wagon, the kind soldiers often use.

"As you two prefer to avoid attention, we will be escorting you in this carriage," the soldier explained. "I imagine it is quite shabby for a beautiful lady such as yourself, but please bear with it."

Seeing his pained expression, Tina smiled. "Please don’t worry about it. I’m an adventurer. I don’t mind a bit of dirt or smell. In fact, you can’t be an adventurer if you do."

Relieved, the soldier said, "I’m glad to hear you say that. Well then, we shall depart."

We climbed into the back of the wagon.

After a few minutes of rattling along, we arrived at the castle’s rear entrance.

As we got out, the soldier said, "My apologies, again and again. The main gate of the castle is currently busy with nobles coming and going. The damage from this war was considerable, so the nobles are advising that we seek aid from other nations, but… just between us, it’s all flattery and reputation building."

He continued in a hushed tone, "The idea is that if the Emperor accepts their counsel, they’ll be the ones to go. Of course, the talks will never go smoothly. They’ll demand unconditional aid because we’re exhausted. That’s what they’ll say. Because they’re arrogant."

…I see. Go to the place in person and acquire more than what’s needed for next to nothing. Then, submit the pre-determined items to the state and pocket the rest. If they’re ever found out, they can just insist the other party gave it to them for free. Which, technically, would be true.

Human greed is the same in any world.

"In that case, it would be dangerous for us to enter through the main gate," Tina sighed. "Who knows what they might demand of us."

We didn’t know how much they knew, but it was unlikely they knew nothing. Nobles always have their own information networks. The thought of being targeted by one of them was enough to make my stomach ache.

"Well, we have no intention of getting involved with nobles," I said, trying to hurry things along. "The sooner we finish this, the better it will be for the Emperor."

"Thank you," the soldier said. "This way."

He led the way.

The throne room.

No matter how many times I see it, it’s always a vast and majestic chamber.

…Present were His Majesty the Emperor and one unfamiliar man. Being here meant it was safe to assume he knew about us.

As I was thinking this, the man spoke. "A pleasure to meet you. I am Magnes, Captain of the Knights. I have heard much of your exploits. And… I would like to apologize for my younger brother’s disrespectful behavior."

He bowed his head.

Tina and I could only look at each other in confusion.

"Younger brother?" I asked. "What disrespect are you referring to?"

Magnes looked puzzled. "My apologies. I am the eldest son of General Goltor. My brother is a former A-rank adventurer. He is the fool who challenged you to a duel to win this beautiful lady, and after losing, tried to use his noble authority to get his way."

He recounted the story with embarrassment.

…I remembered. The idiot noble adventurer who tried to poach Tina when we returned from a job. He had talent in skills and magic, but it had made him a conceited *tengu*, and I’d taken him down easily. There had been more trouble after that, but the General had arrived and dragged him away.

"Ah, that guy," I said. "Well, I’m not bothered by it. Adventurers who get full of themselves are usually like that. You’re not the same, are you, Captain?"

I asked, just in case.

The Captain looked embarrassed. "Haha. I suppose I can’t blame you for thinking so. But to answer your question, no, I am not such a person." He replied with a serious gaze.

His words conveyed overwhelming confidence and an unspoken warning that he would not tolerate being insulted.

"My apologies," I said, bowing my head. "I’m a bit timid, you see. When something bothers me, I tend to blurt it out."

…If you’ve been rude, you apologize. That’s common sense for a working adult.

"Not at all," the Captain replied. "I was the one who brought it up. Don’t worry about it. Ah—Your Majesty, my apologies. You’ve witnessed an unsightly display."

He apologized to the Emperor.

The Emperor smiled. "It’s quite all right. I’m glad to have seen you settle matters. Having it done out of sight could lead to unnecessary trouble."

‘What does he mean by that?’ I wondered. Tina whispered in my ear, "He means it’s best to avoid being seen by other nobles."

…So it’s about saving face. Powerful people care about appearances. They don’t show weakness.

"Now then," the Emperor began. "I’m sure you’ve heard the story from the General, but allow me to say it again. Thank you for your hard work in the recent battle. Thanks to your efforts and subjugation of the enemy, a war that threatened the continent has ended in a glorious victory for humanity."

"A continental war?" Tina murmured.

"The news will spread eventually," the Emperor explained. "The monsters launched a simultaneous attack on the other nations as well. It was truly an event worthy of being called a war. Every nation struggled and was on the brink of defeat, but with the fall of the leader, the monsters fled, and victory was achieved. Whatever the truth may be."

He delivered the last part with an air of authority.

…He had a point. The one who truly led us to victory was the Dragon. But if that were made public, the legends of the Dragon Race would be proven true, and people would have to live in fear of an even greater threat. After all, they had been on the verge of defeat against the monster horde alone.

At that moment, the Captain added, "And that is why I need you to not spread this around carelessly. You and my father were the only ones who remained conscious on that field. The other adventurers and knights fainted and don’t remember what happened. Do you understand?"

As a final reminder, I replied, "Of course. I have no intention of speaking about this. I have no reason to spread it, either."

…There are people who love to gossip, but honestly, I don’t get it. I can understand complaining, but I don’t see what’s so interesting about spreading stories that don’t concern you.

"The same goes for me," Tina added, also agreeing. "I intend to conduct myself as an adventurer with common sense."

Seeing this exchange, the Emperor said, "Thank you. Now, I shall bestow upon you your reward for this occasion. That."

At his word, the Captain pulled a white sheet off something behind him.

There, in an open treasure chest, was what could only be described as a king’s ransom. There was a mountain of gold coins, as well as daggers and shields made of gold and jewels. And in a small box next to it were five golden stones.

"What are the stones in that small box next to it?" I asked.

"These are called Thunder Stones," the Captain explained. "When exposed to sunlight, they release a bolt of lightning. You can attach one to the tip of a staff, and when you hold it up to the light, you can use lightning magic. In the dark, nothing happens. However, that’s about its only use, so it’s not very practical. But I heard from a Dwarf that you two are interested in rare items. They are produced in large quantities, but they are managed by the royal family because they can be dangerous depending on how they’re used, so they never appear on the market. How is this as a reward?"

…This is great. It might not be very useful in this world, but it’s something I absolutely want on Earth. After all, it’s a stone that generates electricity when exposed to sunlight or something similar. It’s the perfect item to solve things like the electricity problem. Of course, I have no intention of giving it away; I’ll just use it to power my house.

"Not at all. It’s a wonderful item," I said, bowing. "I have various things I’m working on through trial and error, so I would be delighted to use it for research."

"That’s good to hear," the Captain replied. "I’ll have soldiers deliver these to your home later."

It was all over.

Just when I thought I was free to go, the Emperor said, "Now, there is something else I would like to ask of you. I would like you to develop a dish for the upcoming party."

He had just made an unreasonable request.

"Excuse me? The General didn’t mention anything about that," I said, asking for clarification.

"We have not yet held a festival or party for this war," the Emperor replied. "Since this is a victory for all humanity, I was thinking of something new, but the head chefs are struggling to come up with any good ideas. That’s why I want to ask you. Will you grant the Emperor’s request?"

He smiled, but there was an intensity behind it.

…The kind of person who could refuse an Emperor’s request must either have nerves of steel or be a country bumpkin. In any case, I was neither.

After exchanging a look with Tina, I bowed with a bitter expression.

"Understood. I will do my best."

"Thank you," the Emperor said with a satisfied look, before adding a nasty detail. "The party is tonight, so please be quick about it."

This is what you call an unreasonable demand.



		
			Chapter 236

			The Castle Party

			As I left the castle’s rear entrance, I complained, "Honestly. That’s too unreasonable. What am I supposed to do?"

After all, being asked to come up with a new dish for a party happening tonight was just too much. What’s more, it was just past noon.

…There was overwhelmingly not enough time. Far, far too little.

As I held my head in my hands, Tina offered a solution. "There’s no need to think so seriously about it. You just have to serve a dish from your world. All of those dishes would be brand new in this world."

It was true. To me, they weren’t new at all, but here, they were. It was a blind spot.

"You’re right," I said. "Thanks, Tina. Alright, let’s go look for ingredients right away."

With that, we headed to the area where the city’s shops were concentrated.

When we arrived, it was packed with people.

Everyone walking around had a smile on their face, acting as if all their fears had vanished. To think that we were the ones who protected this sight… something welled up from deep within my chest.

"Hey, Tina?" I said, placing a hand on my chest. "Is this what it feels like for those who unknowingly help others? My chest feels strangely warm… It’s a feeling I’ve never had before."

"That’s because you’ve only had bad experiences back in your world, Shinsuke," Tina replied. "At first, anyone would feel that way no matter who, where, or what they did. But don’t get carried away. Once you’ve done what you needed to do, there’s no need to do more or keep it up. Sometimes, that kind of behavior is nothing but a nuisance to people."

She drove the point home.

…She was right. This time, the cause of their smiles was the resolution of a crisis. But a situation like this was rare. If I got drunk on this feeling and did something unnecessary, I’d become a target of criticism.

It’s a common pattern in manga and anime.

"Don’t worry. I’m a hunter. I’m not interested in anything but hunting," I said with a laugh. "Alright, time to switch gears. Let’s find some ingredients."

Seeing me laugh, Tina seemed relieved and smiled as well.

…Looking around the various shops, I saw all sorts of things.

Meats, herbs, spices, fish… a considerable variety was available. With this much, something was bound to come to mind.

With that in mind, I looked at the fish. Japanese cuisine is centered around fish dishes, producing countless masterpieces. As I was looking, a certain fish caught my eye.

"Is this… flounder?"

I took a closer look, but there was no mistake. It was flounder.

…Remembering the spices and herbs I’d seen earlier, I had a flash of inspiration. A flounder flash… The terrible dad joke I thought of sent a chill down my spine. I was glad I hadn’t said it out loud.

"Master, give me three of these fish," I said.

I bought three frozen flounders from the owner for three silver coins.

After that, I bought olive oil, soy sauce, pepper, and salt at a spice shop. At an herb shop, I bought tomatoes, mizuna greens, and onions.

With all my purchases gathered, I muttered, "It’s quite a sight to see so much available. It just goes to show how important diplomacy is." I felt a sense of gratitude for those who had worked hard on politics.

…I returned home and immediately started cooking.

First, I filled a pot with plenty of water and put it on the fire. I poured olive oil and soy sauce into a bowl, mixed them well by smell, and added pepper and salt to make a dressing. I chopped the mizuna, tomatoes, and onions into bite-sized pieces. To remove the bitterness from the onions, I sprinkled them with salt, rubbed it in well, and let them sit for about ten minutes. After that, I rinsed them with water to remove the salt and drained them thoroughly. I should have used a paper towel, but I didn’t have one here. After draining them well, I arranged them in a circle on a plate.

…I carefully scaled the frozen flounder, split it from the belly, and filleted it into three pieces, then cut it into bite-sized portions. As the water came to a boil, I dipped each piece in, one by one, like shabu-shabu, and pulled it out. I arranged about ten pieces on top of the onions, placed the mizuna in the center, and surrounded it with the tomatoes.

Done. Flounder carpaccio. Time to dig in.

…Mmm. The bitterness of the onions has been mostly removed. It’s not so much that it’s inedible. The texture is also crisp. With the addition of the flounder and dressing, the bitterness is almost unnoticeable. It’s also good eaten with the tomatoes and mizuna.

"This is quite good," Tina said. "However, the book says it’s supposed to be raw." She was reading a book as she spoke.

"Fish are said to have parasites," I explained while eating. "Boiling water will kill them. In my world, they’re thoroughly removed after being caught, during preparation, or before being sold. I don’t know the details, but no one gets food poisoning. They don’t have that level of technology here. But this is good in its own way."

It was another moment that made me realize how amazing Earth’s technology is. You can learn about convenience and safety in a place where there is none.

"The Emperor should be satisfied with this," Tina said. "Let’s head to the castle kitchen right away. As they say, strike while the iron is hot."

She used a Japanese proverb.

…She must have studied quite a bit. Seeing things like this makes me want to keep up. Maybe I should study again, too. There are a lot of things I know but can’t put into words. We immediately gathered the ingredients and left.

The castle kitchen.

It was a battlefield. Chefs were rushing around in a panic. It was likely preparation for tonight’s meal. If they didn’t start early, they wouldn’t make it in time.

As a chef, deliciousness is important, but so is not keeping the guests waiting. And tonight was an important banquet.

They absolutely could not make a mistake.

As we stood there, frozen by the sight, an elderly chef approached. "Ah, it’s you. I’ve heard from His Majesty the Emperor. I am the head chef here. I was told you would be providing a new dish. Does your presence here mean it’s already finished?"

At his words, all the chefs stopped what they were doing at once.

…All eyes were on us. I’m not good at this sort of thing.

"Well, I’ve brought a dish that I came up with," I said, showing him the ingredients. "Please, give it a try."

The head chef’s eyes were slightly doubtful. "With just these? Well then, I’d like you to prepare it at once."

…It was understandable. Looking at the kitchen, there were countless seasonings and several sauces made from mixing them. It was natural for him to wonder what could be made with just these.

However, my cooking is Japanese cuisine. Many of the dishes are designed to bring out the natural flavors of the ingredients.

It’s simple, but I could expect it to be effective. The dish was completed, and the head chef and several other chefs tasted it.

…A moment of silence. The tension was palpable.

The head chef put down his fork. "Tell me the detailed recipe for this." He asked with a serious expression.

"Of course," I said. "It’s not difficult."

And so I explained how to make the dish.

Nighttime.

The hall.

A glittering space illuminated by blazing fires. A large number of nobles were present, each enjoying themselves gracefully. The tables were lined with countless dishes and the finest liquor. At first glance, it seemed like they were having a good time, but the reality was dark.

…Reconstruction and support after this battle, as well as building bridges with other nations. By accomplishing these feats, they hoped to get on the Emperor’s good side.

A year ago, they had to give up because of the coronation and the presence of royalty from other nations. But according to information, other countries had also suffered considerable damage.

…It was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. They weren’t stupid enough to miss it. Though I wished they were.

In the midst of these swirling conspiracies, there were few nobles who genuinely cared for the country. Tina and I were being made to watch this scene from the side of the wall.

"I feel like I’ve been set up," I said.

As I stood there, dumbfounded, Tina replied, "It’s understandable that you’d think so. After all, we thought we were just submitting a dish, and now we’re on guard duty for the party. What is His Majesty the Emperor trying to show us?"

It was a mystery.

After we presented the dish, we were planning to go home, but a soldier stopped us. "My apologies. As this is a party for the nobles, we would like to request that you serve as guards in case of an emergency."

He had bowed his head.

What else could this be but a setup?

In the midst of this, the Captain of the Knights entered. "His Majesty, Emperor Yorune, has arrived."

At his words, the nobles focused their attention on the Captain.

Emperor Yorune appeared, dressed in magnificent clothes. The nobles wanted to make their suggestions immediately, but first, they had to hear the Emperor’s words. They had to be patient.

"Everyone," the Emperor began. "Thank you for gathering here today. This battle has resulted in immense damage. There are those who fought bravely and fell. However, there are also those who deserted to save their own lives. The Guild Master of the Adventurer’s Guild is a prime example. His body was not found, only his belongings."

At this statement, the nobles began to whisper and laugh.

"The Guild Master was said to be a former A-rank powerhouse, but in the end, he’s just an adventurer. Saving his own skin, I see."

"Indeed. While the knights were risking their lives in battle."

"A disgrace to the Empire."

"And what about you guys?" I muttered.

…Tina jabbed me with her right elbow. Was that a sign that my comment was dangerous? I knew that. My opponents were powerful people.

They were a bunch of daydreamers who thought everything would go their way.

"Therefore," the Emperor continued, "I hereby appoint Captain Magnes, who is present here, to handle all negotiations related to this war. Furthermore, I declare that I will hire adventurers to serve as his escort."

At this announcement, a noble cried out, "Wait, Your Majesty! Why would you do such a thing?! I understand Captain Magnes, but why adventurers?!" The same shock rippled through the others.

"Of course, the adventurers also played an active role in this war," the Emperor explained. "However, due to the Guild Master’s misconduct, their reputation has fallen. I am giving them a chance to restore their honor. That is all."

"But… will adventurers be able to guard Captain Magnes?" another noble protested. "Captain Magnes is clearly the stronger one."

The other nobles agreed.

"There is no problem," the Emperor said, glancing in our direction. "For this escort, I will appoint the A-rank adventurers, ‘Red Lightning.’ The skill of those two was proven not only a year ago, but also in this war. There are no issues."

"So that’s why he called us here," I muttered. "To make sure we didn’t go off on another quest."

"Let’s just accept it," Tina sighed. "After hearing this, we can’t pretend we don’t know."



		
			Chapter 237

			A Visit to the Saint's Church

			The party at the castle eventually came to an end.

…After that, the nobles seemed to lose their motivation, offering only half-hearted opinions before the event concluded.

Just when I thought we were finally free, Captain Magnes said, "I’ll send a soldier to fetch you tomorrow morning. Be ready."

With that, he departed.

So there was no escape after all.

"Oh well," I said, changing my mindset. "I was planning to head to the Kingdom anyway. It’s not so bad to visit the other countries along the way."

…Since it was a decision I couldn’t overturn, my only choice was to be positive about it.

I returned home and soaked away the day’s fatigue.

In the room, where all that was left to do was sleep, Tina entered wearing her green armor.

"Right," I said. "Lie down on the bed."

Tina nodded silently.

…I spread Tina’s arms and legs out as she lay on her back. I tied the ends with rope, immobilizing her. I embraced the restrained Tina in her spread-eagled position. First, I gently stroked her stomach.

Tina let out a sweet sigh and a moan.

My own desire surged.

After enjoying that for a while, I moved to her right armpit, bringing my face close to inhale her scent.

"U-Um," Tina stammered, blushing. "I don’t mind the smell, but… well, having it smelled in a situation like this is embarrassing. I haven’t washed my armor, and the smell of sweat hasn’t really come out, so…"

…That gesture sent my reason flying. I rubbed my face against her armpit, savoring the scent completely. Tina moaned even more, and a laugh escaped her lips. Then, I took a feather I was holding and tickled her other armpit.

Tina’s laughter continued. "Ahahahaha! S-Stop… P-Please, stop… heheh, hahahahaha!"

She spoke, almost out of breath.

…When I finally stopped, Tina took a deep breath. Her chest heaved up and down violently. To press the advantage, I tickled her neck with the feather.

Tina tried to escape the sudden sensation, but she was bound and could only submit. I stopped the tickling and pressed my lips against hers as she panted for breath.

Tina was shocked by the suddenness of it all, but she soon accepted it and closed her eyes. The kiss continued, deep and passionate. All the while, I caressed her thighs with both hands, my fingers gently brushing against her private area. Tina’s eyes shot open. She tried to close her legs but couldn’t, and she accepted everything with a deep blush.

Once I was thoroughly satisfied, I lay down beside her. Next to me, an exhausted Tina was steadying her ragged breath.

"Sorry about that," I said. "When I think about how we made it back alive, I can’t seem to control myself."

"It’s alright," Tina said to my apology, a smile gracing her lips. "From the moment I put on this armor, I had decided this would happen. Well, some parts were a bit excessive, but… I still didn’t dislike it."

Her smile and kind words prompted me to say, "In that case, I’ll be selfish. Let’s stay like this until morning."

I hugged the still-bound Tina.

…The hard feel of the armor and the warmth of her body were comforting.

"Okay," Tina said. "But let me sleep."

With that, she began to drift off.

She seemed utterly exhausted. I felt a pang of guilt. *Sorry about that,* I apologized in my heart as I, too, went to sleep.

Morning.

Sunlight streamed through a gap in the window, and I awoke. …Next to me, Tina was sleeping happily, still tied up in a spread-eagle position. Relieved, I untied her and slowly got up so as not to wake her.

She should have woken up by now, but she was still asleep. I hoped she wasn’t still tired. I started preparing breakfast while I waited for her to wake up.

After all, today was going to be a busy day.

…The bread and coffee were ready, and as I was setting the table, Tina appeared, still in her armor.

"*Yaaawn*… Good morning."

She greeted me with a yawn.

"Morning," I replied. "Everything’s ready. Eat up. We don’t know when they’ll be here."

"Right," Tina said, suddenly alert as if to steel herself. "We were only told ‘morning.’ And they’ll probably come with several guards, so it might take some time."

…She sat at the table, and we quickly finished breakfast and began to prepare.

Twenty minutes later, there was a knock on the door.

I opened it to find a soldier. "Captain Magnes has left his residence. Please come to the gate."

It was the signal to assemble.

…I acknowledged and, after getting my gear in order, left the house.

At the gate.

As Tina and I were talking to the gatekeeper, a luxurious carriage appeared.

The door opened, and Captain Magnes was inside. "Sorry to keep you waiting. There are seats for you at the back of the carriage. Sit there. If anything happens, let me know immediately."

I looked behind the carriage and saw there were indeed seats.

…They were designed so that a person could sit without falling off. Well, I’d just have to endure the shaking. With that thought, Tina and I took our seats.

The driver confirmed we were ready, and the carriage set off.

I expected someone to follow behind us, but no one came.

"Captain," I asked through a window, "are there no other guards?"

"You two are the only guards," the Captain explained. "If there were knights present, we wouldn’t be able to restore the adventurers’ trust. But it seems the other adventurers are still tired from the battle; no one would take the request. So it’s just the two of you."

With a bitter expression, I asked, "What about the Emperor’s prerogative?"

"I can’t use that," the Captain replied simply. "Even if it is for an escort on a visit to other nations, forcing them would be beneath my dignity."

…I inwardly thought, *‘What about what you did to us?’* But I couldn’t say it out loud.

I just had to endure it. It was unreasonable, but this sort of thing happened all the time at companies back on Earth. The feeling was strangely nostalgic.

"Let’s just accept it," Tina said with a compassionate look. "It’s the nature of being an adventurer."

I decided to let it go. To cut a long story short, nothing happened on our journey. Not a single monster attacked.

…Well, we saw them here and there, but they showed no sign of attacking. It was strange, so I investigated during a break. It turned out the monsters were cowering as if terrified of something.

It was that. They were terrified of the Dragon’s intimidating roar from the previous war. In a way, I was relieved. I had been worried they were being gathered again. At this rate, we should be safe for a while.

However, once hunger overcame fear, they would start attacking people again. When that happened, it would be back to business as usual.

I felt a perfect sense of security. It’s calming to see a familiar landscape return. Incidentally, we weren’t attacked by any bandits. Are there not many in this area?

And so, without any incident, we arrived at the Saint’s Church.

At first glance, it didn’t seem like there was any damage, but the knights guarding the gate were more on edge than usual.

"Halt," a knight said to the driver. "Please present your identification and state your purpose for entering the city."

…They asked me and Tina, who were in the back, the same questions, and inspected our tools and equipment.

From inside the carriage, the Captain said, "I am Magnes, Captain of the Knights of the Deom Empire. I have come to speak with Pope Altorine about our future policy and relations following the recent war with the monsters. Here is my letter of credence."

He showed it to them.

The knight who checked it hastily said to a nearby knight, "Inform Her Holiness immediately! My apologies. This being the case, please pass. However, Her Holiness is busy, so would you be able to wait at an inn?"

"That’s no problem," the Captain replied. "This was a sudden visit on our part. However, please make it as soon as possible. We have other countries to visit as well."

He urged them on a little.

"We will do our best," the knight said with a single word as they cleared the way.

"Looks like we can relax during the meeting," I said. "Maybe I’ll stock up on some food."

Tina agreed.

After arriving at the inn, I said, "Captain Magnes, Tina and I are going to restock on supplies like food in town."

The Captain thought for a moment. "Understood. However, don’t buy too much. This city should also be short on supplies."

He warned me.

I nodded and left the inn. I looked around a bit, but there wasn’t much life in the city. There were few shops selling tools or ingredients.

When I asked, I was told, "The monsters attacked, and the knights and adventurers fought hard, so we were providing them with goods."

…It seemed they had given away so much for free that they were now running low. I couldn’t say anything about that. Complaining about a good deed is not only wrong, it makes you a piece of trash as a person.

I bought only the bare necessities. After that, we decided to look around the city a bit.

At the Church’s headquarters.

The audience chamber.

Captain Magnes stood before the Pope. The knights had come to fetch him and let him through.

"Thank you for seeing me on such short notice," the Captain said. "Have you been informed of my purpose?"

"I have," the Pope replied. "Everyone but the Cardinal may leave. What we are about to discuss is of great importance."

At her command, the knight captains silently withdrew.

In the space now occupied by only three people, the Pope said with a smile, "Well then, shall we dispense with the formal greetings? I have already come to an agreement with Emperor Yorune regarding future matters. This visit is merely a play to keep the existence of the wireless transceiver from coming to light."

…From this, it was clear that no one knew about the wireless transceiver. It was a prototype and difficult to mass-produce. If it became known, the nobles would undoubtedly demand it, and it would be the perfect tool for any schemes.

After all, you could talk to someone far away just by being in a room. There was nothing more convenient. Messenger birds, on the other hand, could be seen outside and were easily spotted.

"I appreciate your consideration," the Captain said. "Well then, with the formal greetings out of the way… is there anything you would like to ask?"

"I have heard a fair amount from Emperor Yorune, but… yes. I would like you to tell me about those two."

She asked with keen interest.

"Understood. It won’t take long. Well then…"

He began to speak.

Night.

The inn.

After a reasonably luxurious dinner, the Captain said, "We depart at dawn. According to the knights, the monsters in the forest are quiet and haven’t been seen. However, it seems a group of bandits is taking advantage of this. In fact, several adventurers have encountered them, and there have been injuries. They are said to be quite skilled. Stay sharp."

With that, he returned to his room.

"Skilled bandits, huh?" I grumbled. "If you have time for that, you should be making a name for yourself as an adventurer."

"Such people are fools who believe what they are doing is right," Tina said to my complaint. "Let’s just focus on subjugating them without a second thought."

It was a bit grim, but if my life was going to be targeted, I should be prepared to take a life in return.

It’s been a while. I hope I’m not rusty.



		
			Chapter 238

			Realizing His Strength

			Morning.

After finishing breakfast at the inn and getting our gear in order, we boarded the carriage.

As we were departing, a knight at the gate said, "This is a personal token of gratitude from Pope Altorine-sama."

He handed me a dagger with a crest on the hilt.

"This is a dagger bestowed only upon those Her Holiness recognizes," the knight explained. "With this, you will have free access to the main church. Normally, Her Holiness would present this to you herself, but she is busy this morning. She said she will be waiting for you anytime."

The knight saluted.

The carriage resumed its journey, moving along the main road. I activated ‘Analysis’ on the dagger I had just received.

…Orichalcum fifty percent. Mithril forty percent. Rainbow Ice Stone ten percent.

I further investigated the unfamiliar stone. Rainbow Ice Stone emits a rainbow-colored light.

"Hmm?" I asked, "This contains a stone called Rainbow Ice Stone. Is it something special?"

"I don’t know. I’ve never heard of it," Tina replied, shaking her head.

Overhearing our conversation, the Captain spoke from inside the carriage. "It’s no surprise you don’t know. Rainbow Ice Stone is extremely rare, said to be even harder to find than Adamantite. But it’s not a type of magic stone. At a glance, it has the transparency of ice and the hardness of iron, but when exposed to light, it emits a beautiful rainbow-colored light. It is sometimes used in sacred ceremonies, like rituals and coronations. His Majesty the Emperor was holding a golden scepter during his coronation, wasn’t he? It’s attached to the tip of that."

I felt like the tip of the scepter was shining at that time, but I couldn’t remember clearly.

"I see. So that was it," I said. "Wait, Captain, how did you know Tina and I were there?"

"So you don’t remember after all," the Captain replied with a slight sigh. "I was the one standing next to you two at that time."

I had no memory of it at all. At the time, I was just thinking about how much I wanted it to be over.

"Our sincerest apologies," Tina interjected. "Shinsuke and I are commoners, you see. Just being in that place was a miracle in itself. We were so nervous that we remember nothing but guarding His Majesty the Emperor."

Her answer seemed a bit like she was trying to cover for me, but I couldn’t be sure.

"No, don’t worry about it," the Captain said with a slight laugh. "At the time, my father had told me to watch the two of you to make sure you didn’t do anything strange. I had no idea why back then, but my father explained it to me later. You’re incredible, but you don’t want to stand out. Other adventurers would faint if they heard that."

…It was true. The adventurers I’d seen so far were all doing things to stand out. I couldn’t understand it, but I understood the reason. If you become famous, you can get bigger jobs, and if you’re on good terms with the powerful, you might be welcomed into a better position. The only ones who intended to remain adventurers were those who just wanted to do whatever they wanted with their money.

Everyone else sought a wealthy and secure life. Who wouldn’t want to be rich? Though I was neither.

Thinking about it again, I wondered if my achievements would cause resentment among other adventurers. I had no intention of fighting, but I just wanted to live quietly.

As I was thinking this, Tina said, as if reading my mind, "It’s easy to say ‘to each their own,’ but there are those who won’t accept that. Let’s just try to handle things peacefully."

…That was probably for the best. I only needed to be serious about my work. When it came to human relationships, as long as the other person wasn’t trying to deceive me, it was best to just go along with them.

With that thought, I put the dagger into my item pouch.

Several hours passed.

We hadn’t encountered any monsters and I thought we would make it to the Republic without incident. However, the carriage suddenly stopped.

I got out to check and saw a large tree lying across the middle of the road, blocking our path. Did it happen naturally? I thought so, but when I checked, I saw that the cut had been made with an axe. It was man-made. I activated ‘Detection’.

Red dots were scattered around the carriage in a circle. There were ten to fifteen of them. Could these be the bandits I heard about before we left?

"Tina, be on guard. We’re surrounded."

At my words, Tina drew her sword and took up a position to defend the carriage.

The driver was looking around in fear.

"Driver, get out of there and hide under the carriage. Don’t come out until it’s safe."

As soon as I gave the order, the driver quickly scrambled underneath.

The Captain emerged from the carriage door. "Need a hand?" he offered.

"No, this is an adventurer’s job."

At my words, the Captain said, "I see," and closed the door.

…If I got help here, it would be a matter of trust. Seeing this exchange, a group emerged from the forest.

They were a bunch of men armed with swords, spears, axes, and hammers. Every one of them had a smirk on his face. There were two of us. There were fifteen of them. They had the numerical advantage. It was natural for them to feel superior.

At that moment, a man with a spear said, "Hey. If you value your lives, leave the money, food, and the woman."

At the classic line, I replied with a look of exasperation, "And if I say ‘yes, sir,’ the reputation of adventurers will hit rock bottom."

This sent the surroundings into a roar of laughter.

"Hahahaha! An adventurer from the Church said something similar," the spear wielder said mockingly. "Well, after we gave him a good beating, he ran off, so there’s no reputation to speak of."

So these were the guys who attacked the people from the Church.

Sighing, I said, "Are you done with your stupid laughter? Then let’s get this over with. We’re in a hurry."

I drew my sword and released a wave of killing intent.

The spear wielder became cautious and readied his spear.

A man with a sword said, "Hey, boss? Let’s just kill him already. I want a taste of that beautiful woman."

He licked his lips.

"Fine," the spear wielder, the boss, said calmly. "You go first."

…The man came at me with a joyful expression. He brought his sword down in a wide swing, which I easily dodged before lopping off his head.

The beheaded man died with a look of confusion on his face. His body collapsed, spouting a fountain of blood. A wave of unease rippled through the onlookers.

"W-What? Isn’t that guy fast?"

"Isn’t he more dangerous than the last guys?"

"What are you doing!?" the boss roared. "He may be skilled, but there are only two of them! Overwhelm them with numbers!"

At his command, they all attacked at once.

…A pair with an axe and a hammer came at me. But their movements were slow, and I slashed their torsos horizontally before they could swing. The two men’s bodies were cut in half and they fell backwards. Then, two men with daggers came at me from the left and right simultaneously.

I ducked at the last second to avoid the pincer attack. The two men crashed into each other and kissed.

They both thought it was disgusting, but they hadn’t seen me squatting down. In that position, I unleashed a spinning slash. Both men’s legs were severed, and they collapsed. As I was about to finish off the two writhing in pain, a fireball came flying at me.

I couldn’t avoid it and took a direct hit.

A magician holding a staff laughed. "I did it! I burned him to a crisp."

The others around him laughed as well. Amidst the rising flames, I stood up and swatted the fire away with my sword.

The Japanese-style armor I was wearing was made of Adamantite. A half-baked magic spell couldn’t even leave a scorch mark.

"W-Why is he unharmed?" the magician’s voice trembled with fear.

The other men were the same.

Ignoring them, I said, releasing a wave of killing intent, "You all… what are you laughing about after killing your own comrade?"

Their fear was palpable, and they trembled as if the air around them had suddenly dropped in temperature.

Meanwhile, Tina was guarding the carriage.

…With Shinsuke at the front, it was up to Tina to protect the Captain. However, she wasn’t concerned about him fighting without saying anything.

This was their formation from the start. Four men approached Tina, all wielding swords.

"Heheh. I don’t want to hurt that beautiful body of yours, so why don’t you just be a good girl?" one said with a lecherous laugh.

With cold eyes, Tina said, "Die."

Water gushed from her sword as she unleashed a slash.

Before the man could even get close, he was split in two vertically. The remaining three exchanged glances.

In that instant, two spear wielders charged at Tina, closing the distance at once.

Tina calmly readied her sword. With a single flash, she sliced through the two approaching spears. The tips were cut off, turning them into mere sticks. The two men were terrified. With a reverse slash, Tina sent their heads flying. Two heads and two bodies fell to the ground, lifeless. The last man was nowhere to be seen.

…She didn’t think he had run away. Tina activated ‘Spatial Awareness’.

She sensed a presence approaching the other side of the carriage. Tina immediately leaped, clearing the carriage with ease. On the other side was the man with the dagger from before.

The man was shocked to see Tina jump and froze.

While still in the air, Tina unleashed a water slash. It hit its mark, and the man’s torso was cut in half, killing him instantly.

Back at my position, only the boss remained. Everyone else was dead.

…After being hit by my killing intent, I had killed every last one of the men who stood frozen. Some might think it’s wrong to cut down those who have lost their will to fight, but this was a fight to the death. There was no reason to show mercy.

Especially not to those who would laugh at the death of their comrades.

"What will you do?" I asked the lone boss. "You can run away if you want. You won’t be able to continue your life of banditry anyway."

I offered a chance to surrender, just in case.

"Hah, don’t mess with me," the boss retorted. "If I run away after being humiliated like this, my peers will make a fool of me. I have to kill you."

He readied his spear.

"Is face really that important?" I wondered, feeling a little sentimental. "Well, I guess it depends on the time and place."

…The ones who cared about face were people like the police or the yakuza, for whom being looked down on was the end. After all, the police brought a sense of security just by existing, while the yakuza brought fear. If the police were incompetent or the yakuza were weak, it would be a lawless zone.

The more important the position, the more you had to maintain your dignity.

But the boss in front of me was not such a person. If anything, he was just a thug. It didn’t matter.

"So, with that said," the boss declared, "die."

He charged forward.

…The boss thought, *This guy is dangerous. If I don’t kill him quickly, he’ll kill me.* With that in mind, he lunged forward with a thrusting stance.

His aim was the center of my body. Even if it wasn’t a fatal wound, it would inflict a deep one. Even if I dodged, it would be to the left, right, or down. From there, he could quickly follow up.

He considered the possibility of it being cut, but his spear was made of Mithril and Orichalcum. It wouldn’t be cut easily.

Convinced of his victory, the boss ran at his top speed.

But in the next moment, his vision was filled with a dizzying, changing landscape.

As the boss charged at me, I readied my sword.

But his speed was slow. It was easy to dodge.

However, I had a bad feeling about dodging. In that case, I would dodge with the smallest possible movement at the moment we crossed paths and immediately counterattack. That was my only option.

The spear came at me. I dodged it with ease, with a movement so small that my opponent didn’t even notice. And as we crossed paths, I half-turned my body and lopped off the boss’s head with my sword.

…The boss’s head flew into the air, spinning up, down, left, and right.

The head that fell to the ground blinked repeatedly before its eyes rolled back and it died.

"Rest in peace," I prayed.

After dealing with the bandits, I gathered the bodies and cremated them.

…I buried the remaining bones in the ground and set up a wooden stick to commemorate them.

Watching this, the Captain asked, "They were bandits. If you just leave the bodies, they’ll become food for monsters. No one will be troubled. Why make a grave?"

"Even if they were villains, all are equal in death. There is no reason not to make a grave."

I prayed before the grave.

Tina prayed beside me as well.

The Captain came to my side. "I have human compassion as well. But I was taught that one must not show any compassion to villains. I do not believe this is a mistake. However, your way is not wrong either."

He prayed as well.

…I prayed in silence.

And after we finished praying, we continued on our journey by carriage.

…As we swayed along, I thought.

About how slow that boss had been. Since everyone else was dead, he should have known I was no ordinary person. So that must have been his maximum speed.

What did that mean? He was fast, but he felt slow?

Did this mean my perception had improved dramatically? Was this that state you often see in manga where your opponent feels slow? Did I get stronger by surviving that life-or-death battle on the border?

…I closed my eyes, trying to feel my body, which still couldn’t quite grasp this reality.
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			The Meeting with the Republic

			After that, we passed through the forest without any further incidents and arrived in the territory of the Letil Republic.

…Along the way, the grasslands bore the scars of incredible destruction. The earth was slightly cracked, and there were even scorched patches. It was clear that a brutal battle had taken place here as well.

…In front of the gate, there was a brand-new trench. It looked as if a heavy outer wall had been moved.

But there was nothing like that when I came before. Was it set up temporarily for the battle?

As the carriage arrived at the gate, a gatekeeper said, "Excuse me, but we will need to confirm your identities."

Here too, the inspection was strict.

"I am Magnes, Captain of the Knights of the Deom Empire," the Captain announced. "I have come on this visit to request an audience with King Rukarl regarding our future policy and relations following the recent war with the monsters. Here is my letter of credence."

He presented it just as he had at the Church.

The gatekeeper who checked it exclaimed, "Inform them at once! My apologies. We are confirming now, so please wait at an inn."

He saluted in the same manner.

The carriage entered the royal capital without any trouble.

Once we arrived at the inn, the Captain ordered, "My apologies, but please go and check on the ships. See if they are departing as usual."

"As you wish, sir. We’ll be on our way."

I saluted and left the inn with Tina.

Seeing my gesture, Tina said, holding back a laugh, "What was that way of speaking?"

"Well, he is my employer, so I tried to use appropriate language. I’m still not used to it. It feels a bit stiff."

I reflected on my actions.

…If you suddenly do something you’re not used to, you can only move awkwardly. To do it as naturally as breathing, daily practice is important.

With that thought, we arrived at the port.

Several ships were docked at the port, and one had just departed.

Seeing this, I asked a nearby sailor, "Excuse me. I just saw a ship leave. Are there any problems with departures?"

"No, sir. As you may know, we had a war with monsters here, but the ships suffered no damage. The safety of the seas can also be guaranteed," he answered with a smile.

"What?" Tina asked, puzzled. "There was a war with monsters, right? So how can the sea be safe?"

…Indeed, there are countless types of monsters. After a battle, it was strange for only the sea to be safe.

"Actually," the sailor explained, "when the Republic was in crisis, a giant tsunami appeared from the sea. But it didn’t strike the royal capital; it went towards the gate like a rainbow bridge. A wall of water formed, so we couldn’t see what was happening on the monster side. After it disappeared, the monsters fled towards the forest. Everyone gave thanks and prayers, believing that the guardian god of the sea had descended. Look, that old woman over there is doing it too."

He pointed to an old woman praying towards the sea.

"Since then," the sailor continued, "reverence for the sea has become even more sacred than before. Shrines to worship it have been built on the beach. Before a ship departs, the captain and crew offer a prayer before leaving. Thanks to that, nothing has happened to this day."

The sailor prayed towards the sea.

…Well, if a miracle like that happens during a national crisis, it’s only natural for people to be grateful.

Even in Japan, many people express their gratitude to Buddhism, praying for their daily health and safety. Whether good or bad things happen is up to the individual, though.

"I see," Tina said. "Well then, has anything else changed? For example, what happened to the monsters in the forest? It’s unsettling that we didn’t see any on our way here."

"No, I’ve heard the monsters are quite docile," the sailor replied. "Some adventurers went out to investigate on a quest before, and they said the monsters were as meek as if they had been defanged. Oh, come to think of it, an adventurer at the tavern was drunk and talking about encountering a ‘monster he didn’t want to mess with.’ I wasn’t very interested, so I left in the middle of the story. Well, I must be going."

After finishing his story, the sailor returned to his work.

Hearing this, I said, "A monster you don’t want to mess with. That’s intriguing. Shall we go to the tavern and ask around?"

"I agree," Tina replied. "It’s strange that the atmosphere isn’t more frantic with a monster like that around."

With that, we headed to the tavern together.

Meanwhile, at the royal castle.

The throne room.

The Captain, who had been at the inn, was summoned by the castle knights.

There, nobles lined the left and right, and before him, King Rukarl and Queen Melisa sat side by side.

"Welcome to our country, Captain Magnes," King Rukarl said with an air of dignity. "Please explain the purpose of your visit."

"Yes, Your Majesty," the Captain replied. "I have come for no other reason than this. As you may know, a large-scale war with monsters broke out in the Empire. I have heard that the same occurred in the Republic. Therefore, we would like to cooperate in our future relations, support, and reconstruction, offering mutual assistance."

At this, the nobles erupted.

"What an arrogant proposal! Do you know how much damage our country has suffered?!"

"Indeed. We are short on personnel, as well as food and medical supplies, yet you speak of mutual support."

"I have heard that the damage to the Empire, though great, was concentrated on the border. The royal capital suffered little damage."

"In that case, there is no need for us to provide support. Rather, the Empire should be the one to support us!"

They said whatever they pleased.

…The Captain acted as if he felt nothing, but inside he was seething with indignation. While the damage to the royal capital was small, there were still many injured.

All medical supplies had been sent to the border, so the Empire was also facing a shortage.

"Silence!" King Rukarl boomed. "You are in the presence of an envoy! My apologies, Captain Magnes. It is clear that your country is also facing a severe shortage of supplies. I am truly sorry that they have hurled insults at you without a thought. However, we will not make progress like this. All nobles, withdraw from this place."

At this command, the disgruntled nobles vehemently protested.

"Hoh? How dare you speak such words?" King Rukarl said with a cold gaze, tinged with killing intent. "You, if I recall, are the one who sent out his vaunted personal guard in the last war, are you not? After that, they hindered our allies in the battle with the monsters, suffered heavy injuries, and withdrew from the front lines. The same goes for the rest of you, does it not? Now then, you who have achieved nothing but that, what makes you think you can say such disrespectful things to the Empire?"

A chill ran down the nobles’ spines. They withdrew in silence.

With only the three of them left in the throne room, Queen Melisa said cheerfully, "Well now that the pests are gone, shall we get down to business?"

"*Haaaah*… Indeed," King Rukarl said. "I have already come to an agreement with Emperor Yorune regarding future matters. This visit was to keep the existence of the wireless transceiver from being revealed to the nobles. I’m sorry you had to go along with this charade."

The Captain’s expression relaxed. "Not at all. I was aware of the situation. I came prepared to remain calm no matter what was said. However, for the nobles’ personal guard to be so useless… could it be that you foresaw this?"

"I didn’t know if we would win or not," King Rukarl said with a wicked smile. "But it was necessary for dealing with the nobles in the future. Knowing them, it was highly likely they would use the damage from this war to demand money. I needed a reason to shut them up, didn’t I? By any means necessary."

…Looking at him now, he seemed like a king who ruled with an iron fist. But given the flow of events so far, it was clear who the truly evil authority figures were.

"I am in awe of your spirit," the Captain said, bowing deeply.

"Well then," King Rukarl said. "Shall we continue our theatrical discussion? Let’s see… perhaps I’ll tell you about something recent that I haven’t told Emperor Yorune."

And so he began to speak.



		
			Chapter 240

			The State of My Companions

			Back at the inn, I couldn't help but be impressed.

"To think a monster that invincible actually exists," I mused. "This world is still full of surprises."

Tina nodded, sharing my sentiment. "I'd only ever heard rumors about it. I never imagined it was real."

After leaving the inn, we had found an adventurer at a tavern who knew about that time.

"Yeah, word is they saw a Reverse Slime in the forest," he'd told us. "It's a legend among adventurers. They say it regenerates instantly from any attack, even large-scale magic, and can heal the injuries of other living things in a flash. Some stories even claim it can cure diseases—a truly immortal monster. They say it has a sacred, pure appearance... or so I've heard. I'm a little skeptical myself, but the guy who saw it is a buddy of mine. Said they tried to kill it since it was so rare, but no matter how they sliced it or stabbed it, it just regenerated. Absolutely impossible to defeat."

"That's some monster," I replied. "But what did you mean when you said you wouldn't want to get involved with it? If you captured it..."

"Forget it, forget it," the adventurer said, shaking his head. "Sure, you'd make a fortune if you caught it, but it'd cause an insane fight. Even the nobles would get involved. There's an old story about a town that was wiped out completely because they caught one and everyone started killing each other over it. Don't know if it's true, but it's definitely valuable enough to fight over. That's why I want nothing to do with it. Dying for a reason like that would be a real waste."

He then took a long swig of his ale.

He had a point. Dying in battle is one thing; you could say it's an adventurer's fate. But dying in a squabble over treasure would leave you with nothing but regrets.

"Thanks for the info," I said, buying him a drink.

Back in the present, I thought it over. "What an incredible creature. But from the sounds of it, it doesn't seem hostile. It heals the wounds of others, right?"

"Yes," Tina said. "Reverse Slimes are said to have a habit of seeking out injured creatures and staying by their side. Still, it's best not to get involved. Capturing one would cause... a lot of trouble."

With that, she lay down on the bed.

She's right. Unless the circumstances were extreme, I wouldn't think of catching one. Of course, the people on Earth would be chomping at the bit for it. If they could study it, there's no doubt it would revolutionize the medical field. But I suppose that's got nothing to do with me.

With that thought, I got into my own bed. We weren't doing anything tonight. We were on the job, after all.

* * *

The next morning, after finishing breakfast at the inn, we moved to the port.

Since we obviously couldn't take a carriage on the ship, it seemed we'd have to rent horses in the Kingdom.

At the ship's entrance, a crewman greeted us. "We've been informed of your coming by His Majesty the King. Please, come aboard."

Our reputation preceded us, and we boarded without issue.

As we departed, the entire crew, including the captain, offered a prayer.

So the rumors about them doing this every time were true.

A short while later, we set sail.

As I watched the sea, rocked by the gentle sway of the ship, a thought occurred to me. "It's a little late to be asking, but... isn't a republic a country that did away with a king?"

Tina answered my question. "Ah, yes, that's how it is in your world, Shinsuke. But it's different here. The Republic serves as a bridge between other nations. You remember how the Empire and the Kingdom used to have poor relations, don't you? But even with bad blood, they still had to trade essential goods. That's where the Republic came in. They inspect imports from the Kingdom before sending them to the Empire, and vice versa. In short, they act as a checkpoint. That's why their monarchy is absolute—they need rulers that both countries can trust. Incidentally, this has been the common-sense way of the world for over eighty years. It's probably best not to bring it up."

She drove the point home.

Different worlds meant different common sense and knowledge. Here, they had a power like magic, straight out of a manga. On Earth, however, 'magic' was more often used in a medical context. Some even said it was synonymous with science.

There would always be differences. The important thing was to understand them and know how to react. To reject them outright was just asking for a fight.

How utterly pointless.

"You're right," I said. "In my world, just being from a different country is enough to start a war. It's only natural that everything would be different in another world."

I stared out at the sea as if lost in twilight thoughts.

Tina silently moved to my side and leaned against me.

The other passengers saw this and grumbled.

"Damn it. Flaunting it right in our faces... with such a beautiful woman..."

"Must be nice... I want a girlfriend, too."

"Maybe I should get my personal life in order..."

They looked out at the sea as if they'd been struck a heavy blow.

After that, the voyage passed without incident, and we arrived at the port of the Harg Kingdom.

For things to be this quiet, I almost felt the influence of some unseen will. But maybe I was overthinking it.

It was right after that huge war, after all. Perhaps the monsters outside the borderlands were also taking a rest.

With that in mind, we began preparations to head to the royal capital. This port town had a purveyor's shop that rented carriages to important figures. Of course, you couldn't get one without proof of status.

Captain Magnes presented his name and a letter of authorization.

"Ah! We've been expecting you," the shopkeeper said. "Her Majesty the Queen commanded us to send the Empire's envoys on their way with all haste. This way, please."

He led us to a place where a luxurious carriage was waiting.

Our captain offered his thanks and climbed aboard. The driver took his position, and we got in the back.

"Are you leaving already?" the shopkeeper asked. "We have an inn if you're tired from your long journey."

To this concerned inquiry, the captain replied, "That won't be necessary. After our audience with Queen Olivia, we will find lodging in the royal capital."

He then signaled the driver to depart.

The carriage left the port town. From here, it was about a half-day's journey to the capital.

Along the way, I saw an incredible sight.

A massive crater had been carved into the plains, so large it was visible even from a distance. It was clear the war here had been just as brutal. Which meant Bardos and the others must have participated. I hoped they were all right.

When we arrived before the gates of the Royal Capital, a gate guard approached us.

"Pardon me. Are you Captain Magnes of the Empire?"

"Indeed. I am Captain Magnes," he replied. "I request an audience with Her Majesty the Queen."

"Of course," the guard said. "Her Majesty is expecting you. An escort is waiting for you before the castle. Also... are the two people behind you 'Red Lightning'?"

"We are," I answered. "How did you know?"

The gate guard smiled. "It's only natural. Your exploits in the Kingdom are spoken of like legend among the soldiers. It pains me to be the one to tell you this... but your companions have suffered grievous injuries. They are currently in the castle's medical wing. It would be best if you went to see them."

"Grievous injuries?!" Tina cried out. "Captain, may we go on ahead?!"

"Of course," Captain Magnes replied. "Due to my position, I cannot rush things. Go quickly."

He gave us his permission.

Tina and I offered our thanks and took off at a full sprint. We moved so fast that the people on the streets probably thought we were just a blur.

We reached the castle in an instant.

"I'm Shinsuke of Red Lightning!" I shouted to a soldier. "I heard Bardos and the others are here!"

Seeing my urgency, the soldier replied, "Ah, yes. The medical wing is this way."

He led us there. He walked at a brisk pace, but it felt agonizingly slow. Still, I couldn't afford to cause trouble by rushing him.

We arrived at the medical wing. The sight was overwhelming.

Every single bed was occupied; there wasn't an empty one in sight. Men with broken arms, men with broken legs, men with half their faces wrapped in bandages. I had seen the situation in all three nations, but it felt like the Kingdom had suffered the most damage.

The soldier led us further inside to a separate room within the medical wing.

Inside were three beds, occupied by Bardos, Leona, and Rumily. Milfy and Matilda were sitting by Rumily's side.

"Milfy," Tina began. "What in the world happened?"

"Ah, Tina-san," Milfy said, looking up. "It's just as it looks. Bardos-san, Leona-san, and Rumily were badly injured in the war with the monsters. They were unconscious for a while but woke up yesterday. Now, they're just sleeping off the exhaustion."

Tina let out a sigh of relief.

I approached Bardos's bedside. "Still, for Bardos to be this badly hurt... Was there a particularly strong monster?"

To this, Milfy replied, "There were three high-class Orc Kings. But there was one monster that was even stronger. A monster we'd never seen before. It looked like a lizard, but its size was on another level entirely. It was so massive it looked down on the Orc Kings."

I was speechless just imagining it.

Just how big did it have to be to look down on an Orc King? Was it on par with Amon?

"Her Majesty the Queen told us about you two," Matilda said. "About how heroically you fought on the border. Thank you. Because of you, the war is over."

"Don't mention it," I said, deflecting her thanks. "We had our own issues. It wasn't exactly a victory we can be proud of. I'll tell you about that later..."

I looked uneasily toward Rumily. She was sleeping under a blanket, but I could see a strange depression where one of her legs should be. I wanted to believe it was just hidden from view.

"Milfy," Tina began, her voice firm with resolve. "This is difficult to ask, but I have to know. Rumily's right leg...?"

Milfy held back tears as she answered.

"During the battle with that lizard... she lost it."



		
			Chapter 241

			Even if It Means Crossing the Line

			Tina stared in disbelief at the devastating answer.

"What do you mean? Did she charge in alone?"

She asked about the uncharacteristic mistake.

"No!" Milfy exclaimed. "That lizard was a monster wreathed in flames. The Kingdom tried to destroy the monsters with a new weapon they'd deployed, but it had no effect on the lizard. Perhaps sensing a threat, it unleashed a massive fireball toward the royal capital. We couldn't escape, and just as we had resigned ourselves to death, Rumily used her wind defense to protect everyone."

"Matilda and I helped, but it was completely useless," she continued. "Then, one of the maids managed to counteract it with the weapon. But Rumily had been the closest, shielding us from the flames, so her burns were much worse than ours."

She showed us her right arm. It was wrapped in bandages, and the skin beneath looked slightly blackened.

"It's that bad?" I asked. "Even a high potion didn't work?"

"It worked on Matilda and me, but it's taking time," Milfy explained. "The doctor said drinking too many in a short period is bad for you. But for Rumily's right leg, even a high potion couldn't heal it. And what's more... they said if it was left as it was, it would endanger her life. Yesterday, Rumily... fully aware of the consequences, asked for it to be amputated."

She could no longer hold back her tears and began to cry. Matilda moved to comfort her.

"Will she be provided with a prosthetic leg?" I asked.

Matilda looked at me with a confused expression.

"Shinsuke," Tina said quietly. "Those who are injured in service to the country or its people are given some compensation. But unfortunately, the kind of things your country has don't exist here."

A cruel answer.

I was overcome with a sense of powerlessness. Honestly, with Bardos and the others here, I had foolishly assumed the damage wouldn't be this bad.

But I was naive.

In a war, you never know who will live and who will die. Everyone in this infirmary was a warrior who had accepted that risk.

But still...

"Tina," I said. "I'm going to step out for a bit. Can I leave you as my escort?"

"Where are you going?" Tina asked, her eyes filled with concern.

"I'm going to get a prosthetic leg," I replied. "But there are things I need to prepare first. I might be gone for a while. Tell the captain that I've abandoned the mission."

"The captain is an understanding man," Tina said firmly. "He would not fault someone for acting on behalf of their comrades."

I felt a wave of relief. I had been worried that this would cause trouble for her.

"But please," she added, "at least tell me where you're going."

"The forests of the Republic," I said.

With that single statement, I left the room.

After I was gone, Matilda asked, "What's in the forests of the Republic?"

Tina thought for a moment. "We heard from an adventurer in a tavern in the Republic. He said... that a Reverse Slime had appeared there."

"That regenerating monster..." Matilda began, a spark of hope in her voice. "Then for Rumily's leg—! Ah, no, that's impossible."

She caught herself and fell silent.

A Reverse Slime could regenerate its own lost body parts, but it couldn't restore what another had lost. That was the domain of the gods. Even for a high-class monster, it was impossible.

"Then why?" Milfy asked. "Come to think of it, he said he was going to bring back a prosthetic leg. But what does that have to do with a Reverse Slime?"

"A prosthetic leg is expensive," Tina explained, "and to have one fitted, you need something like a permit issued by the country. But Rumily doesn't have one. Getting one made for a foreigner would take a long time, with no guarantee of success. That's why he needs it. A means to acquire what he needs."

She said no more.

Milfy and Matilda understood. He intended to use the Reverse Slime as a gift to secure the prosthetic. It was an illegal act, but if it meant Rumily could walk again...

"I won't let Shinsuke-san bear this alone," Milfy said, her face set with determination. "We'll bear it with him."

Matilda's expression was the same.

"You're right," Tina said. "If he successfully obtains it, let's go together. We won't let him take the blame by himself."

She too had made her decision.

Even if it was to save a comrade, what they were planning was borderline criminal. No, it *was* criminal. Bribing an official, obtaining something through illegal means... But there was a difference between someone who acts for selfish gain and someone who acts for the sake of others.

Which one was the good person, with the resolve to step off the righteous path? The answer was obvious.

* * *

The scene changed to the throne room.

Only three people were present.

Captain Magnes was on one knee. Before him sat Queen Olivia, with Chancellor Alphonse standing at her side.

"I am truly grateful for this audience today," the captain said. "I hear things have been quite difficult here."

"They have been," the Queen replied. "The capital walls were breached, the monsters launched a fierce assault... and there was that unknown creature. I've heard of the damage in the other nations, but frankly, I believe ours was the worst."

"No, you are correct," the captain agreed. "In the Empire, the capital suffered almost no damage. Only soldiers and adventurers were injured. By the way, I don't see any of the other nobles?"

The chancellor answered the captain, who was looking around the room. "The nobles have been given strict orders to grasp the situation in their respective towns and monitor the monsters' movements. They are not in the capital at present."

"A way of clearing the room, I see," the captain mused. "But I'm surprised the nobles agreed to such an order."

And he was right to be. No matter how bad the war had been, it wouldn't be strange for there to be a few sycophants trying to curry favor with the queen in the capital.

"During the war," the chancellor explained, "a certain noble's knight captain moved his troops on his own authority and was annihilated. What's more, most of the nobles were on his side. They were trying to drag the Queen from her throne. I'm sure you can guess the rest."

The captain fell silent.

He understood. It was treason against the royal family. A crime that warranted severe punishment, but a massive purge was out of the question. So, they were offered a deal: obey the strict orders, and the matter would be forgotten.

It wasn't strange to think such a bargain had been struck.

"In that case," the captain said, "shall we dispense with the formal greetings and pleasantries?"

The Queen nodded.

"Thank you," he continued. "There is something I would like to ask. I heard that the comrades of 'Red Lightning' were quite seriously injured."

"Yes," the Queen said. "They all fought so hard. I would like to award them medals along with their payment. However, when Bardos and the others awoke... they said, 'As long as we get our money, that's all that matters.' That was it. But one of the young women lost her leg. She will no longer be able to live as an adventurer, and even daily life will be difficult. Of course, we will do what is right by her."

Though the atmosphere was heavy, she tried to sound bright.

"I understand how you must feel," the captain said. "But perhaps he might be able to do something about it. I have only known him for a short time, but... I find myself thinking so."

He looked up at the sky through the window, his gaze distant.

"Yes," the Queen agreed. "With him, perhaps..."

She looked up at the sky as well.

* * *

In the Republic.

I stood at the entrance to some ruins.

I had drawn a teleportation circle in an abandoned warehouse in the Kingdom's capital and jumped to a spot near the forest. I wasn't sure how long it would take, but if it had been seen recently, it shouldn't have gone far.

I activated 'Detection.'

There were no red dots nearby, but there was a blue one behind me. Behind me were the ruins. A person inside? But they should know this place is dangerous.

And just one? Impossible.

Unless they were a complete fool, no one would act alone. With that thought, I entered the ruins. A slime appeared. But it had a strange, divine, almost sacred aura about it.

For some reason, that was the feeling the slime gave off.

"Could it be?" I murmured. "Let's put you to the test."

I drew my sword and slashed the slime in a clean horizontal strike.

Its body split in two. Normally, that would be the end of it, but the separated parts began to move and then rejoined.

Next, I activated my fire magic, unleashing a blast powerful enough to incinerate the entire area.

The slime didn't even try to dodge and took a direct hit. From within the roaring flames, it emerged as if nothing had happened. It should have been burned, or shrunk, or at least half of it should have evaporated, but it was exactly the same shape as when I first saw it.

What's more, despite all my attacks, it didn't turn into a red dot indicating hostility; it remained blue.

Did it not recognize me as an enemy? Or did it simply lack the concept?

"Just like the rumors," I said to myself. "So this is a Reverse Slime."

I had found the monster I was looking for.

I instantly activated 'Matter Conversion.' An iron whip snaked around the slime, forming a small, square cage.

The slime moved, but it couldn't get out of the cage. Although it was fluid, it seemed it couldn't change its shape at will.

With the capture successful, I thought, *Alright. Next, I need to retrieve that thing from the Empire.*

I used a teleportation circle to jump to the Empire.

It would be suspicious for me to show up while on a mission, so I created an iron helmet that hid my face and headed for the gate.

Naturally, the soldiers told me to take it off, but I said, "This is something I found while adventuring. Once I put it on, I couldn't take it off. It's some kind of curse. So, I can't."

That was all I said. The soldiers, unnerved, let me through.

They couldn't just turn away an adventurer under a curse, especially if he was in the middle of an investigation.

I was surprised my impromptu lie worked.

I hurried to my base, retrieved the item in question, and left through the gate again.

To the suspicious soldiers, I simply said, "I was scorned. I can't stay here any longer."

And with that, I passed through.

The soldiers were speechless and just watched me go. Wasn't security a little too lax? The question crossed my mind, but for now, it was convenient for me.

With my two spoils of war in hand, I teleported to my house in the Kingdom.



		
			Chapter 242

			Negotiations with Kuroda

			I returned to the regional city of Alum and immediately headed for the teleportation circle in my house.

I was about to go, but then I remembered it was daytime. The flow of time was the same in this world and on Earth. And my house was currently under renovation. There were bound to be workers there.

But I wasn't about to wait until nightfall.

He had his own schedule to consider. There's a limit to how much you can impose, even on a valued client. So, steeling myself, I went back to my family home.

Upon returning to Earth, the first thing I saw was the transformed figure of my house.

Well, the shape itself hadn't changed, but the exterior shone like a brand-new building. There was no luggage or work equipment around, giving off a strong sense of completion.

When I looked inside, the old tatami mats and shoji screens were new. Every room was spotless. Furniture had been set up—a desk and a floor chair were in place. In another room, there was even a state-of-the-art massage chair.

I had ordered it, but they'd even set it up for me.

The kitchen was also equipped with the latest appliances. The toilet was a modern Western-style one. Furthermore, the bathroom was three times its previous size, a spacious wooden design with two shower heads. The temperature control unit was also large, not something you'd typically find in a single-family home.

Everything, from top to bottom, was brand new. I certainly hadn't asked for this much. The bath was about the only thing I'd specifically requested.

Which meant... I activated 'Analysis.'

Everything had been replaced, but there was nothing out of the ordinary.

I picked up the new phone, which also had a fax machine, and made a call to a certain person.

After a few rings...

"So, what do you think? Your impressions of the new house?"

To his first words, I replied, "I knew it was you, Mr. Kuroda. The result is so far beyond what I ordered that my eyes nearly popped out of my head."

When I joked, Kuroda said, "I'm glad you're pleased. I'm grateful to you, after all. Please consider it a small token of my thanks. Oh, and rest assured, I haven't installed any cameras or the like."

To his seemingly clairvoyant statement, I replied, "I already checked for that, so I'm not worried. And the reason I called this time is, of course, about the house, but also... I want to negotiate with you, Mr. Kuroda."

Kuroda's atmosphere changed, so much that I could feel it even over the phone. "Negotiate? This is a first from you. Where shall we speak?"

After a moment's thought, I said, "Since you know where my house is, there's no reason to hide. If it's convenient for you, I'd like you to come here. I desperately need your help, Mr. Kuroda."

Kuroda considered for a moment. "Understood. I will be there shortly."

Surprised by his speed, I asked, "Shortly? Don't you have plans, Mr. Kuroda?"

Kuroda let out a smug chuckle. "Not a problem. My plans are nothing more than trivial chores. I can have someone else handle them without issue."

I was relieved. "Then I'll be waiting."

I hung up the phone.

I placed the two items from the garden inside the house and waited for Kuroda.

A short while later, I heard the sound of a car.

When I went to the entrance, a black Rolls-Royce had arrived. A man in dark glasses emerged from the driver's seat and opened the rear door.

Kuroda appeared, flanked by two bodyguards in black suits.

"I've been waiting for you," I said. "Thank you for coming on such short notice."

To my greeting, Kuroda replied, "Don't mention it. I was quite interested myself. In your negotiation."

He smiled.

As expected of a manager from the underworld. His guts, or rather, his composure, were solid. I invited my guests into the house.

In the guest room, I poured hot water from a pot to make tea and served it to the three of them.

Kuroda took a small sip before asking, "So? What is this negotiation about?"

I took a breath to compose myself. "I'll get straight to the point. I would like to ask for your help in providing a prosthetic leg, as well as the equipment and personnel to attach it."

I bowed my head.

The two men in black looked puzzled.

Kuroda looked at me as if sizing me up. "Hmm. From the looks of it, you're not the one who's lost a limb. An important person, or perhaps a friend? Someone who can't be treated at a public hospital... An Otherworlder, perhaps?"

He seemed to have guessed, so I said, "It helps that you catch on quickly. You're right. That girl has no health insurance card or residence certificate. And she has no way to prove her identity. I don't know anyone else I can turn to but you, Mr. Kuroda."

I bowed my head again.

Kuroda thought for a moment. "Would you mind telling me the circumstances? Even I am reluctant to take on a job I know nothing about. Is that acceptable?"

I steeled myself. "Understood. It's a long story, but I'll try to keep it brief."

I then told him about the war in the other world.

The massive army of monsters, the war against various nations, the serious injuries sustained as a result, and the fact that their medical field has no concept of prosthetics.

When I finished, the two men in black looked bewildered. Of course they did. A story like this sounded like something out of a children's play.

Kuroda sipped his tea. "I see. That sounds difficult, to say the least. In fact, I'm glad you survived. If you had died, the new house would have been meaningless, and we would have lost access to future goods."

His face showed relief.

His frank reaction was a relief to me as well. If he had said, 'I was worried about you,' it would have been incredibly suspicious. There's nothing more reassuring than an honest sentiment.

One of the men in black spoke up. "Manager, do you believe this story? It's true that the items he has provided so far have been inexplicable. But to go so far as to say another world..."

He trailed off.

The other man in black felt the same.

Kuroda looked serious. "I haven't believed it blindly. You are probably aware, but I had hidden cameras installed at the work site. And there, it was captured. You and the woman with you, vanishing in an instant. Of course, I had the place checked, but there was nothing there."

"Pardon my intrusion, but I also investigated your family history. It turns out your great-grandfather obtained some strange foreign books. Again, pardon the liberty, but I had the storehouse searched under the pretext of cleaning, and found nothing but incomprehensible things like foreign magic books and alchemy texts. I tried to read them, but the content was impossible to grasp."

To this, I asked, "Mr. Kuroda, you can read foreign languages?"

Kuroda looked proud. "Yes, I travel not only within Japan but to various countries abroad, so I know a fair amount. That's why I understand. Those were meaningless books. But what if one were to extract only the truth from among them..."

At Kuroda's smile, I said, "Exactly. In my family line, the first to use it was my great-grandfather. After him, my grandfather. But my grandfather went only once and never returned. In my case, it was by chance and for fun."

Kuroda seemed impressed. "Hoh. I'd like to hear more about that. But let's save it for another time. To get back to the main topic. That girl, Rumily-san, was it? We will arrange for the prosthetic leg, the equipment, and the doctor. But since this is a negotiation, you must have prepared something, yes?"

I placed a sealed box on the table.

When I opened the lid, there was a stone inside.

Kuroda stared at it. "An ordinary stone. It doesn't seem to be, though. Is it special in some way?"

Without a word, I turned on the light.

The stone began to discharge electricity, crackling with a *bachi bachi* sound. This surprised not only the two men in black but Kuroda as well.

"This is called a Thunder Stone," I explained. "As you can see, it emits electricity when exposed to light. Over there, magicians use it, but here, if you connect it to a machine, you can get a considerable amount of power. I don't know how many volts it can produce."

I closed the box.

"Incredible," Kuroda said. "In a way, it might be limitless. This alone is worth a great deal."

He was smiling.

I stood up. "But since I don't know how useful it will be, I've prepared one more thing."

I opened the shoji screen behind me.

There, in a cage, was the Reverse Slime. Kuroda and his two men approached.

The bodyguard said, "What is this? Water jelly? But it's moving. And this thing... could it be, a Slime?"

To his question, I replied, "Correct. It's a living Slime."

The bodyguard was shocked. "What?! Seriously?! I thought it might be possible after seeing the bears and gorillas, but to this extent... But the color is different. The ones I know are supposed to be light blue, but this one is white? And... I feel something sacred from it."

He was mesmerized.

Kuroda also looked at it intently. "As he says, I feel something divine about it. This is no ordinary Slime, is it?"

At his perceptiveness, I said, "You've guessed correctly. Please come this way."

I brought the cage out to the garden.

Kuroda and his men sat on the veranda.

I opened the cage and let the Reverse Slime out. I picked up an axe I had hidden in the bushes and struck the Reverse Slime.

The Reverse Slime, split in half, immediately rejoined.

"As you can see," I said. "This is a Reverse Slime. A monster specialized in regeneration. Over there, it's called an immortal monster. And that's not all. It heals others who are injured or sick."

I pressed the axe against my left arm and scraped it.

Blood spurted from my left arm. The Reverse Slime saw me and leaped onto my arm.

Two seconds later, the Reverse Slime detached itself. The wound on my arm was gone.

The bodyguard said, "What incredible healing power. But is it real? I seem to recall a magic trick like this in the old days..."

He was trying to remember an old magician's trick.

I smiled. "I thought you might say that. Mr. Kuroda, your bodyguard has one, doesn't he? A weapon?"

The tense bodyguard looked at Kuroda.

Kuroda nodded. He took a pistol from his pocket. It looked like a Tokarev.

"Please shoot me somewhere on my body with that," I said. "That should prove it."

To this, Kuroda replied, "No, that still lacks certainty. You, shoot his leg."

He ordered the bodyguard with the gun to shoot the other bodyguard.

"Understood," the bodyguard said. "Don't move."

He raised the gun.

The other bodyguard stood at attention, resolved. *ZDOOON!* The gunshot echoed.

The bodyguard clutched his right leg. The Reverse Slime, instantly sensing it, approached the bodyguard and leaped onto his right leg.

Two seconds later, the Reverse Slime detached itself.

The bodyguard who was shot said, "Huh? The pain is gone. And there's no wound."

He touched his right leg.

The mark was gone, as if it had never been there in the first place. Furthermore, the Reverse Slime spat something out.

It was a bullet. It seemed to have removed the one that had been in the bodyguard's right leg.

"I didn't feel anything being taken out," the bodyguard reported.

Kuroda stood up. "Wonderful! To think such a monster exists! This will not just revolutionize the medical world; it will give birth to a new field of medicine!"

He was elated.

The two bodyguards were also staring at the leg in a daze.

"I'm glad you're pleased," I said. "Now then, Mr. Kuroda. May we begin negotiations?"

Kuroda, breathing heavily with excitement, said, "Oh, my apologies. How unlike me. There is no problem. In fact, for items like these, the terms we discussed earlier are far too cheap. How about this? Instead of a prosthetic leg, why don't we attach a real one?"

Kuroda smiled.



		
			Chapter 243

			Underground Medical Tech

			Surprised by his proposal, I asked, "A real leg? You don't mean... from another person?"

I voiced the likely possibility.

Limb transplants. I'd heard of them in medicine, but I was pretty sure they were limited to internal things like organs and kidneys. Transplanting limbs was something you only saw in anime.

When I mentioned this to Kuroda, he replied, "You are correct. Current medicine allows for the transplantation of internal body parts, but not external ones. Reattachment is only possible if it's your own limb. However, that's merely the public story. In the underworld, external transplants are quite common. It happens often that a relative of a wealthy or powerful person loses the use of a limb."

"We secretly recruit poor people from foreign countries who are in need of money and ask them to provide body parts. Of course, the compensation they receive is quite substantial."

He wore a creepy smile.

I see. I'd often heard whispers and read on social media about human trafficking, but to think it was actually happening. Of course, something like this couldn't be done publicly. The reasons of the relatives aside, human rights groups and moralists would be all over it.

No matter how great the upper class is, they're powerless against numbers.

On the contrary, it would be a convenient story for a rival upper-class faction. They have no choice but to operate in the shadows. Well, whatever those people do is none of my business. As long as the fallout doesn't hit me, I don't care.

"I understand the situation," I said. "However, using someone else's limb would take time, and more importantly, she herself would not allow it. She is not the kind of girl to wish for such a thing."

I thought of Rumily.

I haven't known her for long, but I still get it. She's not the kind of girl who would live at the expense of others. While she's merciless to villains like bandits, her personality isn't one that would gladly accept something from people who just want money.

Of course, the other two are the same.

Kuroda mused, "Hmm. A good girl, then. However, please rest assured. Even with a donor, it takes a considerable amount of time to find a match in terms of age, gender, and compatibility. Moreover, with an Otherworlder, there may be differences in the very structure of the human body. So, what I mean by a real leg is... a clone, created from her own cells."

Another sci-fi term.

"A clone?" I said. "This is getting more and more like an anime. I remember the news said that animal cloning was a success, but I don't know what happened after that. I'm even skeptical if it was really successful. I've never seen it myself, and while I hear they're doing it in Japan, it's all animals, right? I've never heard of a human clone."

I relayed the current state of public information.

Kuroda chuckled. "Fufu. That, too, is the public story. In the shadows, human clones have already been created. The success rate is extremely low, and even when successful, most of them have some kind of defect. But creating body parts is possible."

His smile deepened.

I see. So they've moved beyond the human trafficking-like methods I was just thinking about. If it's her own, it'll be indistinguishable. And more importantly, even if word of this got out, no one would believe it.

They've made the public believe that human cloning isn't being done.

"In that case, there's no problem," I said. "But how long will it take? If you're starting from scratch, won't it take several years? I don't want to keep her confined for that long."

I was concerned about Rumily's life.

"It's alright," Kuroda said. "We already have data on all age groups. Furthermore, we have the base material for the clone. We just need to collect her cells and get them to take to the material, and it will be completed in a short period of time. However, she will need to stay for three years for post-operative observation and monitoring. But it might be over much sooner. If we use this..."

He looked at the Reverse Slime. Kuroda continued, "If we study this slime's regenerative abilities and develop them... the material's attachment period and post-operative observation will be over much faster. A year. No, even sooner. However, this is just my prediction, so I will consult with the medical department. But please, rest assured. We will absolutely not detain her for a long time simply because she is an Otherworlder. I do not want to make an enemy of you."

He answered seriously.

"You seem to value me quite highly," I said. "A mere person like me could be crushed by the power of you and your associates at any time, right?"

When I stated the obvious, Kuroda replied, "Honestly, with any other ordinary person, that would be possible. However, in your case, there are two differences. First, your ability to travel to another world. Other people, even if they go to a foreign country, have no escape as long as they are in this world. But you can escape to another world. After all, we have no means to follow."

"Second, you have power. Not political power, but physical power. You possess the unknown power of magic. In fact, I have received a report that your girlfriend dodged a bullet. Her physical abilities also seem to be high. Even if we use the police or the military, it's ultimately just human violence. Against overwhelming violence, it's meaningless. For these reasons, making an enemy of you is nothing but a disadvantage for us. In order to profit, it is better for us to be in a cooperative relationship with you."

He explained.

I see. No personal feelings involved at all, the relationship is everything. Even if someone is excellent, if they're not useful, they're cut off. Even if someone is a fool, if they're useful, they'll join hands.

What's necessary in the world is trust, ability, and experience.

It's simple and obvious, but it's surprisingly difficult. Even if you try to do it, there are often many entanglements that get in the way and prevent things from going smoothly.

"I understand perfectly," I said. "I won't sever my relationship with you and your associates unless something extreme happens."

At this declaration, Kuroda said, "I'm glad to hear that. Well then, we will be returning for now. We have various preparations to make."

As the three of them stood up, I asked, "Aren't you taking these two with you?"

To this question, Kuroda replied, "I'd like to, but there's a matter of convenience, or rather, a flow of events. Tonight at nine. I will come again. And Rumily-san will be with me then."

He smiled.

"Understood," I said. "I'll be waiting."

I bowed.

I saw the three of them to the entrance, watched them drive away, then hid the two items in the storehouse and returned to the other world.

I immediately teleported to the royal capital and headed for the castle's infirmary.

Rumily was still asleep, with Milfy and Matilda there.

When I asked where Tina was, Milfy said, "Tina-san was called by Captain Magnes. She went to explain your situation. She said she would tell him you'd be back, so you should probably ask one of the maids where she is."

I left the infirmary.

I asked a nearby maid about Tina and she led me to a room. When I entered, Tina and Captain Magnes were there.

"You're back," the captain said. "I've heard the situation from Lady Tina. There's no problem concerning you. Or so I'd like to say. But I have to consider His Majesty the Emperor and the Guild. I'd like you to continue your escort duties until we return to the Empire."

Given the circumstances, I couldn't argue.

As I was wondering what to do, there was a knock on the door, and Bardos came in.

"Bardos?! Are you okay to be up?!!"

To my worried voice, Bardos said, "Heh. No problem. I just woke up, and if anything, my body feels stiff from sleeping too much. I heard the situation from Milfy. How did it go?"

To his serious face, I replied, "No problem. The negotiations went well. But, considering the surgery and all, I have to take Milfy with me. I'd like to go with her, but... damn it."

I felt frustrated by my position.

Even though I'm a hunter, I'm currently working as an adventurer. Even if I have a good reason for abandoning the request, it will definitely make a bad impression. Since they've been good to me, it leaves a bad taste in my mouth.

As I was thinking about this, Bardos said, "Alright. Then I'll go with you. For Milfy's safety."

He smiled and gave a thumbs-up.

When I worried about his injuries, Bardos said, "I told you, it's no problem. Look at this body."

He took off his pajamas and bared his upper body.

He had bandages on, but the wounds themselves weren't that noticeable. They were probably temporary ones for resting.

"Alright," I said. "I'm counting on you."

I entrusted the task to Bardos.

The captain, who had been watching the exchange, said, "I'm glad that's settled. I'll be returning to the Empire tomorrow. Please finish up by then."

He stated the deadline.

I nodded and left the room with Tina and Bardos.

When we returned to the infirmary, Leona was also awake.

Tina approached her. "Leona?! Are you okay?! Your wounds?! Does anywhere hurt?!"

To her rapid-fire questions, Leona said, "Don't worry. You're exaggerating."

She smiled wryly.

Leona turned to me. "I've heard the situation. I'd like to say I'll go with you, but I can't just leave her. I'm sorry."

She apologized.

"It's alright," I said. "Besides, Bardos will be fine. If anything were to happen, I'll ask for your help then, Leona-san."

I told her I wanted her to be prepared for any unforeseen circumstances.

Leona said, "You're right. They should know about us over there. Understood. I will be prepared."

She nodded.

Bardos, who was next to her, asked, "So, Shinsuke? What time are we going?"

To his question, I replied, "He said to come at nine o'clock at night. Let's go to the city of Alum with Rumily in the evening."



		
			Chapter 244

			First Time in My Home

			That evening.

Earth. My home in Japan.

Right now, there were five people here.

Me, Bardos, Rumily, Milfy, and Matilda. Originally, it was only supposed to be three of them, but the other two strongly insisted on coming along.

Having more fighting power wasn't a problem. But while Milfy knew what was going on, Matilda was completely in the dark, and I hadn't told her anything. That said, leaving her out would just cause problems later.

As I was wondering what to do, Bardos said, "What's the harm? It's not like it costs anything."

His answer was refreshingly simple.

He had a point. Even if she blabbed, people would just laugh her off as a crazy person. After all, even Kuroda hadn't seemed to believe me until he saw me disappear.

"Alright," I said. "Matilda, whatever happens, don't be surprised."

Matilda nodded with resolve.

At my house in the mountains, I drew a magic circle for Matilda and explained it to her. Though skeptical, she followed my instructions and stepped forward. After confirming she had vanished, the rest of us headed to Earth.

When she arrived, Matilda looked around. "So this is across the sea. It's... kind of like the countryside."

Her surprise was evident as she scanned her surroundings.

It seemed she still didn't believe me. Deciding it would be faster to show her, I led her into the house and turned on the TV. A mundane news program appeared on the screen.

Seeing it, Matilda was flabbergasted. "Huh? Why are there people in there? Is there some meaning to this? Huh? The scene changed? Huh? Why?"

As Matilda stared at the shifting screen, Milfy explained, "You see, this is called a television. It's a device that sends pictures and voices from far away. There aren't actually any people inside."

Matilda's face was a mask of confusion.

Watching Milfy patiently explain, Bardos remarked, "Brings back memories. We were just like that at first."

He was reminiscing about a year ago.

It was true. I had to explain all sorts of things to the five of them back then. Those were trying days.

"Alright," I said. "First, let's get some food. We'll eat something simple and prepare for tonight."

With that, I headed to the kitchen.

I took another look at the newly renovated kitchen and its state-of-the-art refrigerator. The contents... were, of course, empty. I hadn't asked for that much. There was still time, so I made a quick trip to the convenience store to buy some food.

When I returned...

Matilda was sitting in the massage chair. I realized I hadn't explained what it was and rushed over, but for some reason, she had a pleasant look on her face.

"Ah, Shinsuke-san," Milfy said. "This chair is quite strange. Just sitting in it feels good for some reason."

She looked refreshed.

It wasn't even on. Just how simple could they be?

"It's true that it feels good," I said, "but its true power is... this."

I plugged it in and pressed the switch.

The chair came to life and began kneading Matilda's shoulders.

"Huh?! What is this?! The chair is moving on its own?!" Matilda yelped in surprise. "Ah, no... not there..."

As it started massaging her lower back, a sweet-sounding moan escaped her lips.

It seemed her lower back was a weak spot. But this was no time to be watching that.

Milfy, with a similar expression, exclaimed, "What?! Why?! Is this chair moving?!"

Her voice was filled with shock.

Rumily, who was a short distance away, had a similar look on her face.

"This is called a massage chair," I explained simply. "When you turn it on, it automatically massages various parts of your body. This is the latest model, but they've been around in this world for a long time."

Matilda was melting into the chair's embrace. Sensing she was approaching a dangerous point, I turned it off.

"Hey, I brought back food," I said to the limp Matilda. "Let's eat in the living room. Have you forgotten our original purpose?"

At my words, Matilda snapped to attention, stood up, and stretched.

On the living room table was a mountain of various kinds of bread: strawberry jam, chocolate, red bean paste, and more. For drinks, I had placed about ten bottles of coffee.

"What's this? Just bread?" Bardos asked. "No side dishes?"

"I thought something easy to eat would be best," I replied with a grin. "Besides, it's a kind of bread you'd never get to eat over there. It'll fill you up."

Matilda picked up a loaf with a curious expression. She struggled with the wrapper until Milfy showed her how to open it. She tore it open, took a bite, and chewed a few times. Then, she began to devour it with gusto.

It seemed she liked it. The rest of us dug in without hesitation.

An hour later, the mountain of bread was gone. The four of them had satisfied looks on their faces as they relaxed with their coffee.

Amidst this, Bardos spoke up. "Hey, Shinsuke? I wasn't really listening properly, but can we trust this guy?"

His face was serious.

The other three also turned their gazes towards me.

I looked around and said, "You're right. We still have time. I'll tell you."

I explained everything.

About the man named Kuroda, the black-market auction, the rules of the underworld. I told them everything I knew.

When I finished, Matilda said, "He sounds like a very dangerous man. No, not in terms of physical strength, but... it feels like he has foresight. It seems he thoroughly investigates his opponent's position and what they're capable of, and is constantly searching for how much profit he can gain."

To this, Milfy added, "I agree. That type probably won't betray you, but there's a high chance they'll exploit your weaknesses. If that happens, I can pretty much imagine what they'll do with Rumily."

She looked at her with concern.

I had the same thought. "I've thought about that too. I want to give these to you two."

I placed two small staves on the table.

At their tips were blue stones.

As they took them, I explained, "These stones are imbued with the power of the water attribute. Over here, they have ways to counter aggressive means like fire and lightning, but to be honest, they have no countermeasures against water. They think of water as a threat, but only in terms of floods and heavy rain."

In Japan, there are dangers like arson and electric shock.

Naturally, there are countermeasures for them. You can't be at ease without prevention. But there are no countermeasures for floods and heavy rain.

Why? Because it's impossible. Among natural disasters, they cause damage over a wide area and wash everything away. The only countermeasure against something like that is to strengthen your defenses.

But even that is unreliable. An individual can protect themselves with an umbrella or a raincoat, but nothing more.

Of course, their magic had more power than a fire hose and could blow away dozens of people.

I explained the threat of water.

"Bardos," I said. "Make sure your weapon is well-maintained."

Bardos grinned and showed me his machete.

He had wanted a great axe over there, but I had warned him, "Such a large-swinging weapon would stand out over there, and it's hard to handle. Stick to something that's easy to maneuver."

Most buildings in Japan have passages that only two or three people can pass through comfortably; there's no space to swing a great axe.

Besides, this time we were going to a top-secret location. I had no idea what it would be like.

Bardos, who was already huge, would only be at a disadvantage. A machete offered more flexibility. And besides, there was no one in this world who could fight Bardos head-on.

On Earth, there's no one who can kill a bear with their bare hands.

Our preparations were perfect. Even if things got rough, it wouldn't be a problem. But knowing them, they wouldn't engage in pointless exchanges. Still, this was a precaution for the worst-case scenario.

It was still dangerous. We couldn't let our guard down for a second.

Time passed, and it became nine o'clock.

We waited at the entrance. Bardos was carrying Rumily, while Milfy and Matilda wore small backpacks. All four of them were dressed in their usual combat gear, fully prepared.

Only I was in casual clothes, though I had a long and short sword at my waist.

Then, two black vans and a Rolls-Royce arrived.

Four men in black suits got out of one of the vans. But no one came out of the other. From the Rolls-Royce, two men in black suits and Kuroda appeared. The four of them tensed up.

"We've been waiting for you, Mr. Kuroda," I said.

To my greeting, Kuroda replied, "Thank you for waiting. Our preparations are complete, so we've come to pick you up. The young lady being held by that large man is Rumily-san, I presume? And who might these people be?"

To this, I replied, "The big guy is Bardos, my former partner. From the right are Milfy and Matilda, Rumily's comrades. Due to our circumstances, I'd like them to accompany us."

Kuroda thought for a moment. "I see. Understood. You will probably feel more at ease that way. Well then, please put Rumily-san in the car at the back. You there."

A man in a black suit opened the van door.

Inside, there were no seats, only a simple cot. I confirmed there was nothing else and looked at Bardos.

Bardos nodded and placed Rumily on the cot. Milfy and Matilda got into the same car. Bardos sat in the passenger seat.

"You," Kuroda said. "No, Kaikawa-san, please come this way."

He pointed to the Rolls-Royce.

"I'll gladly accept your offer," I said.

There was no reason to refuse.

For now, it was reasonable to follow their instructions. We proceeded with Kuroda's group, remaining on high alert.



		
			Chapter 245

			Hospitality at the Hospital

			We drove for about two hours.

As expected of a luxury car, there was absolutely no shaking. This must be what it's like to enjoy a drink in elegant comfort. Kuroda offered me some high-class liquor, but I gestured that I wouldn't drink. Not with him, anyway.

After a while, the car began to slow down.

It seemed we were close to our destination. Looking outside, I saw we were entering a large hospital. It had the look of a place equipped with the latest technology. Well, we weren't coming here to stay.

The fact that we could enter a hospital like this made me realize just how much power Kuroda and his associates wielded. Though, I suppose it's only natural for someone who does business with politicians and the wealthy.

The car stopped.

The door opened, and I stepped out into a dimly lit space. It appeared to be an underground parking garage. The two vans also stopped, and Bardos and the others got out. The four of them surveyed their surroundings. The men in black suits took up positions around us to ensure no one saw them.

Just then, several doctors approached, pushing a stretcher.

The middle-aged doctor in the lead spoke. "We've been expecting you. Is it the young lady being held by that large man?"

"Yes," Kuroda said. "Please proceed as planned."

The doctor nodded, and the doctors with the stretcher approached Bardos.

As Bardos tensed up, a young doctor said reassuringly, "Please, don't worry. Just place the young lady you're holding onto this bed here."

He pointed to the stretcher.

Bardos looked at me.

"It's alright," I said, letting a bit of killing intent slip out. "Even if the worst should happen, it's no problem. We'll just have to dispose of everyone."

The doctors flinched slightly. The men in black suits reached into their jackets.

But Kuroda stopped them. "Stand down. You will not draw your weapons here. Their caution is only natural. However, Kaikawa-san, that last remark was not good. The people here are aware of the situation, but speaking it aloud will frighten them. In cases like this, it's better to be subtle. Being direct is fine, but please consider the time and place."

He chided me.

I reined myself in. "My apologies. I'm not used to this sort of thing."

The others also bowed their heads.

Kuroda's point was spot on. Even if they knew the circumstances, making threats was a bad move that would put a crack in our relationship of trust. And Kuroda's warning wasn't harsh; it was gentle, yet I could feel his anger.

The words of an older person who just yells at you are nothing but annoying and don't stick. Compared to that, Kuroda's words resonated with me.

Kuroda nodded. "Well then, if you please."

He looked towards Bardos.

Bardos nodded and placed Rumily on the stretcher. Milfy and Matilda walked alongside her. The doctors, regaining their composure, began to push the stretcher. They moved slowly, not trying to rush off.

We followed them for a short while until a door marked 'Isolation Ward' opened.

After entering, we went further down the hall and into a room at the very end.

The room was spacious, with a double bed by the window, a round table, and two chairs. There was also a simple kitchenette. Another door near the entrance opened to reveal a fully equipped shower and toilet.

It had everything we needed.

The stretcher arrived next to the bed, and Rumily was gently placed upon it.

The young doctor said, "Now then, we'll perform a simple examination, so we'll need to draw some blood. You'll feel a little prick."

He took out a syringe.

Seeing it, Bardos put his hand on his machete, but I stopped him. "It's alright. That's a tool for drawing blood. Over here, they can't start anything without checking the blood first."

I explained it simply.

Bardos took his hand off the machete.

The doctor, sensing this from behind, took a breath and inserted the needle into Rumily's right arm.

"O-Owwwwwwwwww!!" she cried out.

At this, Milfy and Matilda raised their staves. I quickly stopped them.

After drawing the blood, the young doctor said, "Alright, that's enough. Please use this to stop the bleeding."

He pressed a piece of gauze to her arm.

He placed the blood in a special container and handed it to another doctor. The doctors left, leaving just the five of us.

The young doctor then said, "Next, I have some questions. Please tell me the detailed circumstances of how you lost your leg. Oh, I'm aware of your world's situation. Please don't hesitate to speak freely."

It seemed Kuroda had filled him in.

I had explained it to Kuroda, but my knowledge was secondhand. It would be better to hear it from them directly.

Rumily, Milfy, and Matilda recounted the war in the Kingdom.

After hearing the details, the young doctor summarized, "I see. So, to block a massive fireball launched by a giant lizard, you put yourself in harm's way, resulting in severe burns all over your body. You were too slow to evade, and your right leg was blackened. The severe burns were healed with a high potion, but your right leg couldn't be saved, and leaving it would have been dangerous, so you had it amputated."

"Hmm. It's not my place to say this, but that was reckless. I didn't see what it was, so I can't say for sure, but it must have been a monster capable of easily destroying a city. To block an attack from something like that alone... it's beyond reckless."

He sighed.

At this, Milfy retorted, "! What do you know?! About how Rumily felt at that moment?!"

She was angry.

Matilda also had an angry look on her face. No one stays silent when their friend is insulted. Of course, Bardos and I felt the same.

But the young doctor was unfazed. "It's the truth, isn't it? Normally, anyone would have run. No one would have blamed her. The people of this world would definitely run. Including me. I'm just envious. I aimed to become a doctor to save many people. From high school to university, I dedicated everything to my studies. I never played or went on trips. And when my dream finally came true, I found that I can only save those who can pay. I can't even help someone suffering on the street for free. If I did that, my medical license would be revoked."

"What did I throw away everything a student should enjoy and study for? When I think about it, I'm envious of your actions. Of the courage to risk your life to protect others. I can't do that. Hmph, I'd just be scared and run away."

He spoke with self-deprecation.

The anger of the four of them seemed to vanish somewhere, and they fell silent.

The young doctor said, "Oh, but my story doesn't matter. Thank you for listening. Later, there will be an explanation about the procedure. Until then, please rest. If there's anything you'd like to eat, please press the nurse call button. Simple drinks like coffee and tea are by the kitchen."

He bowed and left the room.

Now that it was just the five of us, I said, "Alright, I'll explain how to make drinks. Milfy, could you come here?"

She nodded and stood at the kitchen counter.

I explained how to use the kettle, the electric stove, and the instant coffee. Milfy put it into practice by making tea for the four of them.

"Bardos," I said. "I'm counting on you for the rest."

Bardos nodded. "Got it. Leave this to me. You get your work done quickly too."

I nodded.

I turned to Matilda and Rumily, and they nodded back. I then left the room.

Kuroda was waiting in front of the room.

"So, what do you think of this hospital?"

To his question, I replied, "I have no complaints. It's a wonderful hospital. To be honest, I thought it would be somewhere far away."

To this, Kuroda said, "Considering your circumstances, I thought it would be better to be close by. The director of this hospital has connections in the political world. He's a regular at the auction."

That made sense. "So, the research on the slime will also be done here?"

Kuroda made a sour face. "Yes. However, the director said, 'This research material is too much for me to handle alone,' so he is currently holding an emergency meeting with the heads of various hospitals and research institutions. Oh, please rest assured. The base for the clone's right leg has already been prepared. We're in the process of getting it to adapt using the blood we just collected. However, he also wants to research that blood a little."

He had a suspicious smile.

I could guess what he was trying to do. "Well, I have a rough idea, but let me just say one thing. Whether you gain power from it is up to fate."

I added a disclaimer.

Kuroda chuckled. "Fufu. Well, it doesn't matter to me either way. I'm at that age. But the higher-ups want it. The power of the chosen."

His smile deepened.

That was a smile that looked down on people. It was best not to say anything here.

"Well then," I said, "could you give me a ride home? If you have work to do after this, I can walk back."

To this, Kuroda replied, "Not at all. We will, of course, provide transportation. There are also some things I'd like to discuss about the future of the auction."

At his proposal, I said, "Understood. Let's go then."

Kuroda and I headed towards the parking garage together.
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			Topics on the Way Home

			On the way home from the hospital, inside the car.

The two black vans, under Kuroda's orders, remained at the hospital. They were likely there for protection and surveillance. We both wanted to avoid any unnecessary trouble. Also, it was probably to avoid arousing suspicion among the hospital staff. That giant's frame and anachronistic clothing would draw strange looks just by walking around. Of course, a few men in black suits walking around would also stand out.

A quiet drive. The road was dotted with flickering lights. There was no sign of human presence.

Amidst this, Kuroda spoke. "Kaikawa-san, I hesitate to say this, but about the next auction... all of our clients are demanding that you put up a live monster."

I sighed. "If I did that, it would be a nightmare if it escaped. I feel like I've said something similar before."

Kuroda had a bitter look on his face. "That's true, but... the matter of the Reverse Slime has become known. Well, given the emergency meeting of the top brass, I suppose it couldn't be helped. Because of that, the demand for other monsters has skyrocketed. For research materials, or as pets. I'm at my wit's end myself."

He looked genuinely troubled.

Honestly, I wanted to ignore such people. But now that it was known, it might be better to make some sort of compromise rather than be hounded by a bunch of idiots.

To this, I said, "Then I'd like them to be content with something more like a specimen than a carcass. Like that four-armed gorilla. I heard it's been quite useful in the electrical field."

Kuroda's mood shifted. "Yes, the company that purchased that gorilla saw a dramatic increase in their electrical product sales, and in an attempt to ride that wave, various other companies have proposed partnerships and joint ventures, bringing in considerable profits. Speaking of electricity, that Thunder Stone... the research results from a major power company I'm on friendly terms with have come in."

To this, I said, "Already?! It's only been about half a day since then, right? Isn't that too fast?!"

Kuroda smiled. "The engineers who saw the stone's properties and the actual thing started their research with great enthusiasm. I heard that their work progressed more efficiently than ever before, and everyone was working as one."

If they have that much spirit, they should show it in their regular work.

Calming down a bit, I asked, "So? What were the results?"

Kuroda composed himself. "To put it bluntly, it's a masterpiece capable of supplying unlimited power to an entire country without issue. The initial output was about enough for ten thousand households. The usual estimated value for one house is about one hundred to five hundred thousand, so the stone's power was on par with a single power plant. However, further research revealed that not just light, but adding heat increases the power several to several tens of times over. The value is... one million to ten million volts!! Furthermore, it's predicted that increasing the heat will increase the output, and it's inexhaustible!! It's a power that's impossible for conventional power plants to achieve!!"

"Therefore, the power company has decided to build a new power plant and substation on par with the latest models. And they plan to place them all over the country. Thus, they are planning a joint construction with the power companies of each prefecture. Of course, they laughed at the idea of the Thunder Stone, but after seeing a video, the president of a nearby company came for a tour and confirmed it was real. Now, presidents and executives from all over the country are starting to gather. The plan will probably be set in motion in a few months."

To this, I said, "That's really fast. They should put some of that spirit into helping the world."

Kuroda smiled. "Humans don't use their power for anything other than what interests them. That tendency is particularly strong in the world today."

He laughed.

Should I call that cynical, or just the way of the world?

Kuroda continued, "Oh, and one more thing. It's an annoying story for you, Kaikawa-san, but... the two matters I just mentioned have become known to the heads of major corporations around the world. They'll be gathering in Japan soon."

To this, I said, "...What?! The whole world?! Why?! Isn't information control in the underworld supposed to be perfect?!"

Kuroda had a serious look on his face. "It's certainly strict compared to the surface world, but that just means there are eyes everywhere. It started when the products developed by the companies that bought the items you put up for auction attracted public attention. Spies from various countries had come to Japan to discover the secret."

"They seem to have traced it back to items from the black-market auction and were marking our clients. That's how the Reverse Slime and Thunder Stone leaked. Fortunately, the seller's name isn't on record, and you haven't been to the auction recently, so there shouldn't be a problem, but... I don't know how long that will last. Well, you're not really the problem, are you, Kaikawa-san? It doesn't matter what the other countries do; it's useless."

He smirked.

It's impossible to capture me, who can go to another world and has gained power. Even if they tried to take a hostage, I'm an orphan with no family or relatives.

Their usual tricks won't work at all. And those four will be fine.

"You're right," I said. "I don't have anyone important to me in this world. Blackmail won't work on me."

Kuroda had a worried look on his face. "We are also taking the utmost precautions, but... what about those four?"

I answered with full confidence. "They'll be fine. Bardos has that build and is a battle maniac. Milfy and Matilda are young girls, but they have plenty of combat experience. They'd be no match for spies, let alone special forces. They'll probably target Rumily, but she has a way to attack even if she can't move. And of course, they have experience killing people. No matter how much training a unit has... they shouldn't have been trained to kill people so easily."

I answered with a cold look in my eyes.

Such training, in this world, is unacceptable not just morally but as a human being. Killing a single unrelated civilian would result in punishment. Even a soldier is no exception.

Kuroda said, "...Indeed. In this day and age, killing even one person is a big deal. If they were killing in large numbers... it would have to be in secret."

He had the same cold look in his eyes.

As we were talking, the car stopped.

The door opened, and I could see my house.

I thanked him and got out, and Kuroda said, "Well then, Kaikawa-san. About the auction... I'll be waiting for your contact."

The door closed, and the car drove away.

The current time was two in the morning.

I could have slept at my family's house, but I couldn't seem to settle down. It would be better to go back to the other side. I used the magic circle to head to the other world.

After arriving, perhaps because I was tired, I decided to rest at my house.

The next morning.

I should have slept soundly, but my body felt sluggish.

It was seven o'clock.

For breakfast, I had only a can of mackerel that had been left out and water. After quickly finishing, I immediately used the teleportation magic circle to fly to the royal capital.

After arriving, I headed straight for the castle. I had to report to Tina about the four and consult with her about hunting for items for the auction after we returned to the Empire.

In front of the gate.

Tina was standing there, arms crossed, like a statue. Her expression was stern. The shiver of a war maiden emanated from her.

The two knight guards at the gate, perhaps having succumbed to the pressure, were keeping their distance.

Breaking out in a cold sweat, I asked, "W-What's wrong? Why the long face? Did you have something you dislike for breakfast?"

I asked timidly, joking, and Tina replied, "Rest assured. Breakfast was excellent. I have no complaints."

She answered curtly.

Steeling myself, I asked, "Then? What are you so angry about?"

Tina smiled. "Angry? Yes, that's right. I am angry. After you dropped off Rumily and the others, I waited up all night thinking you'd be back, only for you to show up in the morning. What were you doing?"

Sweating even more, I said, "Um... well, after I dropped them off, it was midnight when I got back. I figured they wouldn't let me into the castle at that hour, so I just slept at my house. They wouldn't have let me in, right?"

I looked to the two knights for help.

They averted their gaze. Normally, they wouldn't let anyone in. They wanted to say so, but under the pressure of the war maiden, they couldn't say anything and offered no defense.

Tina sighed. "Honestly. You are just... From now on, I'd like you to please let me know exactly when you'll be back."

Her voice was filled with considerable anger.

I nodded rapidly.

And so, I followed Tina into the castle, feeling incredibly small.
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			After that, I gave Captain Magnes a brief explanation… naturally, fudging the details about the other world.

The captain simply said, "I see. I’m glad to hear things went well. We’ll be returning to the Empire immediately. Fulfill your escort duty to the end."

With just those words, he started walking.

As I followed, I began, "Tina, about what comes next…"

Before I could finish, Tina cut in. "I think I have a good idea. Once we get back to the Empire, we report to the Guild. Then we head straight for the Kingdom. After that, we inform the Guild that we’ll be taking a leave of absence to deal with a personal matter regarding our friends. Then… we go to Earth. Is that right?"

"Yeah, that’s the plan," I replied. "You catching on so quickly is a huge help."

Tina smirked. "They’re our comrades. Of course I would know." She answered, puffing out her chest with pride.

After leaving the royal capital, we went to the port town and boarded a ship. We arrived in the Republic, stayed one night, and then took a carriage straight to the Empire.

Along the way, we were attacked by Goblins, Wolves, and even bandits, but we fought them all off.

We arrived at the Imperial capital without any trouble.

Once we reached the castle, the captain said, "Your duty is now complete. Head to the Guild. A reward from His Majesty the Emperor awaits you. After that… we will have no further requests for you. You’re free to do as you please, as long as it isn’t a nuisance."

He then entered the castle.

…That was a roundabout way of telling us to do whatever we want. We headed for the Guild.

Inside, the number of adventurers was sparse.

The air was thick with a strange listlessness.

Amidst this odd atmosphere, I approached the counter. "Excuse me. We’re here to report the completion of a quest and collect our reward. The request was to escort Captain Magnes."

The receptionist, her face grim, stammered, "Ah… y-yes. Please sign here. A-and this is the reward from His Majesty the Emperor. H-here you go."

She was terrified.

After taking the reward, I asked, "…? Why are you so jumpy? I’m just trying to conduct business as usual."

Tina added, "That’s right. It’s not like you’ve done anything wrong. Did something happen?"

The receptionist glanced around nervously. "You know the story, don’t you? That the Guild Master here fled and was killed? On top of that, the adventurers weren’t able to contribute much to the capital’s defense in the last war. I hear some tried their best, but the bad rumors were stronger, and they spread throughout the capital."

"Ever since, adventurers in the Empire have been called ‘useless’ or ‘trash.’ Many have quit or left for other countries. The only ones left now are newcomers and those who fought hard on the border… Of course, thanks to the efforts of ‘Red Lightning,’ the Guild has just barely managed to survive. Truly… thank you so much."

She bowed deeply.

…I see. You can’t be rude to someone in her position. There’s no telling what might make the remaining adventurers leave the Empire for good.

Tina said, "We appreciate the sentiment. However, Shinsuke and I have friends in the Kingdom who were seriously injured in the war and are now hospitalized. We’ll be leaving for a while to check on them and help with their care."

The receptionist replied, "Oh? I-I see. If that’s the case, we can’t stop you. Please, be safe."

She bowed low again.

Tina and I left the Guild.

On our way to the gate, we saw two women being harassed in an alley by six thugs.

…This didn’t look like they were just trying to hit on them. This was bordering on criminal.

I called out, "What do you think you’re doing?"

One of the thugs shot back, "Huh?! Shut up! We’re busy with some fine adventurer ladies here. Get lost!" He shooed me away with his hand as if I were a dog.

I said, "You really think I’m the kind of person who’ll just walk away after hearing that?" My voice was tinged with anger.

The other thugs turned to me. "The hell!? You’re just some adventurer… We know all about you lot. You’re useless, aren’t you? Bunch of cowards!" The thug glared at me menacingly.

Then, one of them who had been staring intently at me said, "Huh…? Hey, wait. Isn’t that… Shinsuke from ‘Red Lightning’?"

At this, the other thugs reacted. "What? The hero of the border?"

"The one who fought alongside General Goltor?"

"Y-yeah, now that you mention it… I’ve seen him before."

Breaking out in a cold sweat, the thugs forced a friendly smile and quickly fled the scene.

Tina, who was behind me, asked the women, "Are you all right…? Wait, aren’t you two…"

She seemed to know them.

When I took a closer look, I realized they were members of ‘Mad Dog’—Loose and Dord.

"It was you two," I said. "But why didn’t you do anything? You could’ve easily wiped the floor with guys like that, couldn’t you?"

Loose replied with a dark expression, "The Guild gave us strict orders not to cause any trouble. Not to fight back even if provoked. They said we can’t let the adventurers’ reputation sink any lower."

…So that’s what the receptionist was talking about. In the past, they could have defended themselves if harassed in the city, but not anymore. Fighting back against thugs would only tarnish their reputation further. They did well to restrain themselves.

"I see," I said. "Well, you don’t have to worry about them anymore. I’m glad my reputation was enough to scare them off. Honestly, I don’t like standing out." The last part was a mumble.

Dord, his expression impassive, said, "Thank you."

After offering their thanks, the two of them departed.

As we watched them go, Tina said, "The situation for adventurers in the Empire is dire. But… there’s nothing we can do."

I nodded.

She was right. I wasn’t a strategist or a politician. The only thing I was good for was fighting.

But that was fine. I just had to do what I could within my own limits. With that, we left the capital behind.

Along the road, we encountered Flame Wolves and Rock Wolves. They used to be tough enemies, but now we could hunt them without any trouble.

Using a transfer circle, we arrived at my house in the Kingdom… and then headed to Earth.

Seeing the house, Tina remarked, "My… the exterior looks the same, but it has the brilliance of a brand-new building." She looked astonished.

Once inside, she peered into each room with curiosity. After I explained what the massage chair was, she sat down and began to relax, her face melting into an expression of pure bliss, revealing a rather alluring sight. I stepped away and made a phone call.

A short while later, the doorbell rang.

I opened the door to find Kuroda and two men in black suits.

"This is a surprise," I said. "I didn’t expect you to come in person, Kuroda-san."

Kuroda smiled. "Heh heh. When it comes to you, Kaikawa-san, I can’t work in peace unless I handle things myself. Now then, what about the items in question?"

I led him to the yard.

Lying there were the two monsters I had hunted just before coming.

Seeing them in person, Kuroda exclaimed, "My, my. This is magnificent. This texture… it’s the same as last time. And I’ve never seen this one before. The hardness and beauty of its fur… truly exquisite. This will be a worthy centerpiece for the next auction. I shall notify everyone that we will hold it tonight."

"What?" I said, surprised. "Can you really arrange it that quickly? It’s already past noon. Don’t the participants have their own schedules?"

Kuroda replied, "Not a problem at all. In fact, our clients are eagerly waiting. I’ve even been receiving calls demanding to know when the next items will arrive. I truly thank you."

He bowed his head in gratitude.

"Not at all," I said. "This is how I make a living. Thank you." I bowed in return.

This exchange felt strangely like a corporate business dinner.

Kuroda said, "Well then, let’s have these transported immediately." He snapped his fingers.

Suddenly, several more men in black suits appeared from behind and carried the carcasses to a light truck. I’d never seen him do that before… the finger snap.

"Now then," Kuroda said, "shall we be on our way?"

The door of a Rolls-Royce opened.

"I’m sorry," I said. "I have some luggage, so if possible, I’d prefer a more spacious vehicle." I glanced at a box on the veranda.

"I see. Understood," Kuroda said. "You there, have the men in the van head toward the truck." He issued an order to one of his subordinates.

I called for Tina. She was wearing her casual clothes for this world—jeans and a white long-sleeved shirt. The season was shifting from fall to winter, so it was perfectly suitable.

I had a similar box prepared. We each carried one and got into the van.

From there, we headed straight for the hospital.

Along the way, the light truck turned off in a different direction. It was probably heading to the auction site. As I was thinking that, I looked at the car behind us. It was a common, light-engine sedan.

But for some reason, it bothered me. I felt like I was being watched.

"Excuse me," I said to one of the men in black. "Please contact Kuroda-san."

A short while later, we reached a three-way intersection. The Rolls-Royce and our van split off to the left and right. The sedan followed the Rolls-Royce.

The man in black explained, "That road ahead is closed for maintenance. There’s no other way through. Of course, everyone around here knows that. Even for people from out of town, the information is registered in their GPS."

That confirmed it for me.

That sedan was suspicious. We pulled over to the side of the road. The man’s phone rang, and he spoke for a moment.

He then said, "Your hunch was correct. They’re hostiles."

The black van sped toward the scene.

When we arrived, the sedan was parked in front of the Rolls-Royce, flanked by four armed foreigners.

One of the men in black said, "Please leave this to us."

As he reached for his gun, I stopped him. "No. I’m the cause of this mess. Besides… there’s something I’ve been wanting to try."

I drew the knife from my hip and stepped out of the van.

Tina did the same, taking her position to my right.

Facing our opponents, I sighed. "Honestly. Now I have to fight here, too?"

Resigned to my unchanging circumstances, I raised my knife.
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			I faced the armed men, knife in hand.

Seeing my weapon, one of the foreigners scoffed. And why wouldn’t he? Facing a gun with a knife is beyond reckless. But that was fine. The more overconfident an opponent is, the easier they are to take down.

I channeled lightning magic into my legs, augmenting my muscles. In an instant, I appeared before the foreigner on the left. His face was a mask of confusion, unable to comprehend what had just happened. I slashed at his right hand, the one holding the gun.

I could have just made him drop it, but that would be a hassle later. The pain forced him to release the weapon, and I followed up by slashing both of his thighs. That was all it took to immobilize him. The whole exchange took barely a second. He writhed on the ground, clutching his legs in agony.

The other three, stunned, were still processing what had happened. But his scream seemed to snap them out of it, and they quickly aimed their guns at me. But Tina moved just as swiftly, slashing at the foreigner on the right. The man collapsed, a gash across his back.

That left two. The one in front of me raised his gun.

"Lightning Strike," I said.

A bolt of lightning shot from my index finger.

It flew in a straight line and struck the man directly. When it was over, parts of his body were scorched black. He wasn’t electrocuted to death, but he wasn’t moving either.

The foreigner facing Tina fired his gun. But Tina simply shifted slightly to the right, dodging the bullet. She had activated her ‘Spatial Awareness’ skill. The man fired two or three more shots.

But she evaded every one, closed the distance in a flash, and slashed both his legs. Subjugation complete. Frankly, they were weak. The only thing I’d been wary of was their guns; everything else was no threat at all.

Kuroda, who had been watching, approached us, clapping. "Wonderful… To think I would witness magic and someone dodging bullets with my own two eyes. It pays to live a long life, doesn’t it?"

"It’s not a show," I said. "Besides, even if there aren’t many people around, I figured we should end this quickly." I scanned our surroundings.

Even though the road was under construction, there were no workers. I didn’t know if it was a break or a holiday, but I was relieved we wouldn’t be getting anyone else involved. The area was surrounded by buildings, creating plenty of shade despite the clear sky. Furthermore, they seemed to be abandoned. It was the perfect location, all things considered. A little too perfect, which felt odd.

"Indeed," Kuroda said. "In that case, please leave the disposal of these men to us."

His men in black suits swarmed in and apprehended the foreigners.

The moaning men were taken away without any resistance, dragged into one of the abandoned buildings.

"Were you expecting this?" I asked.

Kuroda replied, "In my line of work, these things happen often. And manipulating the flow of information around here is a simple matter." He said it with a hint of pride.

As expected of him. We got back in the car and headed for the hospital.

Upon arrival, we made our way to the isolation ward.

I seemed to be on a VIP list of some kind, as we were allowed through without question. We went to the back and knocked. The person who answered was Bardos.

When he saw me, he boomed, "Yo! Shinsuke, Tina! Glad you could make it! Come on in!" He threw the door wide open.

Inside, Rumily, Milfy, and Matilda were playing a card game. It looked like UNO.

"Huh? You have this card game over there, too?" I asked.

Bardos laughed. "Nah, we don’t. We were just so bored, I asked a nurse to bring us something to play with. She explained the rules, of course. It’s simple and fun. You guys have all sorts of great games here."

I noticed other card and board games on the table as well.

Tina asked, "Rumily… how’s your leg?" Her voice was filled with concern.

Right, Rumily had been asleep at the castle, so she and Tina hadn’t had a chance to talk.

Rumily replied, "You don’t need to worry. It doesn’t hurt that much, and I’m not having any trouble for now. My only concern is that life here is so convenient, I might get too used to it." She gave a wry smile.

Overhearing this, I understood. The standard of living in this world was much higher than in theirs. There was no danger from monsters. No brazen murders in broad daylight. You could call it peaceful… at least on the surface.

"Don’t worry," I said. "I spoke with the person in charge after we dealt with that…"

A short time ago.

After getting out of the car in the hospital’s underground parking lot, Kuroda informed me that the clone was complete and told me how long the attachment surgery would take.

"It should be finished in a month, at the earliest."

I was stunned. "A month?! You said it would take a year. Did your research advance that quickly?"

In response to my surprise, Kuroda explained, "It was decided that the research on the Reverse Slime wouldn’t be conducted solely by this hospital, but as a joint project with various other hospitals and research institutions. When I explained the situation, they all offered their full cooperation."

I was still skeptical. "They believed you about another world? I didn’t think they’d be that open-minded."

Kuroda chuckled. "Heh heh. Anyone would believe it after seeing that slime. I don’t know what their true feelings are, but they all said, ‘It’s an honor to help a hero.’"

If their sentiment was genuine, it was a welcome thing to hear. But in a world so full of deception, it was hard to accept at face value.

I pushed those thoughts aside. "I’ll take their words as they are. Thank you for everything." I gave him a slight bow and headed to the hospital room.

When I recounted this story, Milfy exclaimed, "What?! That soon?! I was prepared for it to take several years."

The other four were just as surprised.

"I was surprised, too," I said. "It just goes to show how much the medical technology here has advanced without me realizing it. Anyway, I’m going to take a walk around the hospital. I want to see the layout for myself."

As I was leaving the room, Bardos said, "Hold up. I’m coming with you. Gotta get my body used to moving again."

As he followed, I said, "Are you sure? You stand out a lot here with your size."

Bardos grinned, unconcerned. "It’s fine. I walked around a bit yesterday. People were surprised, but there was no trouble."

That in itself was a problem, but what’s done is done. No use dwelling on it. I decided to move on, and Bardos and I left the room together.

After we left the isolation ward, a nearby nurse approached us. "Oh, Bardos-san? Is something wrong? Is there anything you need?" she asked, looking worried.

Bardos replied with a gruff smile, "Nah, it’s nothing like that. Just taking a walk. Don’t mind me."

The nurse said, "I-I see. Well then, I’ll be on my way. If you need anything, please let me know right away." She hurried off, her face slightly flushed.

I asked, "Bardos, did you do something to that nurse?"

Bardos looked puzzled. "Hm? Nah, I just talked to her a bit when she came to the room and when I was walking around yesterday. Nothing special."

"I see. Well, that’s fine then," I said. "The last thing I need is more unnecessary trouble." I mumbled as I started walking.

From the nurse’s expression, I assumed she was scared. It was understandable; talking to a man that huge would naturally make anyone shrink back in fear.

As an aside, this particular nurse was a huge martial arts fan. Specifically, a fan of heavyweight pro wrestlers. When she met Bardos, she wanted to talk to him about all sorts of things, but she was too shy to speak up.

In other words, Shinsuke’s assumption was completely off the mark.

Of course, who knows when he would ever learn the truth.

When we reached the main hospital floor, patients of all ages were waiting.

"This is surprising," I remarked. "I thought it would be mostly elderly people and injured folks, but there are healthy-looking people here, too. Are they visiting someone?"

As I wondered this, one of the men in black approached. "It’s a health check-up," he answered. "A routine screening for a certain company."

I turned around. "You’re one of Kuroda-san’s men. What are you doing here…? Oh, right. Surveillance."

The man in black replied, "That’s part of it. But there’s more…" He glanced outside.

I casually looked outside as well. I saw an old man in a wheelchair with a nurse, a young man with an injured leg on crutches carrying a backpack, and a woman with a bandaged arm sitting on a bench with a book next to her.

As I watched them, I thought, *I see. Something’s off.*

One person in particular caught my eye.

Bardos said, "Huh? I don’t see anyone strange."

"Not at first glance," I replied. "But when you consider the nature of their injuries, one of them is clearly out of place. Well, if they’re going to make a move, it’ll probably be tonight." I looked at the man in black.

He said, "That’s what we believe. The matter in question is proceeding smoothly. For those who want in, it’s a race against time."

Hearing this, Bardos asked, "Should we make a move?" A faint battle aura emanated from him.

"Don’t," I said calmly. "This place is different from back home. The slightest fight and the police—the soldiers—will come running. They should know that, too, so they’ll make their move at night, when everyone’s asleep. All we have to do is wait. They’ll come to us."

Bardos suppressed his fighting spirit. "Got it. I’ll follow your lead here, Shinsuke. But if things go south, I’m moving on my own."

"Fine," I said. "Infighting is the biggest waste of time there is. Let’s go with that."

After a brief discussion with the man in black, I started walking again.



		
			Chapter 249

			Dealings with the Research Institution

			I walked through every corner of the hospital.

The layout of each floor, the nurse stations, the operating rooms, the rehabilitation center.

I needed to grasp where the enemy might infiltrate and what route they would take. Although there was only one entrance to the isolation ward, that was the final line of defense. If I didn’t pay attention to other areas, dealing with them later would be difficult.

Setting traps would be easy, but that was out of the question. An innocent nurse could get caught in one.

The only way to intercept them was head-on. To do it peacefully, it had to be silent and swift. As I was thinking, I sensed a presence approaching from behind. There was no killing intent.

I turned to see a doctor in his sixties. From his demeanor, he was probably a senior executive.

As I thought this, the doctor said, "A pleasure to meet you. My name is Matsuda, and I am the director of this hospital. You’re the one who provided the slime, correct?"

"I am, but how do you know that?" I asked. "Even if you are the director, this is the first time we’ve met."

The director gave a wry smile. "My apologies. I saw you speaking with Kuroda-san and asked him afterward. To be direct, may I have a moment of your time?"

I thought for a moment. "Bardos, what do you want to do?"

Bardos also considered it briefly. "I’ll go too. It’s probably best I know what’s going on."

He would accompany me.

When I asked the director for his permission, he said, "That’s quite all right. It seems he’s also someone in the know." He gave his approval and started walking.

Bardos and I followed.

We left the hospital and went to the adjacent research facility.

It wasn’t far, so it wasn’t a problem. The entrance to the facility was heavily secured; a door opened when an ID card was swiped.

Inside, the atmosphere screamed ‘experiments in progress’ rather than just ‘research.’

Bardos commented, "This place is… kinda creepy. Suspicious. It’s bright enough, but it gives me an itchy feeling." He scratched the back of his neck.

I looked around. "Well, this is where they develop new drugs and things. Of course, there are things they can’t talk about…"

As we were talking, the director interjected, "That’s not quite the case. After developing a new drug, we simply have a few people cooperate with us to test its efficacy."

Well, that made sense. Recruiting test subjects is common enough that you can find listings online. They couldn’t sell a drug without knowing its effects and side effects. Naturally, there was appropriate compensation. This must be that kind of place.

I could see a few young people lying in beds through the windows.

Just then, we arrived at a heavily fortified door.

Two guards on either side saluted, then simultaneously inserted and turned their keys.

Inside, several elderly doctors were sitting in chairs, observing a glass case in the center of the room. Inside was the Reverse Slime.

"So this is where you conduct your research?" I asked. "Are you just watching it?"

"For now, yes," the director replied. "When it first arrived, we conducted every experiment we could think of. Regeneration speed, whether there were any parts it couldn’t regenerate, identifying weaknesses, and so on. Now, we’re observing how it moves and what it does when confined to a small space."

One of the seated doctors approached. "A pleasure to meet you. I’d offer you my business card, but my position prevents it. For now, please call me Sato." He extended his hand for a handshake.

"A pleasure," I said, shaking his hand. "My name is Kaikawa. In my case, it’s my real name. Hiding it would be pointless in my position."

The others remained seated, watching us.

"Are the others your subordinates?" I asked.

Sato replied, "Oh no. They are the directors of other hospitals. I am of a higher rank than them, so I merely stepped forward as their representative."

A higher rank? Higher than a hospital director would mean he was the head of a government-run research institution.

Sato continued, "You have provided us with something truly magnificent. As a result of the experiments the director described, we’ve found that it can perfectly reattach severed parts, leading to a full recovery. Furthermore, it can easily cure all manner of diseases, even those that are difficult to treat, such as cancer."

"It seems that regeneration of lost parts is only possible for the main body, but we have also confirmed an effect where severed tissue, no matter how damaged, is revitalized as if rejuvenated. Oh, and don’t worry. The ones who cooperated in the experiments were prisoners who volunteered in exchange for reduced sentences. It’s a common practice in this world." He smiled as he said it.

The content of his words was nauseating, but right now, I needed their power to save her. I had to endure it.

Sato then said, "By the way, on a different topic… we would like to request that you provide us with one more Reverse Slime."

"Our deal was concluded through Kuroda-san," I replied, my tone implying both refusal and a warning not to break our agreement.

Sato pressed on. "Of course, we will provide the best possible treatment. However, considering the future, it would be much easier for you to be on friendly terms with us. You wouldn’t have to bother going through the Manager, you see. It’s not a bad offer, is it?"

He was persistent. Annoyingly so. But I had to hold back.

I said, "Let’s start with the basics. The Reverse Slime is a high-level monster. Moreover, it’s an incredibly rare one that you hardly ever see. It’s not something you can just catch easily. I was just lucky this time."

Sato asked, "A high-level monster? What exactly is that?"

The other directors also perked up at this.

"I’ll explain," I said. "Bardos, if I get anything wrong, let me know."

Bardos nodded.

I explained the monsters of the other world. The difference between common and high-level monsters, their numbers, the strength of high-level ones other than the slime, and their ferocity. I gave them a general overview.

Bardos added, "For the record, Reverse Slimes are exceptionally rare. They’re monsters you might only see once a decade, if you’re lucky. Shinsuke finding one was honestly just too fortunate. It wouldn’t be strange to say he used up all his luck."

Sato wore a sour expression as he thought. "May I ask a question? To what extent would this world’s firearms be effective?"

I considered it for a moment. "Tanks or rocket launchers would probably be fine, but weapons like rifles or shotguns would be useless. They probably wouldn’t even work on a Goblin. Those things are small and nimble, and they’re used to handling weapons. As for high-level ones… there was the Goblin Guardian, I believe? It has enough durability to be impervious to all physical attacks, and while its weakness is fire, an ordinary flame won’t be enough to take it down. Is that right?"

Bardos nodded.

Sato looked troubled. "To think they’re that strong. It’s an unbelievable story, but after seeing this slime and that four-armed gorilla, I have no choice but to accept it." He sighed.

"You know about the gorilla?" I asked. "Does that mean you were a participant?"

Sato replied, "No. Kuroda-san told me about the gorilla. I contacted the person who purchased it right after and was allowed to see it for myself."

Hearing that, I asked, "Sato-san, just how much power do you wield?"

Sato chuckled. "Heh heh. Let’s just say I have enough power to object to a decision made by the National Diet Building and make them reconsider." He had regained his good mood.

"I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that," I said. "Also, please give up on the monster issue. It’s more than you can handle." The negotiation was only possible because the Reverse Slime was a harmless creature.

As far as I knew, most monsters were aggressive.

After I conveyed this, Sato said, "I understand. Further negotiation seems pointless. In that case, could you tell us about your experiences in the other world instead? It’s always better to have more data, you see."

I turned to Bardos. "Bardos, this is going to be a long story, so you should head back to the room first."

Bardos nodded and left.

After that, I recounted the incidents and monsters I had encountered, keeping it just interesting enough.

Evening.

It seemed I had been talking for quite a while. The directors and Sato had listened intently, while people who seemed to be their assistants typed away on laptops.

As I was leaving, Sato said with a smile, "If you change your mind, please contact us anytime. You can reach us through the director here."

"I’ll consider it when the time comes," I replied, smiling back.

He was determined not to give me his direct contact information. Thorough, I thought, as I headed back to the hospital room.

When I entered, Tina and the others were talking with a nurse.

Noticing me, the nurse said, "Ah, welcome back. What would you like to do for dinner? The others have said they will be eating in the room."

"I’ll eat here, too," I said. "It’s my first time having hospital food, so in a way, I’m looking forward to it."

The nurse smiled. "Don’t worry. The meals here aren’t your typical hospital fare; they are quite refined. Of course, that’s because you are all special guests." Her words were suggestive.

"I see. A bit of a shame, but I guess it can’t be helped," I said. "Thank you for your help."

The nurse bowed once and left the room.

Tina approached me. "Shinsuke, Bardos told me. There are suspicious people about?" Her tone was serious.

The other four wore similar expressions.

I moved as I spoke. "Yeah, if they’re going to make a move, it’ll be soon. The directors said they’ll be conducting full-scale experiments shortly. Our enemies will want to strike before that."

As I spoke, I opened the box I had brought. Inside was a set of Japanese-style armor. My Japanese sword was hidden in a false bottom of the box. Tina opened her box as well. Inside was the full plate armor she always wore, and her weapon was an Orichalcum sword. Her other Orichalcum sword was back in the other world. It would be a disaster if that one were stolen. This Japanese sword was made only of Tamahagane and Adamantite; I had left my usual one behind.

Our equipment was ready. All that was left was to confirm our positions for the counterattack.

Night.

Dinner was a nutritionally balanced Japanese meal: tuna sashimi, red miso soup with clams, a personal sukiyaki hot pot, rice, and pickled radish.

It was certainly a refined meal. We ate it with relish.

And then, in the dead of night…

Suspicious shadows approached the hospital.



		
			Chapter 250

			The Underground Battle

			The hospital was silent.

The only ones awake were a few nurses at the nurse station. In the dark hallway, a space utterly devoid of people, a window slid open without a sound.

Several figures, clad head to toe in black cloth and rubber, slipped inside. They were clearly intruders. But to call them mere thieves would be an understatement; their movements were polished and efficient.

They were professionals.

As if according to a plan, they split into two groups.

One group headed for the isolation ward. The other, for the power distribution room in the basement.

Their plan was simple: first, disable the hospital’s facilities, and while that was happening, the other team would accomplish their goal in the isolation ward. It was a basic plan, but a fundamental one. To be more precise, the power distribution team was expected to finish first and then rendezvous with the others, but the quicker the job was done, the better.

Of course, disabling the power could lead to the deaths of patients connected to machines, or at the very least, leave them in critical condition.

But to these people, such things didn’t matter. All that mattered was completing the mission.

The stairs leading to the basement.

The five men reached the area with the power distribution room and proceeded without caution. Security guards only patrolled the front and back entrances of the hospital. They wouldn’t come here. Just as they were about to reach the door, it opened. The suddenness of it made them stop in their tracks and raise their guns. Two figures emerged.

It was Shinsuke and Tina, in full armor.

Rewind a little.

If the attackers were going to strike, this was the only place. We were discussing how to position ourselves.

At that time, Matilda had said, "Wait a minute. I don’t know how much they know, but I think they’re at least aware of your and Tina-san’s strength. After all, you fought them just before coming here."

Tina had replied, "But only our allies were there. I doubt any information could have leaked."

Matilda thought for a moment. "Perhaps, but this world’s information network is exceptionally advanced. Even if they weren’t there, there are surely ways for them to find out. If that’s the case… they won’t try to fight us head-on. They will definitely launch a surprise attack to catch us off guard. It won’t be a simple plan like sneaking in at night and heading straight for us. Shinsuke-san, in this world, if you were to attack a building, where would you start?"

I considered the question. "First, I’d try to create a distraction. For example, set off an explosion somewhere or start a fire to draw attention. Or cause a commotion to throw the facility into chaos. Basically, I’d do whatever I could to eliminate any obstacles to my objective."

Matilda said, "A fire, you say? That’s plausible. In that case, we don’t need to worry about the outside. No matter what happens, we won’t leave this place."

Milfy added coolly, "I have my doubts about that, but I agree. Right now, Rumily is what’s important."

Protecting someone important is a natural human choice. A fire used as a diversion probably wouldn’t cause any deaths, but there would be injuries.

Tina thought for a moment. "That’s a possibility, but something doesn’t sit right with me. If they know our situation, they should also realize that something like a fire won’t be enough to make us move. Which means they’ll do something that would truly throw us into chaos—something we can’t ignore. A commotion inside the facility… what else can you think of?"

"Hmm," I said. "In the movies I’ve watched, they usually go for the electrical systems first. If you control that, most things go your way. That would mean… the power distribution room. The critical room that powers all the equipment in the hospital."

Tina concluded, "Then we should stake it out. And the two of us should go together."

Surprised, I said, "Two of us? I think one would be enough."

With a serious expression, Tina replied with a smile, "Just in case. And call it a woman’s intuition."

"In that case," I said, "I’ll bet on it."

And now, the present.

"They say a woman’s intuition is a terrifying thing," I remarked. "Turns out it’s true."

Tina glanced at me from the side. "Hee hee. You could stand to rely on me a bit more, you know?" She was beaming.

You’d never think she was facing down men with pistols aimed at her. They were Tokarevs with suppressors, and their aim was precise, their stances unwavering. These guys were on a different level from the ones we fought during the day.

Tina and I both readied our weapons.

The two sides stared each other down. The enemy made the first move.

They rolled something toward us. A grenade?! I thought, but they didn’t run.

Which meant it was…

"Close your eyes and duck!" I yelled to Tina.

I ducked immediately, but Tina’s reaction was a little slow. The next moment, an intense flash of light erupted.

It was so bright I could see it even with my eyes closed. I couldn’t even think about opening them.

Tina cried out, "Ugh, aghhhhh! My, my eyes!"

"Stay calm! It’s temporary!" I shouted to reassure her.

Tina seemed to regain her composure. "...! N-ngh… Yes!" She had pulled herself together.

As expected of an experienced adventurer, she recovered her wits quickly. As the light faded and my vision was still blurry, the men charged forward. They were prepared, all right. I stood in front of the still-immobile Tina and raised my sword.

The men stopped. Normally, they would think a sword is no match for a gun, but they were wary.

Then, they split to the left and right and fired in unison—a simultaneous attack from multiple directions. A logical move.

I crossed my arms to protect my face and blocked the bullets with my armor. They didn’t penetrate, instead ricocheting off and hitting the walls and floor. The men, unsurprised, kept firing.

But they couldn’t get through my armor.

It was made with Adamantite. Its strength surpasses any iron ore on Earth. It’s a substance impossible to refine here. It might be an exaggeration, but it probably wouldn’t even be scratched by a direct missile hit. After a moment, the firing stopped. They must have run out of ammo and were reloading.

I wouldn’t miss that opening. I closed the distance in an instant.

My eyes had recovered while I was defending. I quickly cut down the three men on the left. They were lined up so neatly it was easy. With the back of my blade, of course. A death here would cause all sorts of problems.

That left two. But they weren’t looking at me; they were heading for Tina.

She was still crouching. Were they planning to take her hostage?! I tried to move, but I wouldn’t make it in time.

Just as one of them, knife in hand, was about to grab Tina… his right hand went flying through the air.

Normally, he would have screamed, but the attacker just clutched his arm and retreated slightly.

Tina still had her eyes closed.

Tina’s POV

My vision hadn’t recovered yet. I could tell I wasn’t permanently blinded, but I still couldn’t get used to it.

Just then, I sensed a presence approaching. It was too quiet to pinpoint its location.

So, I activated my ‘Spatial Awareness’ skill.

An enemy entered my range, a weapon in their right hand. I calmly swung my sword and sliced through it. The wounded opponent retreated without a sound.

Just as Shinsuke predicted, these were clearly skilled professionals.

Their movements were flawless, they responded quickly to unexpected situations, and they could endure pain. In terms of mental fortitude and skill, they were on par with B-rank adventurers back home. But the fact that they had no magic or mana was a golden opportunity for us.

One left. Perhaps it was a mistake to ready my sword for another strike, as he didn’t approach, instead keeping his distance and aiming a pistol.

The attacker shouted, "Don’t move! If you want this beautiful woman to live, then stay put!" He was threatening Shinsuke.

At this distance, he was safe from my blade and close enough to land a shot. Shinsuke was silent and didn’t seem to be moving.

Was he trying to figure out what to do? But I had no intention of holding him back.

"Wind," I whispered.

I released a gust of wind toward my opponent.

It wasn’t meant to slash or blow him away, just a simple tailwind. A normal person could withstand it. But the attacker was momentarily thrown off by the sudden gust. He would regain his balance quickly, but I wouldn’t let that opening go to waste.

I leaped forward and slashed his right hand. Now unarmed, the attacker tried to flee, but I wouldn’t let him get away with the same move twice.

From point-blank range, I unleashed, "*Wind Shot*!"

I fired a fist-sized bullet of wind.

The attacker was hit directly, sent flying into a wall, and knocked unconscious.

Shinsuke’s POV

Watching Tina’s actions from a distance, I thought, *That’s Tina for you. She turned a disadvantageous situation right around.*

I was impressed. The other attackers were, of course, unconscious on the ground. I had taken down the one Tina had wounded.

Tina said, "I’m glad to see you’re unharmed as well. They were quite skilled, weren’t they? If they had known magic, we would have had a tough fight. It seems there are strong people in this world, too." She looked at the downed attackers.

I agreed with her on that. In this world, too, you had to be strong to survive. If you were weak, you couldn’t make a decent living or even stay alive.

Of course, mental strength was more important, but building physical strength was also crucial.

"Well then, I’m heading back to Bardos and the others," I said. "I’ll leave this to you."

Tina opened the door to the power distribution room and emerged with a large amount of rope. "Understood. Good luck." She began tying up the attackers.

I hurried toward the isolation ward.

Meanwhile, Bardos and the others…

Bardos and Matilda were facing off against six attackers.



		
			Chapter 251

			The Battle in the Isolation Ward

			A standoff at the entrance of the isolation ward.

The attackers were wary of the armed Bardos. It wasn’t just his physique; he exuded an aura that could be called a battle spirit.

One of them whispered, "Is that the guy from the other world? Can we even win?"

Another replied, "It’s fine. The plan is to rendezvous after sabotaging the power distribution room. This area is dimly lit with only faint light and no windows. When the lights go out, it’ll be pitch black. With our night-vision goggles, we won’t fall behind."

They were reaffirming the plan. They were supposed to have reached the hospital room and prepared by now, but the man was waiting for them. What’s more, he had somehow sensed their presence.

"Why don’t you stop hiding and come out? You’re not fooling anyone."

They emerged, surprised. The attackers were trained professionals, masters at concealing their presence. Yet he had seen through them so easily. They couldn’t fathom his true strength. Bardos stood like a guardian king, machete in hand. The attackers fired their guns at him.

They aimed for his legs. No matter how strong he was, if they could immobilize him, it would be fine. Bardos didn’t even move as the bullet struck him.

But the bullet didn’t penetrate his leg; it didn’t even leave a scratch.

Bardos mused, "Hoh… so this is that ‘gun’ thing Shinsuke was talking about. It’s definitely too fast to dodge, but… well, it’s not that powerful. It stung a little, though." He rubbed the spot on his leg as he spoke.

They were utterly astonished. It was common knowledge that a bullet wouldn’t get through a bulletproof vest, but they had aimed for his thigh, an area unprotected by armor or chainmail, visible below his shorts.

It was absurd that it didn’t even break the skin. Was this the body of an otherworlder?!

They couldn’t have known, but when Bardos entered a combat stance, his body became infused with mana, increasing his defense beyond its normal level. Even so, it should have at least drawn blood if not penetrated, but Bardos’s trained body could withstand being hit by a rock without flinching.

Stunned, one of the attackers ordered, "Even one of us is enough! Get to the hospital room immediately and carry out the plan!"

They all nodded and began to move.

Even if shooting him at close range didn’t work, it was better than nothing. The attackers split to the left and right, trying to confuse Bardos. Even he couldn’t react instantly to their swift, precise movements.

As he focused on one side, the other tried to slip past him. But they had forgotten.

There was someone else.

"Water Shot!"

A bullet of water flew through the air.

It struck one of the attackers, sending him flying several meters. She fired two more shots, and the other two were sent flying in the same manner.

An attacker who had been watching exclaimed, "So that’s magic… I didn’t believe it when I heard, but to think it’s this powerful." His voice held a mix of awe and delight.

There were weapons that used water, but this was a staff—no, water was appearing from thin air and being fired. There wasn’t a person on Earth who wouldn’t be moved by this.

The attacker was excited. "I want it. That power. No matter what it takes."

But his rational side quickly took over. Acting on emotion was a mark of an amateur.

Bardos took advantage of the attacker’s distraction and closed the distance in an instant. "You’re wide open." He brought his machete down with all his might.

With the back of the blade, of course. The attacker was struck squarely on the head and knocked unconscious. The remaining two immediately distanced themselves.

The guns were ineffective, and all they had left were flashbangs and smoke bombs. But wearing night-vision goggles meant a flashbang would be devastating. Smoke bombs were for escaping, and since they hadn’t completed their mission, they couldn’t use them now.

As they were thinking, the three who had been sent flying got back to their feet and regrouped.

One of them said, "We have to do it. Let’s use the flashbangs. We’ll act as decoys. While we do, you take off your goggles and get the job done. Don’t worry about us."

The other two agreed.

Two of them drew the attention of Bardos and Matilda with their guns, while the other two prepared in the back. Of course, Bardos and Matilda sensed they were up to something.

They positioned themselves to be ready to move at any moment. However, what happened next exceeded their expectations.

They heard something roll across the floor. It looked like a ball. As the two looked down, the ball emitted an intense flash of light. Having stared at it too long, Bardos and Matilda were blinded and unable to move. The two attackers facing them were writhing in even greater agony.

Using a flashbang with night-vision goggles on would bombard the eyes with more than double the normal amount of light, even if they were closed.

The two remaining attackers ignored Bardos and Matilda and slipped into the isolation ward.

They had been beaten down, but completing the mission was more important than any personal grudge. As they headed toward their target location, a single girl stood in their way.

As if their halt was a signal, Milfy raised her staff. "Wind Wall Shot!"

An invisible wall pushed the two men back.

She had created a wall of wind and charged forward like a wild boar. The wall covered the entire width of the corridor, leaving no room to escape. Not that they could have dodged something they couldn’t see anyway.

The two who were blown away tried to get up, but from behind them…

"Wind Hammer!!"

An invisible force struck them on the head from above.

She had condensed the wind to create a pocket of air pressure. The impact was as heavy as a massive boulder. Taking a direct hit like that would make it impossible to remain conscious.

The two men lay motionless on the floor.

Matilda called out, "Bardos-san, what about your side?"

Bardos turned back. "It’s taken care of. Now we just need to gather them up and tie them."

The two who had acted as decoys were also unconscious.

Their eyes would take longer to recover than Bardos’s and Matilda’s, so the outcome was inevitable.

Matilda cried out, "Milfy?! Are you okay?!"

Milfy replied with a smile, "You’re overreacting. I’m fine."

Matilda, relieved, went to help Bardos. Milfy returned to the hospital room to reassure Rumily.

By the time I arrived, it was already over.

The attackers were tightly bound in a corner of the hallway, unconscious.

"Where’s Matilda?" I asked, concerned.

Bardos replied, "She’s fine. She went to Rumily’s room. I saw her a moment ago, and she looked okay."

Relieved to hear his report, I changed the subject. "So? How were they?"

"They were pretty skilled," Bardos said. "Their movements and coordination showed they’ve had a lot of training. It’s a shame. If they had magic or skills, it would have been more fun." He looked disappointed.

"Well, I’m not going to comment on your personality at this point, but our top priority this time is to protect everyone. Don’t forget that," I reminded him.

"I know, I know," Bardos said. "This has nothing to do with my fun. So? What do we do with them?"

I looked at the men he was pointing at. "Good question. Normally, we should report this to the police or the soldiers. But we don’t know who’s backing them, so the same thing could happen again. What should we do?"

As I was pondering, I sensed a presence approaching.

Bardos must have sensed it too, as he gripped his machete. I placed my hand on my sword.

Just then, a voice said, "Please, don’t be so alarmed. We’re on your side." It was the men in black suits.

Still, I couldn’t relax. Right now, anyone who wasn’t an ally was a potential threat. But as long as they didn’t approach the isolation ward, it was fine.

"There are more of them in the power distribution room," I said. "Tina is watching them now."

Upon hearing this, one of the men took out his phone and made a call.

He seemed to be contacting a colleague.

His action prompted a question from me. "Aren’t cell phones prohibited in hospitals?"

I was pretty sure that due to the sensitive equipment, devices that emitted radio waves were generally banned.

The man in black explained, "The one I have is a special model that can be used even in a hospital. It’s been lent to me for the duration of this incident."

Through Kuroda-san, I presumed. To think he could arrange even something like this, how much does the director here favor him?

As I was thinking, the man in black added, "And I have a message from the Manager. He says, ‘Please leave this matter to me.’"

In other words, stay out of it.

Honestly, I wanted to beat the person who hired them to a pulp. They had tried to harm my friends.

Bardos came closer. "Also, Shinsuke… they had this. What kind of tool is it?" He held out an iron cylinder.

I took it and looked at it up close. It contained a liquid, and there was something like a needle at the bottom. Could it be…

The man in black looked at it as well. "We will take this into our custody. Is that acceptable?" His face made it clear that refusal was not an option.

"I will never forgive the person who tried to inject this," I said, my voice filled with rage as I handed it over.

The man in black replied without emotion, "Understood. I believe the Manager feels the same way. They have done something that could sever his relationship with you."

Well, that made sense. In this world, connections were more important than emotions. Acting on emotion alone would lead to ruin. It was through good connections that one could succeed and profit.

Is this what they call ‘you scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours’? Oh well.

"By the way," I said, "was Kuroda-san at the auction?"

The man in black seemed to relax a little. "Yes. The two wolves you provided… they were sold for a considerable price. The Manager wishes to give you the proceeds from the auction as compensation for the trouble this incident has caused."

Hearing that, I said, "Please do so at your convenience." I bowed slightly.

The man in black went to follow the others who had already left.

Bardos clapped me on the shoulder. "You’ve got a lot on your plate, huh?"

"I really do," I sighed. "Here… and over there."

This whole mess started because I tried to borrow the power of the underworld to help my friends. We’d be safe for a while, but thinking about the future gave me a headache.

…Come to think of it, there was something I wanted to do before all this happened.

I guess I’ll go tomorrow.
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			The next morning.

I awoke from a light sleep.

After everything, Tina had joined us. It seemed the men in black suits had taken the attackers away. After a brief exchange, we returned to the hospital room.

Inside, Milfy and Matilda were standing guard by the bed. Rumily looked relieved.

Even if she knew they wouldn’t be defeated, it must have been nerve-wracking to know people were fighting for her sake in a place she couldn’t see.

We all got a little sleep in the hospital room.

The others, now awake, looked refreshed. I guess they were more used to this kind of experience than I was.

Just then, there was a knock on the door.

"Excuse me. I’ve brought your breakfast."

A nurse came in pushing a food cart.

The meal consisted of croissants, bacon, a fried egg, coffee, yogurt, and strawberries. It looked very much like a patient’s meal. There was enough for everyone, of course.

After efficiently setting everything up, she said, "Please call me when you’re finished." She bowed and left.

Bardos asked, "So, I guess she doesn’t know about what happened last night?"

"Who knows?" I replied. "Hospitals are generally secretive. It’s common for patients’ conditions to worsen if they get anxious." I was stating a common fact of Earth. A disease that could be cured quickly can worsen depending on one’s state of mind. To prevent that, they eliminate all sources of anxiety. Not physically, but through information manipulation. It was too strange that no one had noticed a fight like that, even if it was quiet.

Most likely, the men in black—no, Kuroda—had pulled some strings. He was a cunning one, that’s for sure.

Such thorough preparation would be impossible without a wealth of experience and adaptability. I really didn’t want to get too involved with him.

Matilda asked, "By the way, Shinsuke-san, what should we do now?" She looked worried.

It was a natural question. After what happened, we needed a plan.

"For now, it’s best not to leave this room," I said. "If you absolutely have to go out, make sure at least one person stays behind. I don’t think there will be another attack anytime soon. They’ll probably lay low for a while after a failure like that, but we can’t let our guard down."

The five of them nodded. After we finished breakfast, the nurse came to clear the dishes and left.

A short while later, I announced, "I’m heading out. I’m counting on you all."

Tina asked, "Where are you going?"

"There’s a shrine I’m indebted to," I said. "I want to do some research there. The person in charge there knows about the other world."

Bardos chimed in, "What? You told them?"

"His ancestor came back from another world," I explained. "He used the knowledge from there to become successful."

Tina stood up. "In that case, I’ll go with you. If they know the situation, we can speak freely. And it’s probably best to have a lookout outside."

It was true that even though the hospital attack failed, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t try something outside. In that case, was going to the shrine a bad move? But it was also a fact that there was something I wanted to find out.

My only option was to go as a regular visitor and make contact naturally.

"All right," I said. "Go get changed in the bathroom. That outfit stands out too much." I pointed to Tina’s armor.

Tina took some clothes from her luggage and headed to the bathroom. I was wearing normal clothes under my armor, so all I had to do was take it off.

When Tina came out of the bathroom, she was wearing a white long-sleeved shirt and jeans—a common outfit that wouldn’t attract any attention.

"Is there anything else I should bring?" she asked.

"Not really," I said. "Just carrying a knife could cause trouble. Last time, we had someone who could smooth things over, but not this time. If we get attacked, we can fight them off with magic."

After our brief exchange, Tina nodded.

Bardos said, "Well, be careful. And bring back a souvenir."

The other three looked on with similar expressions.

Tina and I left the hospital and headed for the station.

It was two stops from here. After getting off, it was a two-hour walk.

We arrived at our destination, Hikyō Shrine.

It was rather bustling with people. There weren’t many here last time. Was there some kind of event? I looked at a sign. It read ‘Brahmi script Fortune-telling.’

I sighed. "To think they’d use it for business. Shrine management must be tough."

It seemed they might have learned something from my research. It couldn’t be helped. You can’t live in this world without money.

The same was true for shrines.

Tina asked, "Use it? With those Brahmi script characters? Is the one doing it a user of power?"

I had briefly explained my previous interaction at the shrine on the way here.

"Probably," I said. "It must be the Miko here. Though her power is faint. I don’t know what happened after I left, but she must have gotten the hang of it."

As we walked, we overheard people talking.

"The fortunes here are really accurate. The other day, it told me the date and time to buy a lottery ticket, and when I actually bought one, I won! It was fourth prize, though."

"Fourth prize? That’s pretty tame. If it was going to be right, shouldn’t it have been first prize? Well, you still won, so I guess it’s the real deal."

"I got a lucky item from the love fortune-telling, and when I confessed, she said yes! I’m so happy!"

"I should get my love fortune told, too."

All sorts of people were talking.

Listening to them, I mused, "It seems she can do simple fortunes. A large-scale one would probably be impossible."

A large-scale fortune, like one concerning world affairs or matters of life and death, would require a considerable amount of power.

If she could do that, it wouldn’t be fortune-telling; it would be a certainty, something that absolutely couldn’t be changed. The conversations I’d heard were all about things that wouldn’t come true unless the person took action.

Tina seemed impressed. "I don’t know what a lottery is, but she seems to have a strong power."

"She didn’t seem that powerful when I first saw her," I said speculatively. "She must have trained, or maybe she learned how to use the power of the Brahmi script. That’s the only explanation."

Just then, an employee spoke to me. "Oh? Aren’t you an acquaintance of the Chief Priest?"

"Acquaintance is one way to put it," I said. "It’s impressive that you remember me."

"The Chief Priest is not a very sociable person," the employee replied. "He rarely lets visitors in. That’s why I remembered you."

I wondered just how few friends he had.

"Is the Chief Priest here now?" I asked.

The employee scratched his head. "He is, but… he’s busy right now. Would you like me to show you where he is?"

"Yes, please," I said.

The employee led the way.

He took us to the shrine grounds, where a line of visitors had formed. At the front of the line, sitting behind the offering box, was the Miko.

Behind her, torches were lit on either side, and in front of her were a sheet of paper with Brahmi script and a ten-yen coin.

She would listen to a visitor’s request, and the visitor would press their thumbprint on the edge of the paper. Then, she would place her hand on the ten-yen coin. The coin would start to move, sliding from one character to another.

"It’s like an application of Kokkuri-san," I remarked.

"What is Kokkuri-san?" Tina asked.

"Simply put, it’s a form of spiritism," I explained. "You summon a spirit and have it communicate through letters. Usually, you get wandering spirits or mischievous ones. But that’s different. The Miko is using her own magical power. She probably uses the fingerprint to get a glimpse of the person’s future and enhances it with the Brahmi script on the paper. But she can likely only read the near future with that. The distant future would require a lot more power, and there are too many uncertainties."

As Tina was pondering my explanation, the Chief Priest, who had been watching from behind the Miko, noticed us. He whispered something to a monk next to him and left his post.

After a short wait, he appeared. "It’s been a while. Have you decided to settle down?"

His sudden, misleading words made Tina ask, "Settle down?"

She didn’t seem to know what he meant, which was a small relief.

"I’ll explain later," I said. "Chief Priest, I came today because I have a question about the Brahmi script."

The Chief Priest’s expression turned serious. "We can’t talk here. Let’s speak in the back."

He led us away.

We sat in the same reception room as before.

The Chief Priest began, "Now then, what do you want to ask? Though I doubt I’ll be of much help." He gave a wry smile.

I paid it no mind. "It’s about the power of the Brahmi script. I have a question about its demon-warding power."
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			The Chief Priest asked, "The demon-warding power? What about it do you find strange?"

"It’s said to ward off demons, meaning it nullifies things like magic," I explained. "But my own magic is an exception and isn’t erased. That got me thinking: could it be that my own imbued attributes also won’t be nullified, allowing them to exert their power?"

The Chief Priest pondered this. "Well, that’s right. It can nullify powers related to demons. If it nullified your own power, it would be meaningless. So, attributes, you say? Since that is also your own power, it shouldn’t be nullified… I think. Have you tried it?"

"No," I said. "This question only occurred to me last night. I came here thinking I should ask you first."

The Chief Priest thought for a moment. "Hmm. Let me ask you something. Why are you so fixated on that? The power to ward off demons is strong enough on its own, especially against those who rely on brute force. Why add to it now?"

To this question, I replied, "Because I tasted defeat in that world."

I told him about the war that had taken place in the other world. How I was on the brink of death in the battle against the leader, and how I would have died if a dragon hadn’t appeared. Beside me, Tina wore an indescribable expression.

The Chief Priest said, "You’re lucky to be alive. Even in my youth, I would have died. But a dragon… a fearsome being. You were fortunate not to be its enemy. Their very existence is a calamity. It’s best not to encounter one."

He was absolutely right. In recent manga and anime, there’s a growing idea that dragons aren’t that strong. But reality is different. Dragons have been treated as messengers of the gods, or as gods themselves.

They are beings that humans cannot defeat by any means.

"But for me, meeting one was a moving experience," I said, reminiscing. "The thrill of encountering a creature thought to be imaginary never fades, no matter how old you get. The same goes for Goblins and Ogres. I was so excited."

Since they were hostile, showing that excitement would have meant death. At the time, I admired them in my heart and hunted them with a sense of gratitude for the encounter.

"So, that’s why," I continued. "I felt that my own power was still lacking. Before trying anything, I wanted to confirm with you, thinking I might get some kind of hint."

"I don’t know if you can expect much," the Chief Priest replied, "but after you left last time, I did some research on the Brahmi script myself. I found characters that amplify the user’s power. I tried them on my granddaughter, and her power increased and increased, raising the accuracy of her fortunes. Now she’s a big hit with her Brahmi script fortune-telling." He gave me a smile that showed how much money he had made.

I looked at him, exasperated. "Don’t overdo it. One of these days, some strange experts might show up and start making a fuss."

Many people don’t believe in things like knowing the future. That’s because the future holds infinite possibilities and isn’t something that can be determined. That seems to be their line of thinking. Or rather, they just don’t like having the knowledge they’ve learned overturned, so they find fault with it. Even though they’re the ones always preaching that knowledge and information are constantly being updated and new discoveries are being made.

The Chief Priest chuckled. "Heh heh. No one like that will come. This place has become famous for its fortune-telling, but it’s all for trivial matters. As long as we don’t do anything on a large enough scale to attract their attention, we’re safe." He had a mischievous look on his face.

Well, I knew that unless he became famous enough to be known throughout Japan, no one would come. Those people always say they’re busy. At least, that’s the official story.

Tina interjected, "So? What about these amplifying Brahmi script characters?" Her face clearly said, ‘get on with it.’

The Chief Priest yelped, "Ooh! R-right, right. It’s not right to keep a beautiful lady like you waiting. Just a moment." He left the room.

The two of us were left alone.

Tina remarked, "He’s a hard person to get a read on, that Chief Priest. At first glance, he seems like a sociable old man, but… I get the feeling he’s the type to use whatever he can."

"That’s just common sense in this world," I said with a sigh. "Use and be used. Everyone learns that, like it or not, when they enter society. The only reason that Chief Priest isn’t sociable is probably that there’s no one around he can use."

What kind of life has that old man lived? I wondered. Just then, he returned.

"This is the book with the Brahmi script you’re looking for. I found it tucked away in the back of the storehouse, as if it were hidden."

It was an old book.

Hidden, huh? As if to prevent it from being misused. The fact that it wasn’t thrown away but kept suggests it was for dealing with a potential crisis. Any power can be used for good or evil, depending on the user. This was probably a countermeasure for when a truly evil person appeared.

"May I examine it?" I asked.

"Be my guest," the Chief Priest said. "I’m going to check on my granddaughter, so take your time." He left the reception room, seemingly to give us some space.

I immediately began to read. The content was slightly different from the previous book. It was more for advanced users.

Tina asked, "Can I use it too?"

"It would be difficult," I said. "With Brahmi script, it’s not enough to just pour magic into it. You have to understand its meaning for it to be effective. It doesn’t lend its power to those who don’t understand. Think of it that way."

Tina had a bitter expression. She must have felt frustrated at not being able to become stronger when she thought she could.

"Don’t worry," I said, trying to console her. "You are getting stronger, Tina. You’re using the Light Stone to its full potential, and you have finer control over magic than I do. Don’t let it get you down." I felt like I had to say something.

An hour passed.

I used ‘Matter Conversion’ to turn a leaf into an iron plate and wrote down the Brahmi script I had deciphered. I should have brought a notebook or something. Hindsight is twenty-twenty. I made a mental note.

Just as I was taking a break, the Miko came in with tea, the Chief Priest behind her.

"It seems you’ve succeeded," he said. "The rest is up to your own ability. I’m afraid I can’t help you with the attributes you mentioned earlier."

"That’s fine," I said. "I only came here to ask about it anyway. I never expected to get my hands on new Brahmi script characters." I took a sip of tea.

The Chief Priest then asked, "By the way… have you reconsidered marrying my granddaughter?"

I sprayed my tea everywhere.

Tina froze. The Miko blushed slightly.

"I-I told you! I have no intention of doing that! I already have someone I’ve set my heart on!" I frantically refused.

Tina was blushing a little, but her expression was icy. I was definitely going to get an earful somewhere.

"Well, I thought I’d ask one last time," the Chief Priest said, looking a little lonely. "You probably won’t be coming here again."

He was right. My business here was finished. The only reason to come back would be for sightseeing. But I had no idea when that would be.

"I’m grateful for your cooperation," I said. "Normally, I’d want to give you something in return, but… my current position makes that a bit tricky…"

I couldn’t say any more. I was currently in the middle of a conflict with some shady people. Any further interaction could create a misunderstanding. In fact, it was possible we were being observed right here.

My ‘Detection’ skill only reacted to living things, not objects like cameras.

"I understand," the Chief Priest said. "It doesn’t seem like there’s anything we can do to help. You should come back when things have settled down. Around the time you have a baby would be good. I want to see if it’s a boy or a girl."

I choked again.

Tina froze again, a teacup halfway to her lips.

As I was coughing, the Chief Priest added, "I have no intention of giving up, you know."

I had no idea how serious he was.

After we left the shrine and had walked for a while, Tina suddenly grabbed my hand and pulled me into an alley.

She pushed me against a wall. "So? What’s this about marriage?" Her expression was demonic.

I broke out in a cold sweat and desperately explained everything.

When I finished, Tina said, "Well… I know you’re not the type to two-time someone, but I had to ask to be sure."

She released me. It seemed her anger had subsided, and it wouldn’t affect our future actions. Or so I hoped.

We returned to the hospital in silence.

Two men in black suits were standing like gatekeepers in front of the isolation ward. Were they guards?

We passed them and entered the hospital room.

"You’ve returned rather late. Did you enjoy yourselves?"

Kuroda was sitting in a chair by the window.

"Kuroda-san, what are you doing here?" I asked, glancing at Bardos. He didn’t say anything, which meant Kuroda hadn’t done anything suspicious.

Kuroda smiled his usual smile. "Something came to light regarding yesterday’s incident. I thought it would be better to speak with you in person rather than over the phone."

"In person?" I said. "That doesn’t sound good. Did you find something out?"

"Yes," Kuroda said. "The syringe they were carrying contained pathogens. And not natural ones, but artificial."

"Artificial pathogens?" I said. "So, a full-blown biological weapon. To think such things are still being made. Treaties are useless, aren’t they?" My voice was laced with sarcasm.

Treaties completely banned biological weapons. The fact that they were still being made meant there were people in this world who didn’t abide by such promises.

"That’s just how the world works," Kuroda said. "Now, the reason they were going to use it… was to abduct Rumily-san."
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			I spoke up.

"You intend to take Rumily with you? And what does that have to do with bacteria?"

Kuroda replied.

"...There is only one dose of the antidote for this particular bacteria. Naturally, this hospital doesn’t have it, and we can’t procure it. ...From the hospital’s perspective, they can’t simply keep a patient with a potentially airborne pathogen of unknown origin. No matter what I say."

After a moment of thought, I asked, "...So you’re using that as leverage to take Rumily to your own research facility and experiment on her?"

I was getting irritated.

They were going to such lengths to take her. It was obvious they planned to conduct human experiments that completely disregarded her rights. In truth, Rumily wasn’t from this world, and she possessed supernatural powers like magic and skills.

There were probably countless scientists who would jump at the chance to study her.

Kuroda continued.

"That’s not all. They likely intended to use her as a hostage to monopolize travel to the other world and its goods. They hold the only means of curing her. There could be no greater threat."

He sighed.

...For me, listening to this was infuriating beyond belief. The other four wore similar expressions. Milfy, in particular, was radiating an aura of pure rage. Kuroda, perhaps affected by it, was sweating bullets while trying to maintain his composure.

Amidst the tension, Bardos spoke up.

"...I don’t really get it. But are you saying it was okay to kill those guys from yesterday?"

To his words, which made no attempt to hide his anger, Kuroda replied.

"...Of course. I have no intention of showing mercy to people who would use such methods to take away someone so important to me. ...After we extracted the information from them... I made sure to tie up the loose ends."

He had a smirk on his face.

...It seemed those men had seen hell before being either buried or dumped in the ocean. Well, it was all the same to me. They tried to make my friend suffer.

I felt no sympathy for them. Hearing Kuroda’s story didn’t weigh on my heart in the slightest; in fact, it was a relief.

It was a perfectly natural human emotion.

Rumily looked down.

"...Um... It’s really okay. ...I don’t need my leg. ...I was already planning to live with just one anyway."

To this, Kuroda objected.

"...That will not do. I already have a contract with Kaikawa-san. Since I’ve received payment for his request, I have no intention of stopping, regardless of your wishes. ...And of course, we will not be conducting any so-called human experiments. What we are researching is the Reverse Slime. That alone is sufficient. ...Please, don’t you worry about a thing. Just stay here. I implore you."

He bowed his head.

...His words and actions were admirable. But for a man of the underworld, such exchanges were just business as usual. Only the naive would take them at face value. The others, however, seemed moved by his display and watched him in silence.

Their eyes seemed to say, ‘What a conscientious person.’

Milfy said, "Rumily, Mr. Kuroda is saying all this. Let’s stay here. ...It’ll be okay. If they come back, we’ll just beat them again. Right, Matilda?"

Matilda replied, "...Well, yeah. It’s a request from Milfy, after all. And honestly, I think looking after someone with only one leg would be a pain. So let’s just get you healed already."

Her words were blunt, but she seemed somewhat embarrassed.

Bardos chimed in.

"I agree with those two. ...If you go back now, you won’t be able to do anything. If you can be healed, you should be. Besides, this way I won’t get bored."

He was grinning.

I added my own thoughts.

"...I’d feel bad if I invited you all here only for nothing to happen. You can leave those guys to us."

Tina spoke with a motherly smile.

"...Everyone feels this way, Rumily. You don’t need to worry about a thing."

With tears welling in her eyes, Rumily sniffled.

"...*Sniffle*... Thank you." She started to cry.

...Of course she wanted her leg healed. It meant the three of them could go on living their lives together, unchanged.

Kuroda said, "...It seems we have an agreement. Now then, everyone—and I’m sorry to disappoint you, Bardos-san—regarding future attacks... I believe there won’t be any more."

I was confused.

"...? What do you mean? I can’t imagine they’d give up after just that."

Kuroda chuckled.

"*Heh heh*. I received a call just before coming here. The message was... ‘I crushed them.’ Based on the information we got from those men, we verified the target and sent in a special unit I have on call. ...Turns out, they were a certain small-to-medium-sized enterprise. Apparently, it was all a ploy to raise their stock prices. Naturally, I used every means at my disposal to ensure they can never reintegrate into society." He wore a wicked smile.

It seemed he had already finished the job.

"...To go that far," I said. "The people who helped you must really want those exotic goods from the other world."

Kuroda nodded. "...Of course. They are that valuable. The major corporations and politicians have all requested that I maintain a good relationship with you. ...And this served as an excellent deterrent."

An evil laugh echoed from him.

"A deterrent, huh," I mused. "...Honestly, that’s a weight off my mind. I couldn’t care less where or how those people suffer."

I mirrored his smile.

...It might sound like a terrible thing for a person to say, but they were the ones who tried to do something horrible to our friend. Whatever happened to them, they brought it on themselves.

Tina asked, "...So, may we consider ourselves safe for the time being... Mr. Kuroda?"

To this, Kuroda replied, "...But of course. My subordinates are already patrolling the hospital. Not in black suits, of course, but in attire that wouldn’t look out of place here. ...I’ve also received permission from the hospital director."

He was beaming.

"I understand," I said. "...We’ll leave everything in your hands, Mr. Kuroda. However, please understand that if we sense anything out of the ordinary, we will act."

As I pressed the point, Kuroda responded, "...Naturally. A relationship of trust is built upon mutual support. I have no objections."

I had to agree with that.

...Just leaving everything to him and waiting felt too risky. Rumily had no choice, but the rest of us would get restless if we didn’t do anything.

Bardos asked, "...So, does that mean it’s cool if I wander around the hospital whenever I feel like it?"

In response to his question, Kuroda said, "...Um, if possible, Bardos-san, I must ask you not to. You stand out far too much. There are already rumors circulating within the hospital about a giant, bear-like man. I’ve even heard that some patients’ conditions have worsened from the sheer shock of seeing you."

Bardos scratched his head.

...That made sense. I’d never heard of someone’s condition getting worse just from seeing another person walking by. The patients here must be incredibly timid.

Kuroda continued. "...If you’d like to get some exercise, there’s a sports gym outside the hospital that only staff members use. I’ll speak to the director for you. Please use that instead."

Bardos said, "...Yeah, that sounds good. If I refuse now, my body will just ache to move anyway. I’ll gladly take you up on your offer."

He had agreed.

"Thank you," Kuroda said. "...Well then, I shall take my leave. I have a number of things to attend to. ...Also, Kaikawa-san. As an apology for this incident, I will have a subordinate deliver the money from the items you won at the auction later, but are you not going to deposit it in a bank?"

To this I replied, "...It’s a considerable amount of money for a single person to have. I can’t afford to arouse suspicion."

Kuroda nodded. "...I see. In that case, allow me to introduce you to a bank with which I have connections. You should be able to deposit the money there without any issues."

He pitched it so naturally.

That’s Mr. Kuroda for you. Such a smooth operator.

"...Well, let’s talk about that after things have settled down," I said, postponing the conversation.

...Kuroda bowed once and left the room.

Sometime later, a nurse brought dinner. The menu consisted of Spaghetti Napolitan, corn soup, and chicken teriyaki. Furthermore, a basket was filled to the brim with a wide variety of breads. The spread was as luxurious as what you’d find in a high-class hotel.

...Bardos devoured ten pieces of bread. I had five, and Tina and the other women had about three each.

...After that, nothing of note happened, and we each spent the time as we pleased.

..The next day.

We had been staying in the same room to act as guards, but out of consideration for the men—namely, myself and Bardos—they had prepared a separate room for us. It was close to Rumily’s, with the same interior design.

The men stayed there. Tina and the others were living in Rumily’s room on temporary cots.



		
			Chapter 255

			One Month Later

			Time passed.

We were thoroughly enjoying our hospital life.

...Rumily was confined to her bed around the clock, but she occasionally took walks with crutches. It was her own request, as she wanted to avoid letting her body grow dull. Milfy and Matilda always accompanied her.

In the hospital, they were quite the center of attention. After all, all three were beautiful enough to be called so.

Among the patients, they were known as the "Three Angels." Some revered them, while others got worked up just seeing them.

...Of course, no one in the hospital was a match for them if they tried anything, and they would surely turn down any confession they received. In fact, several patients and visitors had already been shot down in flames.

Tina mostly stayed in her room, though she occasionally went for walks. Her ‘All-Round Perfection’ skill had a captivating effect on people. In fact, it wasn’t just the patients; even the male doctors were making eyes at Tina.

As a result, she ended up in an argument with one of the nurses, who was apparently dating one of them. ...Knowing that trying to explain would be futile, Tina decided to confine herself to her room, wearing glasses and a mask whenever she had to go out.

And Bardos, he was practically living in the staff-only sports gym.

When I went to check it out, it was surprisingly well-equipped, enough to put any commercial gym to shame. Bardos was curiously trying out all the different training machines.

He could bench press fifty kilograms fifty times and look completely unfazed, and after two hours on the treadmill, his breathing was only slightly ragged. ...He was lifting weights that were utterly impossible for an ordinary person.

Even I could only manage about twenty reps of thirty kilograms on the bench press. At first, I thought he’d get bored, but he was surprisingly sticking with it.

When I asked him about it, he said, "I get to use all this interesting equipment for free, you know? ...There’s no reason not to."

He looked happy.

I guess that made sense. It was all equipment that didn’t exist in his world. It was only natural he’d want to keep using it.

Amidst all this, one of the nurses would occasionally come by Bardos’s side and bring him refreshments.

When I asked if they were close, he said, "? ...Nah, I’ve just been seeing her around a lot lately. For some reason, she brings me stuff often. ...Is she bored?"

He was full of questions.

...I sensed a rather proactive approach from her. Well, maybe someone like Kuroda had asked her to look after us. In fact, the care Rumily was receiving was almost excessive.

I didn’t pay it much mind and worked out alongside him. ...The two of them, unable to comprehend the nurse’s true feelings, spent their days in blissful ignorance.

And then...

As we were spending time in the hospital room as usual, there was a knock on the door. Kuroda and the hospital director entered.

Kuroda spoke. "...Kaikawa-san. The preparations are complete."

To this, I replied, "...Does that mean Rumily’s leg is ready?"

Confirming my question, Kuroda said, "Yes. We were conducting research on the Reverse Slime in parallel. Thanks to those results, everything has proceeded according to schedule. As for the surgery itself, I’ve been told it won’t be that difficult."

Surprised by his unexpected statement, I asked, "? What do you mean? ...I’ve heard that reattaching a limb is an extremely difficult procedure."

This was a natural assumption.

Though I didn’t know the details, the surgery was expensive and a major operation. It had to be highly difficult.

The director took over for Kuroda. "Allow me to explain. Normally, reattaching a human body part involves using artificial materials. Specifically, we insert them into the body to reinforce the connection. ...However, living a normal life as before is difficult. Complications arise, and the risk of infection is high. Above all, inserting artificial materials into the body is extremely dangerous. It is most logical to use materials that have the least impact on the body, like bone."

"...However, as a result of our research on the Reverse Slime... we discovered that it not only heals wounds and diseases but can also fuse severed parts. Previous information suggested that what was lost could not be regenerated, but by applying our cloning technology, we’ve made a certain degree of regeneration possible. This can truly be called a quantum leap in medical science!! I am deeply moved!! To be involved in such an event as a participant!! At the time, the pressure was almost unbearable, but now I am incredibly grateful!!"

As he grew more excited, Kuroda cleared his throat.

The director came back to his senses.

"...Ahem! ...My apologies. In any case, to get to the point, the surgical procedure will involve stitching the leg in place and then securing it firmly. After that, we will use the Reverse Slime to treat the wound. As soon as it has completely attached, we will remove the stitches and treat it again. And with that, the surgery will be complete."

To this, Tina asked, "...May I ask a question? Why is it necessary to secure it with thread?"

The director replied, "...As a result of animal experiments, we found that if we don’t secure it, the parts end up attaching in a misaligned state. Of course, we were able to correct it afterward. That’s why it’s necessary to secure it precisely. We considered using clamps, but for some reason, the Reverse Slime didn’t react, and even when we forced it, it wouldn’t regenerate at all."

"...When we used thread, however, it regenerated. Whether these actions are instinctual or not is still unknown. The research on the Reverse Slime will likely continue for some time. ...Eventually, our goal is to create a topical cream or liquid antidote. On another note, we’ve determined that the slime’s diet consists of grass, particularly medicinal herbs, but how long is its lifespan?"

At this, the four of us exchanged glances.

Tina spoke on our behalf. "...No, we don’t know. To begin with, we’ve never given much thought to a monster’s lifespan. I’ve heard that there are monsters that live for not just decades, but centuries."

Matilda added, "I agree. The oldest monster we’ve ever fought was a Kraken. According to legend, it had existed for about a hundred years. There are even older monsters out there somewhere. ...Honestly, we don’t have the time to think about such things."

To this, the director responded, "A Kraken... that giant squid? ...Such things exist. Well, I suppose so. This is another world, after all. And what became of this Kraken?"

I spoke up. "...We hunted it. There was a subjugation request for it. After that, we cooked it up and had a delicious meal."

I recounted the memory.

Kuroda was astonished. "...You ate it? ...Why didn’t you bring it back?! ...It would have been a major attraction!"

To his surprise, I said, "We were out at sea, and I wasn’t sure how long it would keep. Besides, the port town was in trouble at the time, so between the festival after we defeated it and the audience with the king at the castle, we didn’t have any time to bring it back."

After hearing my explanation, Kuroda calmed down.

"...Well, that’s true. No matter what I say, the past is the past. If anything similar happens in the future, please do bring it back. ...Please♪"

He had a creepy smile on his face.

It might have been his business smile, but on an older man, it was nothing but unsettling.

"...Well, when the time comes," I said. "...So? When will the surgery be?"

The director answered. "...It will be tomorrow morning. The cloned leg has already arrived at the hospital, but various officials will be coming to observe the post-operative procedures. That is why."

Milfy made a face. "...Does that mean they’re coming to watch some kind of spectacle?"

She looked displeased.

...I felt the same way. We weren’t performers putting on a show, and having people come to watch was unsettling.

The director said, "Your feelings are understandable. However, this surgery is truly unprecedented. As interested parties, they wish to make great use of this for the future. Please, I ask for your understanding."

He bowed his head.

Being treated with such deference, we couldn’t very well refuse.

I said, "I understand. However, please do not approach Rumily carelessly. She dislikes dealing with people of that sort."

I looked at Rumily.

Her expression showed that she agreed with me.

Kuroda said, "...I will handle that matter myself. ...Well then, everyone. Please prepare for tomorrow."

With that, Kuroda and the director left the room.

In the room, now with just the five of us, Matilda said, "This is great. Once your leg is healed, you’ll be back to your old self."

Milfy added, "...Yes, we can run the shop together again. Just a little more patience."

Rumily was moved. "...It feels like a dream. To think a lost leg could be restored. It was unthinkable in the world I came from. The technology of this world is truly amazing."

Her feelings were natural. I said, "This place is far more advanced than your world. They put a lot of effort into the medical field, especially with pathogens and infectious diseases. ...On top of that, if this surgery is a success, it will save countless patients who have lost limbs. Making clones is pointless if you can’t reattach them."

Tina said, "...So that’s why they’re observing. Let’s pray that those who come have pure intentions."

Bardos spoke up. "...Well then, I’m going to go sleep in my room. I thought about hitting the gym one last time, but those guys might still show up. After all, tomorrow, it’ll all be over."

With that, he left the room.

...He was right. For people like them, tonight was the last chance. Kuroda had said they wouldn’t come, but letting our guard down could lead to trouble.

Precisely because it was the final night, we wanted to ensure our victory and safety.

I said, "Bardos is right. I’m going back to my room to get some sleep. When night falls, we’ll take turns guarding the front of the room. Tina, you stay inside. I need you to guard from there."

Tina replied, "Understood. I’ll get some rest as well. ...You two, please keep Rumily company and play with her to ease her mind."

Milfy and Matilda nodded.

I returned to my room and took a nap in preparation for the night.

And then, night fell.

...Nothing happened.

The next morning.

Since we had taken turns on guard duty, we weren’t particularly tired.

Tina emerged from the room. "There was no attack last night. I suppose we can rest easy now."

To this, I replied, "Yeah. Nothing happening is for the best."

It was anticlimactic, but that was for the best.

...Thirty minutes before the start of the surgery.

Doctors and nurses were in the room, conducting a final examination. The surgery would not proceed unless they confirmed the patient’s physical and mental state were normal.

...The diagnosis was no problem.

Ten minutes before.

Rumily was placed on a stretcher and taken towards the operating room.

...We accompanied her. Rumily’s face was tense. It was only natural. Even people from Earth get nervous before surgery. ...For someone from another world, the feeling was twofold.

In front of the operating room stood several elderly men in white coats.

They seemed to be the VIPs.

As Milfy and Matilda tried to follow Rumily into the operating room, a nurse stopped them.

"I’m sorry, but this area is off-limits."

Milfy was about to argue, but I stopped her.

"...Those are the rules. Don’t worry. Leave what’s happening inside to me. If I use my skill, I can get a general idea."

With my ‘Detection’ skill, I could perceive any unusual activity.

Though still a little anxious, Milfy nodded.

And then, the light above the operating room door turned on.



		
			Chapter 256

			Emotion and Training

			The surgery began.

As everyone watched on, Milfy and Matilda stood rooted to the spot in front of the operating room, their eyes fixed on the door.

Tina said, "...You two, you’ll be in the way of anyone coming out. Come over here."

They reluctantly moved.

Bardos and I leaned against the wall, watching. The old men kept glancing our way. It seemed they wanted to ask something, but they couldn’t say a word. Kuroda’s warning must have been effective.

Bardos grumbled, "This is annoying. Can I do something?"

Such a dangerous thought.

I told him, "...Don’t. They’re different from that other bunch. It’s not a good idea to start something now. At least, not yet."

I stopped him.

...The men here were VIPs whom Kuroda had judged to be harmless. Causing a scene here would only put us at a disadvantage. It wouldn't matter to people from another world, but since we were concerned about the post-operative progress, we wanted to avoid damaging the relationship as much as possible.

Bardos, though with a dissatisfied look on his face, agreed.

...These kinds of stares must be unpleasant for him too. They weren’t looking to pick a fight, nor were they just watching. It was more of a resentful gaze.

The kind of look that said, ‘A new discovery has been made by this young punk.’

It’s a common story. ...Researchers who have spent years on their work being surpassed by some nameless kid who just appeared out of nowhere. But from my perspective, it was just a nuisance.

All I did was try to save a friend.

The story just blew up on its own. ...You could say they made a big deal out of it themselves, and now they resent me for it.

Just as I was thinking this, the light on the operating room door went out.

As everyone watched intently, the door opened. A single doctor wearing a sterilized coat came out.

I asked, "Doctor, what are the results?"

In response, the doctor silently cleared a path.

...Then, Rumily, asleep on a stretcher, came into view. Milfy and Matilda approached her. They looked relieved. It seemed she was okay. ...And under the blanket, there were two distinct mounds where her legs were.

"...It was a success, then," I said.

The doctor replied, "Yeah. Reattaching the leg was difficult, but the Reverse Slime did the rest of the work. I really felt like that thing can do anything."

He looked drained.

His expression was a mix of joy and discontent. ...Well, that made sense. You study hard and become a doctor, but some problems remain unsolved forever.

And then a monster comes along and solves it in a flash. It’s only natural to feel discontent.

But this would bring happiness to many people. There was no other choice.

Just then, one of the old men asked, "And? Did you collect the data properly?"

At this, the doctor nodded, and went with the old men into another room.

...I said nothing, thought nothing. I was just relieved for Rumily.

After returning to the hospital room, Rumily woke up after a short while.

...As Milfy and Matilda watched over her, Rumily looked down at her own legs. Her lost right leg was there. The muscle and skin tone were slightly different, but she didn’t seem to care about that. She just shed tears.

The other two also cried and embraced her.

Tina and Bardos, who were watching, had warm expressions on their faces, like parents seeing their daughter fully recovered. I watched in silence. To say anything here would be tactless.

Once the three of them had calmed down, Milfy asked, "Now that Rumily is back to her old self, shall we go home?"

To this I replied, "...I’d love to, but they want to observe her post-operative progress. And I also want to make sure Rumily can move around as usual. Please bear with it for a little longer."

Milfy looked down as if she had just remembered.

Just then, a nurse came in.

"Excuse me. I’m here for Rumily-san’s regular check-up. Are you feeling any pain or anything unusual?"

In response to this question, Rumily shook her head.

As the nurse was writing something on a chart, I asked, "...Excuse me. About how long will it be before Rumily can be discharged?"

To this, the nurse replied, "I’m sorry. I can’t decide or even predict that on my own authority. The doctors are currently in a meeting with the executives in the conference room, so I can’t even confirm with them."

She looked down.

Well, that can’t be helped. Without a decision from above, nothing can be done.

I said, "...I understand. But if you happen to see them, please ask for me. We have no intention of staying here for long."

I gave a slight threat.

...It was as if I was saying we wouldn’t hesitate to just break out if necessary. The nurse nodded repeatedly and left.

Rumily said, "...Um, I have a request for everyone. I’d like to have a friendly match to test the condition of my right leg."

Bardos was about to volunteer, but Tina said, "...I will be your opponent. Bardos, in this world, there is such a thing as public perception."

A giant man fighting a young girl.

...Even in a mock battle, it would seem strange. Between two women, there would be no problem. Rumily got out of bed and started walking, a profound expression on her face.

In the hospital courtyard.

There was no one around.

...Tina and Rumily faced each other. We were watching from a short distance away.

The two stood in silence. And then, the first to move was Rumily.

She closed the distance to Tina with a speed that made it seem like she was flying. She tried to punch Tina in the stomach with her right fist, but Tina instantly deflected it with a right-handed knife-hand strike. Rumily dodged to the right, her punch hitting nothing but air.

With that same momentum, she landed a right fist to Tina’s side. ...Tina coughed slightly.

She immediately countered with a right backfist, but Rumily blocked it with a defensive stance. However, she couldn’t kill the momentum completely and was sent flying several meters. She quickly regained her posture, but Tina closed the distance in an instant, following up with a left fist.

But Rumily jumped with all her might. She reached a height of about five meters.

Tina looked up. Rumily was in the stance for a right-legged axe kick. Tina instinctively crossed her arms in a defensive posture.

...The two clashed. The ground beneath Tina caved in.

Tina immediately threw her off. Rumily landed with a flow that was breathtaking to watch. Both of them took a deep breath.

I thought it would continue, but Rumily said, "*Phew*... Thank you. This is enough to know I’m okay."

As Rumily bowed, Tina replied, "...It’s fine. You seem to be in good shape too. But don’t overdo it. You’re not back to your best yet, are you?"

To this, Rumily said, "Yes. It still feels a bit strange. There are times when my right leg doesn’t move exactly as I want it to."

She gave a light jump.

...To think it’s not moving right after all that. I can’t tell from the sidelines.

Just as I was thinking that, a round of applause erupted.

When I looked around, I saw that a crowd of spectators had gathered. There were patients, visitors, nurses, and even doctors.

"Amaaazing!! What was that?! Are they actors?!!"

"No, no, no, not even an actor can move like that!! ...Of course, not even a stuntman could do that!!"

"Seriously, what is going on? That girl has an incredible jumping ability!!"

"And the beautiful one closed the distance in an instant. What kind of training do you have to do to get like that?"

The air was filled with surprise and questions.

If this continues, the questions will only grow and things will get complicated.

Just as I was thinking that, one person, clapping, said, "...Well, that was truly wonderful. As expected of SP agents. You are always training, aren’t you?"

Kuroda appeared.

Bardos had a look of confusion, but I stopped him. Milfy and Matilda, having understood the situation, remained silent.

Tina said, "...Thank you. This was just a warm-up to check my friend’s condition. We weren’t being serious."

Kuroda replied, "...That’s good to hear. I look forward to your future work."

Hearing this conversation, the surrounding people seemed to understand and began to disperse.

This was due to the understanding that they were strong because they were SP, and the fear that they might get involved if they stayed any longer.

I said, "...Thanks. I couldn’t think of a way to resolve this situation."

Kuroda replied, "Please don’t worry about it. This is a trivial matter compared to what you have brought us."

He had a huge smile on his face.

Tina asked, "...Mr. Kuroda? ...Is there a reason you came here?"

Kuroda replied, "...Yes, there is. Let’s talk in the room."



		
			Chapter 257

			The World We Returned To

			The seven of us returned to the hospital room.

...Kuroda sat down in a convenient chair, Rumily got into bed to rest, and Milfy and Matilda sat beside her. The remaining three of us stood by the wall.

Kuroda began. "...Now, I imagine you don’t care for long stories, so I’ll keep it brief. First, the old men who visited today are, as you saw, important people. They are currently reviewing the footage of the surgery and the research findings. Those individuals have demanded that Rumily-san be handed over to them."

At this, I retorted, "Why? If they have the data, shouldn’t that be enough?"

I let my anger show. Everyone else was radiating the same anger and killing intent.

Kuroda remained unfazed. "...Of course, that was the intention. However, during her routine check-ups and blood tests, they discovered aspects different from those of an Earthling, and they wish to study those along with the progress of her leg. I protested, but they wouldn’t listen."

To this, Bardos said, "...Shinsuke, let’s go. We have no more business here." Everyone except Kuroda nodded.

As we started to grab our things, Kuroda said, "Please wait. I haven’t finished speaking. In fact, if I tell you this, the previous matter will be resolved."

"...Make it quick," I said.

I had no intention of waiting around.

Kuroda replied, "It’s simple. They want you to provide a live monster. While this world may not matter much to you, for us, it is extremely inconvenient. I have conveyed this to the old men. This is, you could say, a compromise. As someone who has often relied on Kaikawa-san, I cannot refuse this."

He had an apologetic look on his face.

...It was true that Kuroda had often asked for monsters. But I had always refused, citing the potential damage if one were to escape.

He probably saw this as a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

I said, "...I won’t be held responsible for what happens."

I was resigned to it.

...At this point, I didn’t care anymore. It wasn’t my problem if they got into trouble.

Kuroda said, "Thank you. And what can you acquire?"

Tina stepped in. "...Then how about a Mantis? In this world’s terms, it’s a human-sized praying mantis. It can fly, but only for a few meters and not for long. Its scythes are sharp enough to easily cut through iron. Furthermore, it uses wind magic. It releases a wind that generates a *kamaitachi* from its mouth. To capture it, I recommend a cage stronger than iron and stationing skilled, experienced combatants as guards."

She proposed a dangerous monster.

I said nothing. They wanted a monster. I would give them what they wanted.

To this, Kuroda said, "That is... a very fascinating monster. However, finding something stronger than iron in this world is quite difficult. Perhaps only gold would suffice. ...By the way, what kind of ore would you recommend?"

Tina thought for a moment. "...Let’s see. Mithril would be good. It’s not easy to obtain, but not impossible. Of course, we have no reason to go that far."

Everyone nodded.

Kuroda, flustered, said, "Such a legendary, or rather, fictional material doesn’t exist here. ...What about a Goblin? Don’t they also use magic?"

To this, Bardos said, "? ...A Goblin using magic? I’ve never heard of such a thing. As far as I know, they’re skilled with weapons and become abnormally strong in physical combat as they grow."

Milfy added, "I agree. In the first place, monsters use magic because they have a magic stone inside their bodies. They don’t chant spells like we do; they use it instinctively. It’s a basic rule for adventurers to be wary of monsters with magic stones."

She supplemented the explanation.

Kuroda grew even more flustered. "I, I see. That was a misunderstanding on our part. ...As for the Mithril, we will purchase it at a good price."

To this, I said, "...We will prepare it, but please take full responsibility for what happens after."

Kuroda, taking a breath, said, "...We will do so with all our might."

He agreed.

Tina said, "It seems we have an agreement. Then we will be on our way."

She picked up her bag.

I did the same and left the room.

Kuroda offered us a ride, but we refused. ...We wanted to let Rumily get used to her leg and do some sightseeing. After all, we might never come to Earth again.

At the hospital entrance, Kuroda said, "One last thing. There are still some who have not given up."

With that, we parted ways.

We walked through the city. ...Moving with bags on our backs. I thought we might stand out, but not really. Tina and the other three were beautiful. It was only natural that men would stare. Tina and the others didn’t seem to notice. And the next to stand out was Bardos. People of all ages and genders were glancing at him.

It wasn't a pleasant gaze. It was a gaze filled with fear. But Bardos didn’t seem to care.

When I asked him, Bardos said, "...I don’t care about people like that. There are more concerning individuals."

With that one word, I activated ‘Detection’.

...There were five red dots behind us. Maintaining a certain distance. Enemy.

I said, "...Let’s go somewhere with no people. This is getting annoying."

Everyone agreed.

After a while, we found an abandoned building with no one around. We went inside.

They followed us in without hesitation. We stopped in a fairly large hall.

Putting down my bag, I shouted, "Come on out! I’ll beat you all to a pulp!!"

...Out came a group of men in black suits. Not Kuroda’s subordinates. The atmosphere was different. The men in black silently raised pistols with silencers.

Bardos said, "...I’ll take them. You guys handle the surroundings."

To this, Rumily said, "...I’ll help. I want some serious practice."

She took a stance.

...The men in black fired all at once. Rumily dodged with swift movements, while Bardos took the bullets with his body. The men in black were surprised but didn’t give up, continuing to fire. By the way, the rest of us took cover behind some objects. They perceived Bardos as a threat and were firing at him, but that was a bad move. As the men in black were distracted, Rumily appeared behind them and aimed a knife-hand strike at the nape of their necks.

One of the men in black collapsed on the spot, unconscious. The others noticed and quickly turned around, but she was already gone.

From their side, she shouted, "...Wind Disc!!"

She unleashed a disc of wind.

...The vertically released blade of wind sliced through their guns and even cut the opposite wall. Since they were neatly lined up, it was easy. After looking at their severed guns, Rumily, and the wall, the men raised their hands and sat down in seiza.

They were surrendering. I was about to create a cage, but I sensed a presence and saw another group of men in black appear.

As I tensed up, a voice called out, "...Please wait. It is us."

Kuroda appeared.

I said, "...Just to be sure, they’re not your subordinates, are they?"

To this, Kuroda replied, "...Of course not. These are the men of those I spoke of at the hospital, the ones who were not convinced. My apologies. We will handle the rest. I have a car prepared. This way, please."

As we remained on guard, Kuroda said, "Please consider this our apology. By the way, we are already aware of Kaikawa-san’s address. In this day and age, obtaining personal information is simple."

I sighed.

...People in power can do that easily. It's better not to say anything to avoid being found out than to try and find a loophole.

I said, "In a way, I don’t want to accept it, but I have no choice. Well, even they will never figure out how to travel between worlds. ...Even if they know my address, it’s not a problem."

I had a confident look on my face.

Even if they plant cameras or listening devices, I can just remove them. What they’re doing is a crime, but even if I report it, it will be swept under the rug. At the same time, they won’t be able to claim damages.

Bardos asked, "Are you sure? I trust this person, but..."

To his hesitant question, I replied, "It’s fine. In this day and age, it’s all about using or being used. As long as Mr. Kuroda thinks he can use me, I’ll just use him to the fullest. Sightseeing has become difficult."

At this, the five of them looked disappointed.

Kuroda said, "There are souvenir shops, so it’s possible to stop by."

We nodded.

We got in the car and stopped at a souvenir shop, where we bought manju that would last a long time and karakuri dolls that were impossible to get on the other side.

Evening.

My house.

As we were getting out of the car, Kuroda said, "...Then, please contact me when the matter of the Mantis is complete. We will be waiting in full preparation."

He bowed once and left.

I said, "...*Phew*. I really hope this is the last time I have to send a live monster."

At this, Rumily had an apologetic look on her face, but Tina said, "It’s not your fault. The ones at fault are the people who make selfish demands without knowing anything. They’re common over there too, aren’t they?"

She was comforting her.

She was saying that people in power think the same way no matter what world you’re in.

I suggested they stay the night, but Bardos said, "I’ll pass. I want to get back quickly and put Leona at ease."

The other four agreed.

I said, "You’re right. I haven’t been to the other side for this past month. It’s better to find out what’s going on over there soon."

The six of us returned to the other world.

City of Alum.

Since it was evening, there weren’t many people, but for some reason, the air was tense. It felt like everyone was on guard. Bardos, perhaps sensing this atmosphere, headed straight for Leona. We headed to the guild. They might know something.

We arrived at the guild and went inside.

There weren’t many adventurers. It was late, so they had probably gone home. But the atmosphere was different from usual. It felt like they were dejected, or maybe afraid.

Just as I was thinking that, the receptionist noticed us.

"...Ah, Shinsuke-san and Tina-san. And Milfy-san, Matilda-san, and Rumily-san. You’re all safe?!"

To this, I said, "? ...Safe from what? ...Tina and I often leave here, and the three of you don’t take jobs from the guild. I don’t really understand what you mean."

At this, the receptionist said, "Ah, my apologies. I’ve been so busy dealing with things lately that I’m a bit flustered."

Tina said, "Busy? It’s still too early for the Monster Uproar, and I can’t think of anything else that would keep you so busy."

The receptionist said, "...You don’t know, do you? ...There are two things keeping us busy. One is bandits. They weren’t much of a threat before, but their numbers have grown and they’ve been appearing frequently. The other is our relationship with the merchants. Before the recent war, when the monsters weren’t appearing, the merchants made mocking remarks about not having to pay the guild for requests, and now some adventurers are refusing to take on escort quests. The only ones taking them are rookies, and they keep failing."

"...The merchants requested soldiers from the lord, but since the soldiers’ duty is to protect the city, they were refused. If they were to break that rule, it would cause problems. So they’ve been trying to persuade experienced adventurers, but it’s been difficult."

She had a tired look on her face.

I see, so the ones here now are those rookies. This atmosphere makes sense.

Matilda said, "But even if they’re rookies, shouldn’t there be someone leading them?"

To this, the receptionist said, "Of course. It’s only some who are refusing, not all of them. Some have agreed to take the quests with full understanding. But even so, they’re still failing. ...According to what I’ve heard, those bandits might be former adventurers."



		
			Chapter 258

			The Bandit Problem

			Bandits who were former adventurers?

Just as I was about to ask about it, the Guild Master appeared.

"Oh! You’re back! I was worried. I got a message from the royal capital. I heard Rumily lost her right leg, but...? It’s there. What in the world was he reporting?"

He was looking at Rumily’s right leg with a puzzled expression.

The receptionist looked at her with a surprised face. Fortunately, his voice wasn’t very loud, so the other adventurers didn’t hear.

Since it would get complicated, I said, "...Could we talk about that now?"

At this, the Guild Master nodded and headed towards his room.

In the Guild Master’s room.

The five of us sat on the sofa. The Guild Master was at his desk in the back.

I said, "It’s true that Rumily lost her leg. The reason it’s back to normal is thanks to my hometown."

The Guild Master said, "Hometown? ...Does that mean..."

He trailed off.

...He had a faint suspicion.

After all, he was an acquaintance of my master and had taught me a lot when I was just starting out as an adventurer. There was no guarantee that my master hadn’t told him about me.

Even if he had, it was a story no one would believe. It was something that couldn’t possibly happen according to common sense. ...But what if he did believe it?

Thinking that, I said, "You can assume your thoughts are correct. In fact, I took them with me."

At this, the four of them nodded.

The Guild Master thought for a moment. "...*Phew*. I see. In that case, I’ll handle this matter. You all just carry on as usual."

A sigh-laden command.

He wasn’t going to pry any deeper.

Tina said, "Understood. ...Changing the subject, I hear there have been some bandits who were once adventurers appearing recently."

To this, the Guild Master said, "Ah, a complete nuisance. ...We looked into it. They’re adventurers from the Empire. They had a rough time over there and lost their motivation, apparently. ...Honestly, it’s a joke. The incident with their Guild Master was his own doing, but before that, they were useless in the defense of the royal capital. The only saving grace was their performance on the border. Those guys are being thanked by the people in the capital like heroes. Well, the two of you made the biggest contribution, though."

He had a smirk on his face.

I held my head in my hands. "I didn’t do it on purpose. I was just doing my job as a hunter."

I let out a tired sigh.

...I don’t mind being thanked. I’m not so cold as to brush it off. But I hate standing out. It makes it hard to move.

I was even considering whether I should stay in the Kingdom for a while.

Tina said, "I mostly understand, but let’s go to the Empire as well. If we don’t show our faces periodically, it’ll become a problem later on."

In a way, I agreed.

The Guild Master said, "Please do. ...Now, about those bandits. Since they’re former adventurers, they know the ropes. They’ve been outsmarting us at every turn. I’ve posted a request, so take it if you feel like it. I won’t force you."

He sounded a bit resigned.

To this, I asked, "...You seem quite relaxed about it. Is there something going on?"

The Guild Master said, "...Yes. I said there have been damages, but it’s not like they’ve been wiped out. A C-rank adventurer who came here recently is strong. The requests he takes on, he completes perfectly. Apparently, he fought on the Empire’s border but couldn’t participate in the final battle. ...That’s why he wants to be of some use here."

Tina said, "Quite the show-off, isn’t he? There were people like that over there. Did he come to the Kingdom for fame?"

The Guild Master said, "...Apparently, he’s looking for someone. I haven’t heard the name. When I try to ask, he just says, ‘I’ll find them myself.’ Well, if that’s what he wants to do, that’s fine. It’s a bit vague, or perhaps proactive, to think that completing jobs might lead to a meeting."

He sounded exasperated but also pleased.

...That made sense. Right now, adventurers resent merchants. While negotiations drag on, an adventurer like that is a godsend.

I said, "That’s good to hear. I have another matter to attend to; I have to find a Mantis. So I don’t think I can take the job."

Tina also nodded.

The three of them had apologetic looks on their faces.

The Guild Master, sensing something, said, "...Do as you please. As long as you don’t cause any trouble."

He gave us his permission.

...We thanked him and left the room.

After leaving the guild.

We walked down the main street. There was no particular conversation, and the surroundings were quiet.

When we arrived in front of the general store, Milfy said, "Well then, we’ll be taking our leave. Shinsuke-san, Tina-san. Thank you so much."

She bowed deeply.

The other two did the same.

I said, "...I just did what I wanted to do. That’s all. ...If you think you owe me, give me a discount next time I stop by the store."

Tina also nodded.

The three of them looked at each other. They seemed somewhat relieved.

Milfy said, "...Understood. We’ll prepare the best items we can get our hands on."

She replied with a smile.

Tina said, "Please make sure they’re items that will last."

She drove the point home.

The five of us laughed together.

After we parted, I said, "Should we go check on Bardos? I’m a little worried." Tina agreed.

We arrived at his house and rang the doorbell.

Leona, holding a baby, came out.

"...Oh? Tina and Shinsuke? What’s wrong?"

To the surprised Leona, Tina said, "Bardos was worried, so we came just in case. By the way, where is Bardos?"

Before Leona could answer, an angry shout echoed from inside the house.

As we tensed up, Leona said, "C-calm down! Bardos has a guest right now. ...Apparently, it’s an old acquaintance who was in love with him. But she’s quite angry to hear that we had a child together..."

She had a slightly embarrassed look on her face.

This was it. The feeling of victory in a romantic affair.

Tina said, "Then we’re intruding. ...We’ll be going."

I also nodded.

Leona saw us off cheerfully, saying, ‘Come again soon.’

On the way back, I said, "...I feel like I just saw a peaceful scene. Honestly, it was enough to make me forget about the bandits."

To this, Tina said, "I agree. However, we have to do something about the bandit problem. First, let’s catch the Mantis."

I said, "But a Mantis, huh? You must be angry at those old men too."

Tina had a wicked smile on her face.

Normally, she wasn’t the type to harass people, even if they were her enemies. But this time, we had prepared the materials for a deal, and they had agreed to it.

Despite that, they made a ridiculous demand. There wasn’t a single person who wouldn’t be angry about that.

Tina said, "It’s what they wished for. There’s nothing more for us to say."

I agreed completely.

Night.

My house.

After finishing dinner, we discussed the search area for tomorrow and decided to go as a pair.

Bardos was busy. ...If we asked the other three, they would probably help, but it wasn't good for them to keep their shop closed any longer.

Besides, if it was just a Mantis, the two of us would be enough. All that was left was to set out in the morning.

After taking a break, Tina put on her green armor. ...It had been a while since she wore it, ever since we went to the Empire.

I said, "...Alright then. Get on the bed and make an X."

Tina nodded and lay down on the bed.

...I added a further touch. I had made four sets of iron chains and shackles in advance, and I fastened them to Tina’s hands and feet. The chains were tied to the four corners of the bed.

The metallic sound of the chains echoed. In a situation like this, what a pleasant sound it was.

Tina said, "...Mm. ...This is very sturdy. It feels like... I’m about to be seriously tortured, and it’s a little scary."

She was blushing, but there was a hint of anxiety in her voice.

...Aroused by this, I licked her all over.

..Her face... armpits... stomach. ...I tasted the parts not covered by her armor. I stopped short of her lower body, as that would be going too far. But Tina was giggling with a sensual voice. I didn’t stop, and next, I tickled the soles of her feet with a brush. Tina was laughing quite a lot.

...This was the best feeling.

Driven by the desire to hear more, I continued for several tens of minutes.

Her voice started to get hoarse, so I stopped for a moment. ...Tina was breathing heavily. The armor on her chest was rising and falling dramatically. Her appearance was exactly that of a female knight enduring torture.

I hugged Tina with all my might.

...Even if I changed the properties of the armor to make it stronger, it wouldn’t dent easily. Normally, it shouldn’t have had any effect, but Tina had a pained look on her face. She was probably just getting caught up in the atmosphere.

I kissed her. I savored the still-warm breath in my mouth. Tina was breathing through her nose, looking like she was in pain. Even so, the sound of our breaths mingling in our mouths was louder.

After a while, I pulled away. "...Can I sleep like this?"

Tina nodded, her face red.

That night, I thoroughly explored Tina’s lower body with my hands, sometimes being rough, while she was unable to move. ...She tried to escape by moving her arms and legs, but only the sound of the chains echoed, and she couldn’t get away.

That sound excited me even more, and Tina’s voice never ceased until I fell asleep.



		
			Chapter 259

			Battle in the Forest

			Morning.

...When I woke up, Tina was sleeping next to me, bound by chains.

The bed was quite wet. We had gone at it pretty intensely. Especially Tina; I wondered if her armor was filled with water. There was a faint scent. I undid the shackles and woke Tina up.

When she opened her eyes, I told her to wipe her armor and body. ...Perhaps out of embarrassment, she scurried out of the house.

I started preparing breakfast.

We finished breakfast together, geared up, and set out. Our destination was the Eastern Forest. The Mantis was there.

When we reached the city, there were three figures. It was Milfy and her party. For some reason, they were in full gear.

Milfy said, "You were planning to go by yourselves, weren’t you? I understand what you were thinking."

The other two had similar expressions.

...It seems they saw through me. I looked around, but...

Matilda said, "Bardos-san isn’t here. We went to check, but it seems he’s busy with something." She had a troubled look on her face.

Was it still going on? I wished it would end already.

Tina said, "...Even if we say no, you’ll come along, won’t you? ...Then let’s go."

She nodded with a radiant smile.

The five of us began our monster hunt.

We entered the forest.

After a while, we encountered monsters, but they were the usual Goblins and Slimes. However, the fact that monsters were attacking meant that things were back to normal.

Just then, I felt a gaze.

Without letting on, I activated ‘Detection’. ...There were six red dots behind us. Enemies? They might increase, so I should stay on guard.

I said casually, "...There are six bugs behind us."

...If I whispered, they might realize we noticed them. The four of them nodded with blank expressions. They seemed to have understood.

After that, we frequently encountered monsters, but not the one we were looking for. The six behind us were still following, keeping their distance.

Were they waiting for the right place and time to attack? Cautious. It was highly likely they were former adventurers.

I found an open area within my ‘Detection’ range.

"...Hey, I think there was a clearing like a plaza around here. Why don’t we take a break there?"

A very obvious line.

The four of them nodded with smiles. ...Among them, Milfy was beaming. It seemed she had been holding back.

We arrived at the clearing.

It was about the size of a small park. We could move freely here.

We put down our food bags.

"...Why don’t you come out instead of hiding? You’re getting really annoying."

I provoked them.

At that, all six of them came out at once. Their equipment consisted of a swordsman in armor, a spear wielder, a scout in light armor, an archer, a magician, and a chubby man carrying a large pack. All men. They looked just like an adventurer party.

The swordsman said, "You noticed us? Then you should have just run back to town. ...To come to a place where no help will come... You must be a real idiot."

He laughed.

...The other five were also laughing. From their demeanor, their skills were probably nothing special. It could be taken as a provocation, but it didn’t feel like it. They were genuinely looking down on us.

I said, "...I just felt that we didn’t need any help. ...I don’t bother with complicated things when dealing with weaklings."

I provoked them right back.

Hearing that, the swordsman said, "...Huh? ...Weaklings? ...We’re a group of skilled veterans who fought to the death against monsters in the Empire. ...We’re different from some guy acting like he has a harem with four women."

He took the bait.

...A harem, huh. It’s true that the four of them are beautiful. It’s understandable why he would think that. However, the only one I love here is Tina. The other three are friends.

Shinsuke didn't know, but the three women were homosexuals with absolutely no interest in men.

Matilda said, "You’re quite the braggart. ...What does a group of skilled veterans like you want with us? Could it be that you’re the bandits that have been rumored about lately?"

To this, the swordsman said, "Bandits? ...No. We’re righteous thieves. We protect the people from the shadows. The funds and food for that are donated by the merchants. ...Though, only after we show them a little of our skill."

He answered boastfully.

...So that’s it. They show up out of nowhere, demand things, and if the merchants don’t hand them over, they beat them up and take them by force. It’s all in how you phrase it. Only a complete country bumpkin would fall for that.

In fact, the other four besides me were listening with exasperated faces.

Tina said, "...*Sigh*. So? Do you want us to make a donation too?"

To her cold gaze, the swordsman said, "...That’s right. Well, we’ve been through a lot and we’re pent up. We’ll have you beautiful ladies provide some extra service as well."

He licked his lips.

The other five had the same vile expressions. Just looking at people like this, let alone listening to them, was unpleasant.

I said, "...*Sigh*. Just looking at you guys is a waste of time. Let’s just get to the killing, shall we?"

I drew my sword.

Tina and the others also drew their weapons. Seeing that, the men’s expressions changed immediately, and they drew their weapons.

The swordsman said, "...Is that so? Then you can just die. ...You guys, beat up the women. You can even cut off their arms and legs."

The four of them nodded.

Everyone entered a combat stance. ...But the chubby one went into the forest.

A baggage carrier’s positioning? Or a surprise attack from an unseen location? In any case, it was better to be on guard.

...The two sides glared at each other. The first to move was the archer.

He fired three arrows at once from a distance. This was an attack meant to make us move rather than to hit.

Matilda and I split off... as did Tina, Milfy, and Rumily.

Normally it would be me and Tina, but we judged that the opponents were somewhat capable, so we formed pairs that could act optimally.

We hadn't discussed it beforehand. It was a move born from combat experience.

The spear wielder and the archer came for me. They must have decided they were enough to handle me.

The spear wielder said, "Hahaha!! I have no intention of dragging out a fight with a guy!! I’ll end this in a flash!!"

He unleashed his fastest thrust.

...Not bad. He was an experienced adventurer. Which made it a pity. For me, his attack was slow.

I slid the flat of my sword along his spear and closed the distance. He immediately let go of the spear. ...I was about to cut off his fingers, but it didn't go as planned.

The spear wielder tried to pick up his spear, but I swung my sword back and cut his right arm.

I couldn't make him drop it, but I inflicted a deep wound. He wouldn't be able to handle the spear as he wanted.

I said, "...What a coincidence. I have no intention of dragging this out either."

I agreed.

The spear wielder looked at me with a resentful face and held the spear with his left hand. Just then, I felt a killing intent from my left. Before I could block, a fireball flew in and burned the arrow.

Matilda said, "...You’re being too careless. Even if the opponent is weaker, you can still die."

She scolded me.

I said, "Sorry. You saved me."

I thanked her honestly.

During our conversation, the spear wielder created some distance. ...The two of them seemed to have realized that Matilda and I were tough and didn't attack recklessly. But I had no intention of dragging this out.

I gathered flames in my fist. "...Fire Shot!"

I unleashed a barrage of fireballs.

The two of them couldn’t handle it and took the full brunt. By the time it was over, they were both on the ground.

I muttered, "...Is this technique really that amazing? I thought anyone could come up with it."

Matilda said, "What are you talking about? No one would even think of firing magic attacks in succession. The basic principle is to make every shot count."

She had an exasperated look on her face.

I see. It seems the saying ‘even a blind squirrel finds a nut once in a while’ doesn’t exist here.

Meanwhile...

Tina’s group...

After dodging, they also faced the swordsman, scout, and magician. It was as if their coordination was planned, but that didn’t matter now.

The swordsman said, "I don’t want to hurt a beautiful woman like you or your friends. Please put down your weapons and raise your hands."

He said it in a strangely gentlemanly way.

...It was different from before. He was probably trying to end things by looking cool.

Tina said, "...Enough with the pleasantries, let’s just get started. This is a waste of time."

She readied her sword with an exasperated look.

The other two also readied their weapons.

The scout said, "*Heh heh*. Leader, you shouldn’t try things you’re not used to. You’ll just embarrass yourself."

The magician was also smirking.

The swordsman said, "Tch. Sh-shut up!! What’s wrong with trying to look cool for a bit?! Damn it! You guys!! Teach them a lesson!"

He had a pleased look on his face.

So he enjoys hurting women. Let’s end this quickly. Tina closed the distance in an instant.

...The swordsman couldn’t keep up with her fast movements and was dumbfounded. Tina cut him down with an overhead slash from the right. Even with his armor on, Tina’s sword was made of Orichalcum. Plain iron was as good as nothing against it.

Blood spurted out, and the swordsman fell.

...The other two were frozen, not knowing what had happened, but they quickly moved to counterattack.

However, Rumily appeared behind the scout and slashed both of his thighs with her short swords. The scout couldn’t move and fell.

Before the magician could cast a spell, he was cut down by Milfy’s wind magic and fell.

And thus, the battle of the five was over.

The last one, the chubby baggage carrier, didn’t appear. In fact, it didn’t feel like he was going to launch a surprise attack. Did he run away after his comrades were defeated? I activated ‘Detection’ just in case, but there was nothing.

I thought a guy like that would be the party’s trump card.

...In recent manga, it’s common for the lowest-ranking role to have a surprising turn of activity.

But it seems that guy was different. He really was just a baggage carrier.

After we regrouped, I said, "...The last one is gone. Seems like he ran away. ...Now then, what should we do with these guys?"

I looked at the bandits gathered in one place.

They still couldn’t move. They were looking at us with resentful eyes.

Tina said, "...For now, let’s tie them to that tree over there. We’re going to be busy from now on."

I agreed with her proposal.

We tied the bandits to a tree and ate a meal a short distance away.

After finishing the dried meat and water we brought, we were about to start searching for the Mantis.

...Just then, we heard a human voice from within the forest.

When we looked, the baggage carrier appeared. Did he come to rescue his comrades? He seemed to be in a great hurry.

The baggage carrier shouted, "Haa, haa. ...H-help me!!!"

At the same time as his shout, the baggage carrier’s head went flying.

...His body, spouting a fountain of blood, collapsed, and a Mantis appeared. To appear at a time like this, was it good luck or bad luck? But there were some even unluckier people.

Next to the Mantis were the bandits, tied to a tree and unable to move.

The swordsman shouted, "Ah, ahhhhh!! Hey!! Help me!!"

He shouted for help.

...But that was a bad move. The Mantis noticed the bandits and looked at them. Then, with its large scythes, it cut down the tree, bandits and all.

The bandits were killed.

I said, "...What a pity."

I offered a prayer.

...All are equal in death. At the very least, I hope they find peace.

Tina said, "...Shinsuke, the Mantis is coming this way."

With that one word, I switched gears.

The Mantis started running towards us.



		
			Chapter 260

			The Capture Operation Begins

			The battle between the Mantis and us began.

...Normally, we could hunt it without any trouble. But this time, it was a live capture. And we had to capture it unharmed.

"This is going to be tough. Be careful," I said.

The four of them nodded.

...The five of us surrounded the Mantis in a circle. The Mantis looked around, trying to decide who to attack first. Not missing this opportunity,

Tina shouted, "Wind Shot!"

She fired a bullet of wind.

...Milfy and Matilda did the same. A simultaneous attack from three directions. The Mantis couldn’t dodge and was hit. The impact was only enough to throw it off balance.

Rumily and I closed in from the left and right at once.

But neither of us had weapons in our hands. They were too sharp.

I channeled magic into the gauntlets on my hands.

"Lightning Strike!"

I punched the Mantis with a fist of lightning.

...It was supposed to be just enough to paralyze it, but the power was tremendous and it froze the Mantis solid.

Rumily unleashed a wind bullet from close range. The Mantis was sent flying several meters.

It landed in the same spot without even having time to unfurl its wings. The Mantis collapsed and was twitching.

...While I had the chance, I used ‘Matter Conversion’ to create an iron cage from the earth. I then changed the iron into Mithril. Just as I opened the cage door to put it inside, the Mantis stood up. It was standing tall and seemed perfectly fine.

It hadn’t taken much damage. Well, we were holding back, so that was to be expected. Just as we were about to form the same formation, the Mantis charged at Milfy.

As expected, the same trick didn’t work twice.

Milfy reacted immediately without surprise. ...She fired a wind bullet. The Mantis exhaled a gust of wind from its mouth, canceling out the wind bullet. The Mantis, without losing momentum, was about to bring its large scythes down on Milfy.

But it was never brought down. Rumily, moving like the wind, closed in and fired a wind bullet from the side, throwing the Mantis off balance.

Milfy moved away from that spot. Matilda and Tina fired wind bullets, hitting the Mantis’s four legs. As the Mantis collapsed, I rushed over and unleashed a lightning strike.

A fierce jolt of electricity ran through it, and it twitched. We hurriedly carried the Mantis and put it inside the cage.

It was barely alive. Since we couldn’t have it dying, we gave it its food, meat and medicinal herbs. It didn’t feel like eating yet, but it probably would eventually.

We had successfully captured the Mantis.

After taking a break, we buried the bodies of the dead bandits and took their weapons as keepsakes. We had to take them as proof that we had defeated the bandits.

I said, "...I just thought of this, but can’t we just bring back a head or the body itself?"

Tina said, "That would only attract more monsters. They’re sensitive to smells. There are even monsters that eat rotten corpses. We just need to bring the weapons. After that, the guild will investigate to see if the bandits used them. I don’t know the details of the method, but they use magic stones to investigate or something. It seems to be a guild secret, so I don’t know the specifics."

A secret method, huh.

...Well, it’s only natural for them to have one or two of those. I made a further change to the cage and created a cart. I also made a cart for the keepsakes. The Mantis was heavier than I thought, and it was quite tough for one person to carry.

Rumily and Matilda lent a hand. I should have called Bardos for this.

Tina was pushing another cart. Milfy was on guard for the surroundings and followed behind us.

Evening.

...While we were transporting it, the Mantis woke up and started rampaging inside the cage, but the Mithril cage remained unscratched. Sensing this, it then tried to reach us with its large scythes. However, the cart was wide enough that it couldn’t reach us, so there was no problem.

...As if losing its patience, it released a gust of wind from its mouth. We couldn’t block it completely and got some scrapes on the parts not protected by our armor or robes. ...Was it generating a *kamaitachi*? I made another change to the cage, turning it into a box with small holes dotted all over it. I thought another gust of wind was coming.

But it came to us like a gentle breeze. That was a relief.

On our way, we finally arrived at the city.

Since it would be a hassle if the soldiers found us, I told the three of them that Tina and I would take a detour to my house.

Milfy said, "...Understood. We’ll report to the guild about the bandits’ belongings. You two, please deliver that to those people."

She bowed once and headed towards the city with the cart.

We headed home. When we arrived, we teleported the cart and all onto the magic circle.

Earth.

Night. My house.

...It was pitch black outside with no lights at all. I turned on the lights in the house and made a phone call.

After a few rings,

"...Yes, Kuroda speaking. How may I help you?"

To the customer-service-mode Kuroda, I said, "...Mr. Kuroda, it’s Kaikawa. I’ve procured the item. Can you come over soon?"

Kuroda said, "Of course. I’ve made arrangements so that we can go as soon as we hear from Kaikawa-san. Please wait a moment."

The call ended.

...As expected, I was impressed.

Twenty minutes later.

I heard the sound of several engines. That was fast. We went to the entrance to greet them.

Three vans, one truck... and a Rolls-Royce. Several dozen men in black suits came out, armed. Were they here for a fight? ...We were also still in our armor and armed as a countermeasure against the Mantis.

As we went on alert, Kuroda appeared.

"Please calm down. These men are armed for the Mantis. ...So? Where is the Mantis?"

I led him to the garden.

...I changed the holed cage back to a normal cage. Seeing the giant mantis, the men in black all raised their weapons at once. The Mantis remained unfazed and glared at them. The men in black flinched.

Well, that was to be expected. A monster like this. It was impossible to see it alive. Unlike the Reverse Slime, this one was 100% harmful.

Seeing the Mantis, Kuroda said, "...Wonderful!! To think you would actually capture such a monster for us! You have truly answered our unreasonable request!! Thank you."

He was moved.

I said, "...Let me tell you, a cage prepared by you guys will never hold this thing. I’ll go with you to the research facility and prepare the Mithril."

To this, Kuroda said, "That would be very helpful for us, but... um, are you angry?"

To Kuroda, who was trying to read my expression, I said, "Of course I’m angry. ...But I’d feel sick to my stomach if innocent people got involved because of that. So I’ll help with the cage to put this thing in. ...But after that, you’re on your own."

I said it a bit forcefully.

...In other words, I was telling him that from then on, it was their responsibility. Kuroda nodded. We got into the car.

Three hours later.

We arrived at our destination.

...A research facility a little ways from the city. It had the atmosphere of a place where shady research was being conducted. The truck went into the basement of the facility. We entered through the entrance.

In a word, it was a drab place. There was no unnecessary luggage or tools, only the necessary items were placed there. The researchers who passed by were looking not so much at Kuroda and his men, but at me and Tina.

Were outsiders rare? Just as I was thinking that, Kuroda said, "They’re just looking because your attire is anachronistic."

He had read my mind.

...It was true. Anyone would turn their head if they saw someone in armor in modern times. I stopped caring.

And then, we entered a room with a large door.

There, old men and young people were looking at a large window. I followed Kuroda to take a look. It was a large space, big enough for a hundred people to enter without any problem. In the center was only the Mantis in its cage.

Kuroda said, "...Kaikawa-san. Could you open that cage now?"

After thinking for a moment, I said, "...Can I assume you’ve taken measures other than Mithril?"

To my confirmation, Kuroda said, "...Yes, a high-voltage current is flowing through this entire wall. No matter how much of a monster it is, it won’t be a match for electricity. ...In the unlikely event, please take care of it."

He said the last part in a low voice.

I understood Kuroda’s thinking, but I asked, "...Tina, is the Mantis weak to electricity, to lightning?"

To this, Tina said, "I’ve heard that its weakness is fire magic, but a bonfire-level fire won’t work. It needs a considerable amount of firepower."

She explained.

Before I could say anything, a young researcher said, "You guys, hurry up. We’ve taken precious time out of our schedules to be here. What are you so afraid of with a mere insect like that?"

He was mocking us.

The other young people were also smirking.

I said, "...Is that so? Then, Mr. Kuroda. I’m opening the cage."

Kuroda bowed and said, "Please do."

I left the room and headed to the room where the Mantis was.

I approached the cage and changed the Mithril back to iron with my hand.

I said, "...Now it’s a cage that even you can cut. I don’t know if you can understand my words, though."

With that, I took some distance.

The Mantis swung its large scythes as if to test it. The cage was easily cut.

From the speaker, Kuroda said, "...Please get away from there. We’re releasing the high-voltage current."

I immediately flew back to the door and retreated.

...Then, as if lightning had struck from above, electricity ran through the room. The vertical electricity was like a cage of lightning.

When the Mantis came out of the cage, it was looking not at me, but at the people by the window.

It seemed to have thought that they would be easier to deal with than me. The Mantis spread its wings and flew.

...The Mantis headed straight for them. ...The spectators were impressed but didn’t move. They trusted the cage of lightning.

However, that was an illusion.

The Mantis made contact with the cage of lightning without a care. ...It stopped moving for a moment.

But the next moment,

...It passed through without any trouble.

So that much was only enough to slow it down. The spectators were understandably shaken by the approaching Mantis. But they still didn’t run. Was it because that window was made of reinforced glass?

..Fools. Weren’t they watching? I immediately went through the door and decided to go back.

..The Mantis reached the window, slashed it three times, and shattered it.



		
			Chapter 261

			I Have No Time for Fools.

			The sudden appearance of the Mantis sent the spectators scrambling in a state of confusion.

…Drawn by the commotion, a group of men in black suits burst into the room. They opened fire with pistols and machine guns, but even when the bullets hit the Mantis, they left no mark. The machine gun fire managed to slow its advance for a moment, but the creature simply walked on, unconcerned.

Realizing their guns were useless, the men in black abandoned them and began guiding the spectators to safety. It was the correct decision.

Tina, who had been watching, turned toward the Mantis.

"…Wind Shot!"

She unleashed a bullet of air.

…It struck the Mantis head-on, slamming it into the wall.

The evacuating crowd stopped in their tracks, stunned by Tina’s attack.

…It looked like she had produced a blast of wind from her hands. But its power was enough to send that giant insect flying. A wind pressure—no, a wind speed of twenty-five to thirty meters per second, the equivalent of a car on a highway—would be needed to do that.

…And that’s just to send a person flying several meters.

But that insect weighed far more than a human. To launch it into a wall would require even greater force.

And she had unleashed it in an instant.

A young researcher muttered in a daze.

"…Is that the power of the other world? Honestly, I couldn’t believe it, but…seeing it in person, I have no choice but to accept it."

…By the time I arrived, the Mantis was embedded in the wall.

From the looks of it, Tina must have been the one to do it. There was no other explanation.

I said, "You’re okay… right? Sorry about this. All because of these people’s selfishness."

I walked over to her.

Tina replied, "…Don’t worry about it. People like them exist back in our world, too. I’d wear myself out if I got worked up over every single one."

She sounded completely unbothered.

As we were talking, the Mantis freed itself from the wall and glared at us. It still had the will to fight.

I declared, "Thunderclap Incarnation."

I enhanced my body.

…Moving at a speed the eye couldn’t follow, I closed the distance to the Mantis. I slammed my fist into its left flank.

The Mantis couldn’t react and was sent flying.

I knocked it back into its original room, then entered through the broken window.

…The Mantis was trying to get down from the wall and regain its footing. But I wouldn’t give it the chance. I struck the Mantis again, moving it to the center of the room. I placed my hands on the floor and used my ‘Matter Conversion’ skill to create countless iron whips that formed a large birdcage.

Of course, I made its properties the same as Mithril.

The Mantis was successfully captured. …It tried to slash its way out with its scythes, but the cage didn’t even budge.

The incident was over.

As I took a breath, Kuroda, who had entered the room at some point with his escorts, approached me.

"…Thank you very much. Thanks to you, we managed to avoid a disaster."

He expressed his gratitude.

I said, "…Building a cage with high-voltage currents is a good idea, but don’t you think this was a bit reckless?"

To this, Kuroda replied, "…You are absolutely right. I was originally supposed to just buy the Mithril, but… those men mocked me, saying, ‘You really expect us to believe in a fairytale like Mithril?’ …So I decided to show them reality."

For some reason, he looked quite refreshed.

…It was true that Mithril was a fictional ore created by an old novelist.

People might believe in Orichalcum, since it was said to have existed in ancient Greece, but Mithril did not. Scholars and their associates, paragons of realism, would never believe in such a thing. They probably thought the Mantis was some creature artificially created by a researcher somewhere.

That’s how rigid their thinking was.

I asked, "…So? Are you going to buy the Mithril?"

To this, Kuroda replied, "…Of course. If possible, I’d like you to turn not just this cage, but this entire research facility into Mithril. …And I’d also like to receive a sample."

He was asking for quite a lot.

…He must have seen my power and figured I could change the properties of matter. He was very observant.

Normally, I’d be happy to do it for free. But nothing is more expensive than a gift. Especially when dealing with a man from the underworld.

If I didn’t settle our debts properly, it could lead to trouble down the line.

I said, "…Let’s see. To turn the walls, floors, and ceiling of this entire research facility into Mithril, and provide samples on top of that… It would certainly be one hundred million yen."

I named an exorbitant price.

…The men in black remained expressionless, but Kuroda gasped. The price must have been too high.

But he probably also thought it was a fair price for a fantasy ore.

However, I continued, "…But this is a request from you, Mr. Kuroda, and you’ve helped me out. …Let’s settle on thirty million yen."

I had discounted it by seventy percent.

To this, Kuroda said, "…What? …This is more than I could have hoped for, but… to be honest, I thought one hundred million was a fair price. …It cost more than that just to build this research facility. Considering you’d be changing it to Mithril, I’d even say one hundred million is cheap."

I replied, "…Huh? …But didn’t you just make a sour face? I thought you found it too expensive."

Kuroda looked at me with an exasperated expression.

"…That’s because I was surprised that you, Kaikawa-san, would suggest a figure like one hundred million. I thought you weren’t very attached to money. I was expecting something around one million. …At which point I was planning to persuade you that it was too low."

I scratched my head.

…It seems he had read me like a book. As expected of Mr. Kuroda. However, I had no intention of changing my mind. I made that clear.

Kuroda said, "…I understand. I will gratefully accept your kindness, Kaikawa-san. …However, a word of advice. …You are not suited for negotiations."

He advised me.

He was probably right. I thought so myself.

After that, I changed the entire research facility into Mithril.

The researchers used their instruments to test it, and the results… revealed unknown values.

They were astounded that the material had changed and swarmed me, but I just said, "…I can only say it’s a skill from another world."

And that was the end of that conversation.

…They tried to ask for more details, but they were getting annoying, so I released a tiny bit of killing intent. The researchers felt it and backed away from me.

I can’t stand being pestered by people like them. Normally I would have just punched them, but I’d say I showed remarkable restraint.

After everything was finished, I rejoined Tina.

She looked somewhat tired as well. When I asked her about it, she explained, "…The young people who were there swarmed me. …They were so persistent that I froze their feet."

That was a refreshing story.

I looked over and saw them, unable to move, struggling and shouting something. I didn’t care.

Just as we were about to leave, Kuroda said, "…I’ll have a car prepared for you. …Actually, it’s already waiting at the entrance."

To this, I remarked, "…That was fast. Is it safe to say you’ve been monitoring our every move?"

Kuroda replied, "…Yes. …Well, knowing you two, I figured you’d want to leave right away. After all, you’ve shown so much of your power. You must have thought it would lead to trouble, and you were right. Those men demanded that I ‘secure you,’ but I refused. I don’t want to die just yet."

Tina said, "…I’m glad to hear that. Neither Shinsuke nor I want to kill you. We’d like to continue our good relationship."

Her words were merely superficial.

Kuroda seemed to understand, as he simply nodded.

We left the research facility.

Back at my house.

After we got out of the car, Kuroda said, "…I’ll transfer the payment to the usual bank. Now, if you’ll excuse me."

Kuroda departed.

Tina said, "…Well then, shall we get some sleep? I’m exhausted today."

I replied, "…Yeah, let’s do that. We might as well sleep here. …I haven’t slept in this new house at all."

I hadn’t lived here once since it was built.

It was a bit late to be realizing that. Just in case, I used `Detection` to scan the surroundings, but there was no reaction. It seemed we weren’t followed. …Without another word, we went to sleep.

The next morning.

I felt remarkably refreshed. We finished the canned food we had in storage and went straight to the other world.

We had to report on the recent incident.

In the other world.

The city of Alum.

The three from the General Store ‘Yuri’ were energetically running the shop.

When I told them that the Mantis incident went well, Milfy said, "…That’s a relief. …But are the people over there idiots? They didn’t understand what you explained, acted on their own, and then said whatever they pleased."

She was indignant.

The other two felt the same way.

I said, "…Well, that’s just how they are. …They don’t believe anything outside of their own beliefs. It’s best to just leave people like that alone."

I said it with a look of exasperation.

The three of them seemed to think, ‘I guess that’s true,’ and lost interest.

Tina asked, "…By the way, how is Leona? Is she still at it?"

To this, Matilda replied, "…No, it’s over. But the awkwardness hasn’t gone away."

For some reason, she looked exhausted.

I said, "It’s that bad, huh. Now I’m curious. …Shall we go check on them?"

Tina agreed.

…We headed to Bardos’s house. Leona appeared and let us inside.

Before we went in, she told us that Bardos had gone to the Guild. It seemed only Leona and a guest were here.

In the main room, a person was sitting silently in a chair. Their appearance seemed somewhat familiar.

Tina said, "…Are you…? Alumi-san? You were at the Empire’s border, weren’t you?"

To this, the woman, Alumi, replied, "…Hmm? Oh, you’re the A-rank adventurers from back then? …What are you doing here?"

We were all surprised.



		
			Chapter 262

			To the Place Where It All Began

			It was an unexpected reunion with Alumi.

A surprised Alumi asked, "…Wh-Why? What’s your connection to Bardos?"

To this, I replied, "Bardos and I are acquaintances. We were partners for a time. A lot happened, and we went our separate ways. I teamed up with Tina, and Bardos teamed up with Leona."

Alumi calmed down a little.

"…You’re kidding me. The lead was right here all along? You have no idea how much trouble I went through to get here. …So? Why did people like you go to the Empire? Weren’t you already A-rank here before that?"

It was a fair question.

I explained, "I was on a journey to get stronger. To do that, I had to drop to A-rank, so I accepted it. I’m not interested in ranks."

Tina added, "…I’ve decided to travel with him as his partner. I, too, don’t care about my rank."

Alumi gave us a deadpan look.

"…You know, normally, adventurers are obsessed with their rank. It makes me wonder why you two even became adventurers in the first place."

She looked puzzled.

…Other adventurers seemed to fixate on their rank; in a way, they worked with that as their goal. …In my mind, adventurers were people who traveled to all sorts of places.

Well, even on Earth, very few people travel extensively.

…That’s because they don’t want to leave their comfort zone. Why would they hesitate to work somewhere else when they’ve worked so hard to maintain their status and trust where they are?

If they do travel, it’s usually for sightseeing and little else.

In this world, leaving is not so easy. The ecology and strength of monsters differ from country to country. You never fight anything stronger than yourself. …This isn’t cowardice; it’s the natural crisis-management ability of any living creature.

Only suicidal fools lack this ability. Sightseeing trips are out of the question.

I’d gotten sidetracked.

I said, "…In my case, I live as a hunter, not an adventurer. I hunt monsters to make a living. As long as I can do that, I have no complaints."

Tina added, "…I wanted to be an adventurer. I wanted to travel with my friend, Leona. I’m not interested in ranks either. …I just happened to become A-rank as I took on jobs."

She answered without a hint of emotion.

Alumi said, "…I see. Now I kind of understand why you partnered with Bardos. He wasn’t interested in rank either. …But I never expected him to have a child."

She shot a resentful look at Leona.

…At least she wasn’t directing any killing intent. Even without the baby present, it seemed she didn’t want to cause a scene.

I said, "…This is simply a matter of their feelings aligning. I understand how you feel, Alumi-san, but… what did Bardos think of you?"

Alumi turned away.

"…He said he only ever thought of me as a little sister."

She was pouting.

Tina said, "…He’s not interested in romance. His relationship with Leona also began with fighting."

She was reminiscing.

…Come to think of it, they did fight a lot at first. To think that would develop into romance… it made me wonder what kind of battle-themed romantic comedy this was.

Alumi said, "…I heard about that. That’s the thing. We used to fight all the time, too. And he still calls me his sister…"

Her pout deepened.

…The situation seemed calm, but it was clear she hadn’t sorted out her feelings yet.

After that, Bardos returned, and we nostalgically recounted old stories for Alumi.

Nighttime.

At our house.

…We somehow managed to mediate between Bardos and the others. Honestly, it was exhausting. Even if she was heartbroken, trying to manage Alumi, who was sulking like a child, was a real chore.

Afterward, Alumi had said, "…Well, if Bardos is happy in his own way, then I won’t say anything more. But I’m staying in this town, too. So be prepared. …I’ll talk to my party, but I’m sure they’ll agree."

With that, she left.

…Those three have complete faith in Alumi. They would likely do as she says.

Tina and I were having dinner.

It had gotten too dark to hunt in the forest, so we decided to make botan nabe with some boar meat and herbs we bought in town.

…First, I cut the long green onions and Chinese cabbage into bite-sized pieces. Next, I added miso, mirin, and sake to a pot of water. Once it came to a boil, I added the cut herbs and boar meat. I brought it to a strong boil, and when it started to foam, I reduced the heat to low and let it simmer. …The meat is still tough after a hard boil.

Simmering it on low heat afterward is crucial to make it tender.

After about fifteen minutes… it was done.

We immediately began to eat. I transferred some meat and herbs to a small bowl. First, I ate the meat. …Mmm. It’s tender. The seasoning is strong, so the miso has soaked in well. …Tina was also eating with a look of satisfaction.

I ate with no regrets.

After we finished eating.

We decided to turn in a little early. …Saying we were tired today. Tina agreed. She wasn’t wearing her green armor. It seemed she wasn’t in the mood.

I felt a mix of loneliness and relief as I got into bed. Tina got in with me.

In the moonlight.

Tina moved closer.

"…Shinsuke? …Are you going?"

To this, I replied, "…I guess there’s no point in hiding it. …It’s a promise."

Tina said, "…I see. I want to go with you, but I would only be a burden. …However, I will go to the entrance. Whatever the outcome, I don’t know if you’ll be able to move, Shinsuke."

She smiled at me.

I replied, "…That’s true. I’ll be counting on you then."

I agreed.

A little while later, Tina said, "…Shinsuke. …Tonight… I want to feel you. …Please… with me…"

Her face was flushed red.

After she said that much, I had to respond.

"…Alright. I want to have no regrets, either."

I pulled Tina close.

…After we were finished.

We got dressed.

My Japanese-style armor, the ring of fire, fire-resistant gloves, the Orichalcum sword, and my continuously modified Japanese sword. …Tina also held her usual armor and sword.

Monsters might attack us on the way. We set out.

…The rocky mountains.

The entrance.

When we arrived, Tina said, "…I’ll be here. …Please be safe."

She was praying for me.

I said, "…I’m heading in."

With only those words, I entered the rocky mountains.

The summit.

…As a quiet wind blew, I closed my eyes and sank into reflection.

Three years ago. I first came to this world. High on the thrill of it, I did what I wanted here, and at my master’s grave, I swore to become stronger in both mind and body.

One year ago. It was here that I learned my own weakness. And it began. …My journey. …My battle. …My limits.

If it weren’t for what happened here, would I have ever thought of going to another country?

…I probably would have gone with the tourist mindset of someone from Earth.

I don’t know if I could have overcome the crises in that state. My present self exists precisely because of what I learned here.

…Quietly opening my eyes, I shouted, "…My preparations are complete… Come, Sidoor!!!"

In response, a black hole opened in the sky, and from it, he descended.
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			Rematch with the Sword Demon

			A giant figure rose from a cloud of dust. Sidoor the Sword Demon.

…The Minotaur who had utterly crushed me. What came with this long-awaited reunion was fear. Back then, it was the fear of an unknown entity. This time, it was the fear of knowing his strength.

…But I calmly observed my opponent. If I lost my composure here, what was the point of my journey?

Sidoor said, "…It’s been a while. So long that I thought you might have forgotten about me."

He spoke as if greeting an old friend.

To this, I replied, "How could I forget? The fact that I lost to you here, that you let me go. It’s all burned into my memory."

My answer was meant to project confidence.

Sidoor said, "I’m glad to hear it. I’m happy to have made such an impression. …Shall we begin?"

He began to ready his greatsword with a grin.

To this, I said, "…Before that, I have something to ask. A year ago, a Minotaur appeared on the Empire’s border. His name was Danmes, I believe. Was dispatching him your doing?"

Sidoor replied, "…Half right, half wrong. …It’s true I was thinking of a way to make you stronger. No matter how much you train, there’s no guarantee of improvement. That’s when Danmes came to me and said, ‘Let me go.’ In a way, it was convenient. …I chose the border because he could rampage there without causing any major problems."

He answered my question.

I see, so it was to make me stronger. I was grateful, but I wasn't happy that innocent people were sacrificed for it.

Well, choosing the border was a good call. The people there were prepared for the worst. That eased my conscience a little.

I asked, "…Should I be thanking you in this case?"

Sidoor said, "There’s no need. It was something we did on our own. Don’t worry about it. …Now, are we done with the questions?"

He readied his black greatsword.

…I drew my sword in silence. There was nothing left to ask. All that remained was to speak with our blades.

I channeled magic into my sword. The crimson-tinged blade glowed like fire.

…I chanted ‘Thunderclap Incarnation’ and enhanced my body. My preparations were complete.

Sidoor stood perfectly still, as if he had been waiting for me.

…The two of us stared each other down. …In the silence, I was the first to move.

In an instant, I was within Sidoor’s range.

A speed so fast that no ordinary person, not even a seasoned master, could react. The opponent would be finished without being able to do a thing.

However, Sidoor was a being who transcended even that.

…With a confident expression, he blocked my attack with his greatsword. …The two of us were locked in a stalemate. A clash of strength where neither would yield an inch. …At this rate, we’d get nowhere, so I pulled back.

My breathing was steady. So was his, and he showed no surprise. But this was just as I expected.

If it ended this easily, I wouldn’t have gone on a journey.

…Sidoor readied his stance again. And then, in an instant, he vanished.

I was startled, but I quickly calmed down. Panicking here would only get me killed. I focused my attention on my surroundings.

…Just then, I felt a surge of killing intent from my right. I immediately turned and instinctively blocked with my sword. Sidoor brought his greatsword down in an overhead slash. I caught it.

Its immense weight nearly brought me to my knees. …But I held on. If I knelt here, I wouldn’t be able to move.

I took a deep breath and exhaled. Then, I let the greatsword slide off my blade, parrying it. …Using that momentum, I passed by Sidoor’s left side, leveled my sword, and slashed at his flank.

It was a shallow cut that didn’t even draw blood. But I felt a small sense of accomplishment.

Sidoor said, "…Excellent. That was a fine reaction. An ordinary man would have died instantly."

He spoke with delight.

…As expected, he didn’t seem to care about the wound at all.

I said, "…Thanks. Well then, how about this?"

I took a high stance.

"*Suuuu*… Cheeeeeeeeeeest!"

I charged forward with a roar.

…It was a reckless, straightforward attack. But a war cry is an effective tactic for intimidating an opponent.

However, Sidoor was unfazed. He readied his sword and met my charge.

He swung his greatsword in a wide arc from the right. I brought my own sword down with all my momentum.

…The swords clashed.

They didn’t lock; they repelled each other.

"Aaaahhhhh!"

"Oooohhhhh!"

We continued to swing our swords, shouting at each other.

…A fierce exchange of blows unfolded. …Parrying, deflecting, sparks flew.

An unending barrage of attacks. But even as our breathing grew ragged, neither of us showed any sign of stopping.

If anything, a mutual desire to continue this exchange filled both our minds. …However, it couldn’t last forever.

The impact of a final clash was too strong, and we were both forced back.

My breath was a little ragged as I tried to compose myself. Sidoor wasn’t out of breath, but his expression was one of exhilaration and joy.

Sidoor said, "…I’m thrilled. It’s been a long time since I’ve been this excited, not since I was still young and inexperienced."

His words surprised me.

"…So you had a time like that, too."

Sidoor grinned.

"Of course. No one is strong from the very beginning. Even if you have talent or a unique power, it takes long years of training and unwavering patience to wield it as naturally as breathing. …Without that, there can be no growth. Wouldn’t you agree?"

He had a point.

…Training and patience. They are indispensable and absolute necessities for growth.

But in recent Earth society, that was becoming a thing of the past.

Because of parental influence and corruption. There were plenty of useless people in high positions with no real achievements or the ability to fulfill their duties. An exception would be those who know their own shortcomings, reflect on them, and then carry out their tasks with determination. That alone allows one to move forward.

But even that was disappearing.

I’d gotten sidetracked.

I said, "…Honestly, I’m happy. To meet someone with that mindset… even if you are a monster."

Sidoor said, "Hmph. …I merely stated my own thoughts. I would be troubled if you felt a sense of camaraderie and hesitated to kill me. Forget what I said."

To this, I replied, "…I won’t forget. I’m happy, so I won’t forget. But I won’t hesitate or waver either. …I don’t have that luxury."

I readied my sword.

…Sidoor remained silent, a grin on his face as he took his stance.

Magic radiated from his greatsword. I steadied my breath. It was coming.

As I braced myself, Sidoor declared, "…Absolute Bastard!"

He vanished again.

…But I could feel him. Sidoor was right in front of me. I raised my sword to block an overhead attack.

As the impact hit my sword, Sidoor materialized.

I couldn’t hold my ground, nor could I parry it. Sidoor’s momentum was unstoppable, and I was pushed back.

Then, Sidoor swung with all his might.

I was sent flying. …Like a ball hit by a bat.

I slammed into a large rock behind me. I coughed up blood.
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			The Second Trump Card

			The pain of the impact shot through my entire body.

…Back then, it was just my sword, so my body was fine, but this time was different. I was sent flying along with my sword. I pushed myself out of the crater I'd made in the rock and fell to both knees.

I coughed, but I wasn't about to lose consciousness.

This armor possessed the highest level of durability. What's more, just before I was sent flying, I had channeled magic into it to increase its strength even further. That’s why I got away with this much damage.

If I hadn't, that single blow would have been the end of me. …I steadied my breath and stood up.

Sidoor said, "…Hahahaha. Truly magnificent. To take my full-force blow and still stand. Not many humans—or even my own kin—could do that."

He watched me with a grin.

…For a warrior, that was the highest praise. But I’m a hunter. Honestly, it didn't matter to me either way.

I said, "…Thanks. I was determined to withstand that blow no matter what. …If I couldn’t get up after that, all my training would have been for nothing."

I stood up, a grin on my face as well.

Seeing this, Sidoor said, "…As I thought, leaving you alive was the right choice. I felt you would become stronger. …But there’s something that bothers me. That sword. It didn't break or even chip from that blow. What in the world is it made of?"

Looking at my sword, I replied, "…This is made from a mineral called Orichalcum. I obtained it when I resolved a certain incident."

I answered concisely.

Sidoor said, "…Orichalcum? …That stone. A substance similar to dark matter. To think you would come across it. …It was worth letting you be."

He seemed impressed.

…It was a stroke of luck for me, too. …The sudden life-or-death battle with the giant monster in the Empire. The discovery that its skin produced the material when I defeated it.

…It was nothing short of a miracle.

I said, "…I was surprised myself. It’s rare for incidents to happen one after another…"

Sidoor's cryptic words made me think.

It’s common for tasks to pile up at work.

But incidents are different. …Normally, if one occurs, nothing else happens. For them to occur in succession is impossible unless it’s intentional.

If I think about it that way, was that incident also deliberate?

…Sidoor was the one who sent Danmes. So was that giant monster also his doing? …No, if that were the case, it should have appeared before me. There would be no point in it appearing in the royal capital. Not only is it far, but there’s no guarantee I would encounter it. I was severely injured at the time and couldn't move.

I asked, "…Let me ask one more thing. That giant monster that appeared in the Empire. Was that your doing?"

To this, Sidoor replied, "…Ah, that. It’s true we were behind the giant monster. …To be precise, it was my comrades who did it, but I agreed with the decision. …There was someone where that monster was who knew about us. It appeared to silence them."

He answered so casually.

I said, "To silence them, huh. …Well, I have no intention of complaining about your affairs, but why did you go to such large-scale lengths? If you just wanted to kill them, assassination would have been sufficient."

To this, Sidoor replied, "…Because it served another purpose. To corner you. To see how you would act in your battered state. That’s all."

His nonchalant reply made me say, "That’s all? …You caused such a disaster for just that? …Sidoor, I was starting to like you a little. I thought you were a refreshing warrior. …But after hearing those words, I feel nothing. …Come to think of it, you did say you were going to destroy countries."

I readied my stance, my killing intent flaring.

Sidoor said, "…That’s how it should be. I have no intention of being friendly with you either. I merely acknowledge you as a worthy enemy. Don’t get it twisted."

He readied his stance, his own killing intent matching mine.

…He’s right. What was I thinking? …No matter how much of a warrior he is, he is still my enemy.

Maybe I thought that somewhere in our hearts, we could understand each other.

But not anymore. …I will simply hunt him as a hunter.

…The two of us stared each other down. Sidoor was the first to move.

He charged straight at me and swung from the right. I dodged by ducking. As I was about to counter, he came at me with a diagonal downward slash on the return swing. The speed was so immense that I abandoned my counter and dodged with all my might.

…I leaped to the side and rolled on the ground. Then, I immediately got up and headed toward Sidoor. His back was still turned to me. Seeing my chance, I brought my sword down with all my strength.

But Sidoor vanished in an instant, reappearing three meters away.

It was as if he had teleported. But that wasn’t it. It was high-speed movement, like the *shukuchi* of ancient martial arts.

…As I stood frozen, Sidoor turned around, and with a swing of his greatsword, he created a gale of wind. I braced myself against it, but was still pushed back several meters.

Sidoor started running toward me. Unlike before, I could follow his movements with my eyes.

But with each step he took, the ground caved in. In other words, he was putting that much force into it. I thought about dodging, but if I did now, a follow-up attack would come immediately.

My only choice was to evade at the last possible second. …And to do so without him realizing, by pretending to meet his attack head-on.

Sidoor drew closer. …I steadied my breath. When we were within each other’s sword range, Sidoor swung his blade high.

…His body was wide open. But I knew. This was a trap.

The moment he swung down, I dodged by slipping past his right side.

…The greatsword slammed into the ground, creating a massive fissure. It had enough power to split several houses in two. If I had tried to block it, even my Orichalcum blade wouldn't have come out unscathed, and the shock would have broken several of my bones.

This time, I put all my strength into a downward slash at his wide-open back. I cut him diagonally, and blood flowed.

…The first fatal wound I had dealt Sidoor in our battle. I wanted to celebrate, but we were too close. I decided to retreat immediately.

As I was steadying my ragged breath, Sidoor placed a hand on the wound on his back and looked at the blood.

Sidoor said, "…Hahahaha. Excellent. Truly excellent. To think there is a human who can make me bleed. …I shall respond in kind with my own power. …My second trump card."

Magic erupted from his body, and a small sandstorm kicked up around him.

…This itself wasn't a major threat, but the fact that this phenomenon occurred just by releasing his magic was abnormal. I focused solely on dodging with all my might.

Sidoor’s greatsword began to shine with a white light. Like an aurora.

The brilliance was so intense I almost closed my eyes, but that would be suicide. I kept at least one eye open.

Sidoor held his sword in a high stance.

"…Absolute Excalibur!"

He shouted and swung down.

…I channeled a powerful current of lightning into my legs and dodged with a burst of instantaneous acceleration, like a flash of lightning.

The released beam of light shot forward in a straight line, swallowing everything in its path.



		
			Chapter 265

			The God-Slayer, Once More

			The aurora stretched out like a road.

…From a distance, it might be called a path of light, or even a divine road.

But to be caught in it would mean not even your bones would remain.

The light of the Absolute Excalibur faded, leaving nothing in its wake. The mountaintop was now a semi-circle, as if carved out by a rock drill. Sidoor didn't even glance at the scene; he was looking to his right. There, I sat slumped, gasping for breath.

Thanks to that all-out dodge, I was somehow still in one piece.

…But I was incredibly fatigued. Each of Sidoor’s blows had been powerful, draining my stamina.

I steadied my breathing and stood up.

Sidoor simply watched. It seemed he had waited for me.

…On a battlefield, waiting for an enemy to recover is a suicidal act. But for Sidoor, it meant he had that much leeway. I wasn’t irritated. If anything, I was grateful. Not only in physical ability, but in every other aspect, Sidoor was overwhelmingly superior. It was a miracle I was still alive.

Sidoor said, "…You still haven’t lost your will to fight even after seeing that? …Hmph. You are sufficiently strong in spirit as well."

He readied his greatsword.

Then, he leaped towards me. I threw my sword with all my might.

Sidoor was surprised and knocked it aside with his greatsword.

…Sidoor saw Shinsuke throw his sword and thought for a moment, *Has he lost his mind?* Has he run out of moves and resorted to desperately throwing his weapon? He felt a flicker of disappointment, but it was hard to believe Shinsuke would do such a thing. If he had lost his will to fight, he would have thrown it and then fled with all his might.

But he wasn't running. In fact, he was taking a stance.

It was then that Sidoor remembered. The other sword that Shinsuke carried.

Throwing the sword seemed to halt Sidoor’s movements for a split second.

Seizing the opportunity, my eyes turned red as I drew my other blade. I manipulated the sparks that flew from the draw with my fire magic, transforming them from red to blue. To show the power of the blue flame. I unleashed an overhead slash to meet the approaching Sidoor.

Sidoor parried with a return stroke. …Sidoor stopped. I held my ground.

There was a fierce stalemate between us, neither giving an inch.

I had released ‘Thunderclap Incarnation’ and activated my ‘Turmoil’ skill. All my physical abilities were pushed to their absolute limits, far beyond what they were a year ago. Even from my perspective, I could see Sidoor was putting all his strength into it. But that, too, would end.

…I was in a perfect stance, while Sidoor was off-balance from the sudden change. The pushing match was decided by this difference.

I put my strength into it and knocked Sidoor’s greatsword aside. I aimed a horizontal slash at his wide-open stomach. But Sidoor immediately leaped backward. It was just a graze and left no wound, but it did leave a slight burn.

Sidoor's forced retreat caused him to lose his balance further and fall on his rear. …Sidoor was stunned. I wore a triumphant expression.

Sidoor quietly stood up.

"…Impressive. To use your own sword as a decoy to restrict my movements. …But what concerns me more is that flame. Why can you use it?"

His voice was filled with curiosity.

I had expected him to curse me for throwing my sword. No, Sidoor wasn't that kind of person. Before being a warrior, he was a monster. He must have faced such tactics countless times. He felt no sense of dishonor. But I could sense something else from Sidoor—a question.

I replied, "…This flame is commonly used in my homeland. I just happen to know about it. But there’s nowhere that can maintain this level of output. At best, they can only sustain a flame the size of a candle’s."

I gave a slightly dishonest answer as I looked at the blue flame.

On Earth, it's used in gas stoves, so I see it often. However, it’s difficult to extend it or maintain it to this degree. Even with a gas burner, you can only extend it about the length of a forefinger. To increase the temperature, you have to concentrate it. …Considering that, I realized once again that I was doing something incredible.

But I used a candle as an example because explaining gas stoves and burners would be a pain.

Sidoor said, "…I see. I’m surprised by that level of technology. As expected of an Otherworlder, I suppose."

To this, I replied, "…Danmes said the same thing. How do you know? …I’d like to ask, but I suppose you have no intention of answering."

As I took a high stance, Sidoor said, "You’re right. And we’re out of time."

He took a similar stance.

Indeed, now that I’ve activated ‘Turmoil,’ time is ticking away. Questions could wait until after.

I steadied my breath.

"…Cheeeeeeeeeeeeest!"

I ran, shouting.

Sidoor channeled his magic.

"…Absolute Bastard!"

He ran as well, shouting in unison.

…The two clashed. A fierce battle began.

A battlefield ringing with the sound of metal. A life-or-death struggle at a speed of three swings per second. …It was impossible for an ordinary person to follow with their eyes.

As I parried and countered, a thought crossed my mind.

Honestly, I expected to be sent flying. I knew firsthand the power of one of Sidoor’s ultimate techniques. But I wasn’t intimidated. I felt that with ‘Turmoil,’ I could withstand it. But not only did I withstand it, I blocked it multiple times without feeling a thing.

Did that mean the enhancement from ‘Turmoil’ was that much greater? If so, I could do this. I could fight Sidoor on equal terms. …I grinned.

Sidoor was wary of the blue flame.

A flame that incinerates all. He understood its power well. That’s why he had unleashed ‘Absolute Bastard’—to counter the flame. He also felt that the current Shinsuke could withstand the blow. His hunch was correct. Shinsuke blocked the first strike, then parried and countered from there.

…The skill he used back then has become even more powerful. …He was thrilled. Exhilarated. This was truly the first time a human had pushed him this far. In this moment, Sidoor was grateful. Grateful to fate for giving him such an opportunity. …Sidoor grinned.

A sword fight with both combatants laughing. A situation where one wrong move means certain death. Neither felt any fear. They were dominated solely by the emotion of joy. To call it high morale would be an understatement. A madness that made one think so was spreading.

After several dozen clashes, the two separated.

My breathing was quite ragged, and it was all I could do to steady it. …On the other hand, Sidoor was also out of breath, but his breathing was less ragged, like someone who had just surfaced from a dive.

I took a deep breath and readied my stance. The blue flame flared even more intensely. Sidoor took a similar stance, his blade shining.

A blow that neither would be ashamed of.

I was the first to move.

"…True Inferno, Kagutsuchi!"

I unleashed the god-slaying technique.

Sidoor also ran with great force.

"…Absolute Excalibur!"

He unleashed a flash of brilliance. The mystical techniques of East and West clashed.



		
			Chapter 266

			The Third Trump Card and the Fused Flame

			The two techniques collided.

…A clash between a god-slayer and a holy sword was a sight that could never exist on Earth.

The two were locked in a stalemate. …A struggle of pushing and being pushed. The moment one’s concentration broke would decide the match. The light was so bright it was dazzling even with closed eyelids. But neither closed their eyes. The moment they did, it would be their defeat. That, too, did not last long.

Suddenly, the swords exploded. …A meeting of flame and light. It’s possible that some reaction caused the explosion. But neither had the rationality to consider that.

…I retreated a few steps, then immediately charged for a follow-up attack.

I wasn't thinking. I was only hunting.

Sidoor similarly launched a follow-up.

He wasn't thinking. He was only winning.

As the two drew close, within range, they both swung down.

From there, a duel of shining blades began. …It was a sword fight similar to before, but different. Two lights that illuminated the darkness were crossing paths.

It was as if that place alone was a different world, shining brilliantly.

Having calmed down a bit, I was relieved that Kagutsuchi was able to hold its own. Sidoor's sword of light was stronger than Rodel's. My previous flame sword would have been overpowered. But this one was different. It was a blue that surpassed red. The temperature was on another level.

Sidoor was also calm as he fought. He had unleashed Absolute Excalibur to counteract the power of the blue flame. However, he couldn't extinguish it. But the holy sword was the same. …If it were a flame he knew, they should have canceled each other out. This meant it was not a flame he knew. …But it had power.

The burn on his stomach was proof of that.

…He would not let his guard down. And he had no intention of being hit. Because *I will be the first to strike*.

The thoughts of the two overlapped. They continued to exchange a number of blows far exceeding their previous sword fight. They must have been exhausted, but neither showed any sign of backing down.

And then,

""Oooooooooohhhhh!""

With a mutual roar, they swung with all their might.

…And again, an explosion. A massive explosion large enough to engulf them both. There was no way they could be alive. But from the left and right, two trails of smoke were drawn.

What emerged were me and Sidoor. Both had scorch marks here and there. Not only my armor, but half my face was covered in black soot. …Sidoor had soot on various parts of his body, but no decisive burns. I had them, though.

The difference in our races was unfair.

…Sidoor was trembling from the heat of his body. The toughness of a Minotaur was not only physical but also resistant to magic and the environment. He could walk through the cold of the arctic or the heat of the desert with a straight face. Normally, he wouldn't feel such things.

But he was feeling it now. …At first, it was a warm breeze, but with each exchange of blows, the heat intensified. To the point where his throat felt parched.

This was a first for him. That's why he had retreated at the moment of the explosion.

Sidoor said, "…Haha. Honestly, I’d like to keep fighting like this. But all things must come to an end. …From this point, I will use my final trump card. …Shinsuke. Don’t you hold back either."

As he said that, the light from his greatsword vanished.

…Only the moonlight illuminated Sidoor's surroundings. But suddenly, the darkness around Sidoor intensified. As if the darkness was swallowing everything.

As I was captivated by the sight, my flames weakened. I had to concentrate.

Then, the darkness converged, and Sidoor’s figure was revealed. There was no particular change in him. But his greatsword was different.

It was originally black, but now it was even blacker, with faint lights visible here and there. Like stars.

Sidoor said, "…This is my third and strongest trump card. …Absolute Gram. The last time I used this was against my master, when we fought for a seat among the Seven Demon Lords."

He was smiling at the memory.

…He must be reminiscing about the old days. To think he fought his own master and won. But it’s not that unusual. Similar things happen in modern society. Though not through battle, but through maneuvering. Surpassing the boss or senior who taught you to rise to the top. Everyone does it. It just doesn’t get bloody.

I said, "…Should I consider this an honor? …To be honest, this is my first time trying this, too. I might fail. Can you wait?"

To this, Sidoor replied, "…Yes, otherwise there would be no point in bringing out the demonic sword. Stake your life on it."

In a way, it was a threat.

…I channeled magic into the Brahmi script I had learned on Earth and carved into my armor. My body felt lighter than ever before, and my spirit inexplicably rose. It seemed to have worked.

I doubled the intensity of my blue flame.

"…Here I come! Raging Flame Slash!"

A slash of blue flame flew.

…The flame, skimming just above the ground, melted the path it took. A direct hit would vaporize a human. Even Sidoor wouldn't escape unscathed.

However, just by holding the demonic sword in front of him, the blue slash vanished as if swallowed by darkness. It was like a black hole.

Sidoor said, "…This is the power of the demonic sword. It swallows everything, making it as if it never existed. Magic, living beings, without a trace. My master faced this and we exchanged several blows, but in the end, he was swallowed and vanished. …I wonder how you will fare?"

He readied the demonic sword.

…Swallowed just by touching it. That’s just unfair. A cheat if there ever was one.

Honestly, I myself thought my skills were a cheat since I acquired them so easily, but to think there was something even greater. …Wait a minute. He exchanged several blows? …So, if I have a power equal to that or a power that can nullify it.

…There is one thing. Something I haven't tried in my Brahmi script research. But my time with ‘Turmoil’ is running out. To try it in this state would be suicide. I have to survive with a surefire method.

I released all my remaining magic at once.

Seeing this, Sidoor said, "…Oh? Are you planning something? …I’ll wait, so do as you please."

He waited with a grin.

Then, my magic ran out and the blue flame disappeared. Sidoor just watched intently.

I shouted, "…Skill: Awakening!"

A red aura enveloped my entire body.

…My magic and stamina were fully restored, and my physical abilities increased. I sheathed my sword and drew it again. It was once again clad in blue flame. In addition, I activated the demon-warding Brahmi script. A script that nullifies magic. But it doesn’t nullify my own magic. Using that, I created a fusion technique.

I mixed purple into the blue, and it swirled like a spiral. The intense flame gradually subsided and converged. The color of the flame in my hand was a blue-purple. With this, I could do it.

Sidoor said, "…What is that? I’ve never seen anything like it. And I’ve never heard of a blue flame mixing with another. …Hahahaha. At this point, I’m more excited than surprised."

He was exhilarated and took a battle stance.

…Is it my imagination, or does his magic feel even stronger? No, I don’t have time to think about that.

I poured magic into the Brahmi script on my armor and steadied my breath.

"…Cheeeeeeeeeeeeest!"

I ran, shouting.

…The demonic sword is a threat. If anything other than the flame touches it, it's instant death. Then, I have no choice but to meet it head-on.

Sidoor, as if receiving that thought, took a similar stance.

"…Kaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!"

He ran, shouting in unison.

…The two drew closer. A clash of swords from within range. The power of the demonic sword should have drawn it in, but it was held at bay. The power of the demon ward was nullifying it. Furthermore, the heat of the flame was still present. It was a success.

Sidoor’s mind went blank.

…The demonic sword has the power to swallow everything. He had absolute confidence in it. But the moment it touched Shinsuke’s sword, it didn’t swallow. Or rather, that part alone was not exerting its power. …In his master’s case, he had poured all his magic into it to keep from being swallowed. …He hadn't nullified the power.

It was only natural for his thoughts to freeze. But he quickly recovered and calmed down.

…After fighting this long, being surprised was meaningless. The two swords separated, and a sword fight began.

From a battle of light, a battle of darkness began.

…The demonic sword, of course. The blue-purple flame did not have a strong light and gave a weak impression. If I didn’t concentrate, I would lose sight of it. I defended against a barrage of attacks from above, below, left, and right while counterattacking.

I was inflicting small wounds on Sidoor’s body. More like burns than cuts. From his expression, I couldn’t tell if it was having any effect on him.

I had to stay on guard so that not even a single blow would graze me. …Just then, the demonic sword grazed my helmet for an instant. The helmet began to be sucked in. ‘This is bad.’ I instantly tore off the chin strap.

The helmet vanished into the darkness of the demonic sword. I immediately retreated. My breathing was ragged. Even though I knew it was coming, the fear was considerable.

Meanwhile, Sidoor stood still, his breath ragged.

"…Hah, hah. Maintaining this demonic sword is tiring. …Let’s end this with the next one."

He held the demonic sword in a high stance.

I said, "…Yeah, this state is draining me, too. …Let’s end it."

I took a similar stance.

…I could feel our swords resonating with each other, growing in power.

…The two glared at each other. …A silent space.

Just then, there was the sound of a small stone falling.

Taking that as a signal, the two ran.

"Absolute Gram!"

"Kurikara Ryōdan!"

They clashed, unleashing their ultimate techniques.



		
			Chapter 267

			A Warrior's Pride

			Kurikara… the Sankoken held by Fudō Myō-ō.

It purifies evil spirits and severs the karmic ties of disaster.

After the clash, the two of us stood back-to-back.

Silence dominated the space. …Neither of us moved a muscle. But the silence was broken.

I fell to one knee. I hadn't been hit by the demonic sword, but the pressure from its blade made my whole body ache. I even had the illusion that my bones were not just cracked, but broken. It was hard to breathe, and I felt like I would lose consciousness before I could even fight. …But I wouldn't fall. Sidoor was still here.

Sidoor wasn't moving either, but then a change came over him.

…His right horn split in two and fell to the ground. Almost simultaneously, he fell to both knees with the sound of a heavy stone dropping.

During the previous clash, as our swords met, we had fluidly separated. …As we separated, I had, at a speed that could be called god-like, slashed Sidoor’s horn with a return stroke from a low stance. Trying to cut his body from that position and in that time with a horizontal slash would have been impossible. …Moving up or down is faster and more certain. Hitting the horn was a coincidence, but I felt I had landed a decent wound.

Sidoor placed a hand on his horn.

…It was gone. The severed part was on the ground. For a Minotaur, the horn is not just a part of the body, but a symbol. A proof of their strength. And it had been cut.

Sidoor's fighting spirit ignited.

"…You cut my horn. I was going to end it, but… now we have no choice but to fight until one of us is dead!"

He turned and readied his greatsword.

It seemed I had touched a nerve.

I spurred my trembling body.

"…Heh. I’m at my limit, but fine. I’ll fight you until my life gives out!"

Not to be outdone, I took a stance.

A fierce fighting spirit swirled around us. The two inched closer.

The moment their auras were about to clash,

"That's enough."

A voice came from the sky.

…The fighting spirit subsided, and we both looked up. Six patches of darkness were spreading across the sky. From them emerged…

…An old man in luxurious clothes. …A woman with bat wings in flashy attire. …A monster with the face of an insect. …A small fairy emitting a faint light. …A merman, a fusion of fish and human. …A white-haired boy in a priest's robes.

Six beings, abnormal to say the least, floated in the sky. They slowly descended to the ground.

The boy said, "…Sidoor. Cool your head. I know about the horn. But this isn't like you."

To this, Sidoor replied, "…My apologies. The blood rushed to my head."

He calmed down and sheathed his sword.

The insect-man said, "For you to get that angry is quite rare. …There is nothing scarier than a person who doesn't usually get angry."

He said it as if he were laughing.

Though it was unclear if he was laughing.

The old man said, "…However, I must ask you to wait before killing him. We, too, would not like to see our entertainment disappear."

He was laughing as well.

Sidoor seemed to shrink, as if ashamed of his actions.

Just then, the bat-woman looked at me.

"…It's been a while. …Have you been well?"

Her voice was filled with affection.

I asked, "…Who might you be?"

I had never seen her before.

…With such a memorable monster, I should remember her. But I couldn't recall her at all.

To the trembling bat-woman, the fairy said, "…It can’t be helped, Harynair. You were just not memorable enough."

She seemed to be comforting her, but she wasn’t.

I had heard that name somewhere before. …No, it was no use. I couldn't remember. Was she really that unmemorable?

As I was thinking that, the merman said, "…My subordinate was in your care in the Republic."

I thought for a moment.

"The Republic? …Ah, that merman. Does that mean you were the one who caused that tsunami?"

The merman nodded.

…I remembered that well. The merman’s very existence was conspicuous. More than anything, with that tuna-like face, it would be harder to forget.

Just then, the bat-woman, Harynair, glared at me with incredible intensity. A resentful look. It couldn't be helped. I didn’t remember her.

The boy said, "That’s enough, everyone. We came here to stop Sidoor. Let’s not talk too much."

Silence spread.

But I said, "…But I have something to ask. Who are you? You look like a boy, but from the way you talk, I think you’re the boss."

To this, the boy replied, "Boss? Half right, half wrong. It’s true I’m something of a representative, but I’m just a coordinator. I don’t issue absolute commands."

He answered nonchalantly.

…An absolute command. So that means he can give some orders. I wanted to ask more, but honestly, I felt like I was about to pass out.

The boy said, "…Hmm. You seem to be quite exhausted as well. We will take our leave now. It seems someone has come from below."

As the seven were about to leave, I said, "…Wait. At least tell me your names."

As I pushed myself to ask, the boy thought for a moment.

"…My name is Bamhal the Dragon King. …As a reward for your valiant fight against Sidoor, we will do nothing for a while."

The other five seemed to want to say something, but they quickly fell silent.

It seemed his authority was absolute.

Just then, Sidoor said, "…I apologize for earlier. The blood rushed to my head. …You can have that horn. As proof that you got the better of me."

As he said that, a black hole opened and Sidoor vanished.

…The others also vanished one by one.

Only I was left. Just then, I heard the sound of footsteps and a voice. Tina was running towards me with a worried look on her face.

That was the last thing I saw before I lost consciousness.

In a certain castle.

The ‘Seven Demon Lords’ were gathered in the great hall.

They were talking about the recent battle. About how strong the Otherworlder had become. They were looking forward to the future, but since they were doing nothing for a while, they were bored.

As they were making small talk, Sidoor said, "…Lord Dragon King. I would like to leave the Seven Demon Lords."

The space fell silent.

Lates said, "…Is it because you lost your horn? …I understand how you feel, but this is too sudden."

To this, Daios added, "I agree with Lord Thousand Poisons. For Lord Sword Demon to leave would be very inconvenient for our structure."

He voiced his agreement.

Sidoor said, "…But it is also a fact that I am not worthy of the Seven Demon Lords. …Lord Dragon King, please…"

To his plea, Bamhal replied, "…I believe I understand your intentions. But as the one who brings everyone together, I cannot let you quit for such a reason. The replacement of a Seven Demon Lord happens only when one is defeated in battle for their seat. And I will not permit you to lose by holding back. If you do not show your strength, the other monsters will not be satisfied."

Sidoor fell silent.

…In the world of monsters, strength is everything. The weak do not command obedience.

Bamhal continued, "…If you still insist, then raise a promising successor. It doesn't matter if it takes decades or centuries. …If you wish, I can even lend you one of the privileges of the Seven Demon Lords."

The others were surprised.

…A privilege. That is, to become immortal. Even monsters age. They live longer than humans, but aging is inevitable.

But the Seven Demon Lords can be made immortal to maintain their peak strength for eons. To lend this privilege means that even those outside the Seven Demon Lords can become immortal. However, it doesn't make one younger. It only stops their age at the point of appointment. That's why Redorza became one of the ‘Seven Demon Lords’ when he was an old man.

Sidoor said, "…Thank you very much. To repay your kindness, I will surely accomplish this."

He bowed deeply.

To this, Redorza asked, "However, if that is the case, what will you do about that Otherworlder? Isn't your match still undecided?"

Sidoor replied, "…I intend to settle the score eventually. …However, I am in no hurry. I am thinking of re-examining myself. …It wouldn’t be so bad to think while raising a successor."

His face looked a little refreshed.

Rumby said, "…I don't get it. A warrior’s pride? …I don't understand."

She was swinging her legs, looking uninterested.

…Harynair had been silent the whole time. She was pondering how to make the Otherworlder who had completely forgotten about her remember her.

Time passed, and after the battle with Sidoor, the ‘Seven Demon Lords’ ceased their activities.



		
			Chapter 268

			The Hunter's Life

			When I woke up, I saw a wooden ceiling.

…It was the familiar ceiling of my own home. My body felt sluggish. It didn't seem like I could move yet. Just then, I felt a breath to my left.

I turned to see Tina in her armor, sleeping while sitting up. It seemed she had been nursing me.

…After that, she must have carried me here and watched over me the whole time. So much so that she even forgot to change. She was still sleeping.

I was about to wait for her to wake up when…

"…Mmm? …Shinsuke? You’re awake?!"

Her sleepy eyes snapped wide open.

I said, "…Sorry about this. You must have carried me after I collapsed."

To this, Tina replied, "…Yes, after you collapsed, I carried you all the way here. The journey was quite difficult. Adventurers were coming to the rocky mountains one after another. …It was hard moving without being seen."

I asked, "? …Why did you try to avoid being seen?"

Tina explained, "…At first, I was going to call out to them, but the atmosphere was filled with tension, so I hid and listened. …It turned out they were investigating a giant path of light from the summit of the rocky mountains. I saw it from below, too; it was very conspicuous."

"...Moreover, there were rumors that there might be an unknown monster. If that were the case, rashly joining them and explaining the situation could lead to being taken in for questioning. …Then a lecture from the Guild Master would be unavoidable."

She looked exhausted.

…It was true, I had told them the purpose of my journey. But just because I told them didn’t mean I had permission to fight. It was one thing for other monsters, but this was a situation where not just a town, but the entire country could have been destroyed.

Such selfish actions were completely unacceptable.

I said, "…Hmm? But if they know the situation, eventually…"

Tina replied, "…You don’t need to worry about that. The Guild Master came by this morning, but I played dumb. I said, ‘We were sleeping and didn’t notice.’ He seemed to want to say something, but he left."

She answered with a proud look on her face.

I asked, "…Is that really okay?"

Tina said, "It’s fine. If we achieve any more, it will be harder to move around. …That would interfere with your work as a hunter."

She had a gentle expression.

…I was grateful. Being an A-rank recognized by two countries was already enough. I tried to move my body, but I still couldn't.

Tina said, "…Oh, that’s right. There was something like a horn lying nearby. I figured you did it, so I brought it back."

She pointed to the top of a shelf.

…Sidoor’s horn was sitting there. A parting gift from him. I guess I’ll keep it as a decoration.

Case closed. Or so I thought.

With a serious face, I asked, "…Hey, Tina? …Was it a good thing that I came to this world?"

To this, Tina replied, "What are you saying all of a sudden? That’s not like you."

To the bewildered her, I said, "…Sidoor has companions. He sent the Minotaur to the border, and the giant monster that appeared in the Empire's capital was their doing, too. All of it, just to corner me. …If I hadn’t come, wouldn’t it have been peaceful?"

A weak-willed statement.

…Natural disasters are calamities that are bound to happen. No one can prevent them.

…But man-made disasters are different. They happen because of some trigger. If I hadn't been here, things like this wouldn't have…

Tina said, "…Shinsuke. Are you saying that you’ve caused trouble for other people? …That’s just conceit. Incidents caused by human malice have happened in the past, and they are still happening now. In this world, no, even in your world, it’s a common thing. Everyone wishes to erase malice, but reality is different."

"…You could say that humans live on malice. …So, isn’t it more important how you confront that malice rather than lamenting it? If it’s unavoidable no matter how much you struggle, then you just have to do what needs to be done. That’s what I think. …And at the very least, I’m happy that you came. …Because I met someone I can spend my life with."

She had a smile like a goddess.

…My chest ached. To have someone who cares for me so deeply. That alone is happiness.

More than a large sum of money, more than power. …It was dazzling. …Precious. It saved my soul. My dark feelings were instantly purified.

My sleepiness completely gone, I said, "…Thank you, Tina. …*Phew*. My head’s clear now. Not that I can move, though. What should I do?"

I forcibly ended the conversation.

…Any more comforting would just be painful. Just then, for some reason, Tina threw off the blanket and climbed on top of me.

To the bewildered me, Tina said, "…Shinsuke. When I saw you collapsed, I screamed so much. I yelled, ‘Open your eyes.’ But you didn't. …Please, don’t be so reckless anymore. You’ve fulfilled your promise to Sidoor. From now on, please live a quiet life with me as a hunter."

To the teary-eyed Tina, I said, "Yeah, I promise. You put up with my selfishness. From now on, I’ll earn enough so we can live without worry."

Tina wiped her tears and smiled.

"…Good. …By the way, Shinsuke. I want to continue where we left off last night. Right now."

She said something incredible, her face beet red.

I said, "…Right now? It’s still around noon, isn’t it? At least until night…"

Tina cut off my words with a kiss.

When she pulled away, she said, "…I can’t. Seeing you safe and sound, I can’t stop myself. …Please, put up with my selfishness."

Her face became even redder.

I said, "…Alright. But I don’t think I can move."

To this, Tina replied, "It’s alright. I’ll do everything. …Besides, isn’t it good to be on the side that can’t move sometimes? …Enduring the advances of a female knight in armor. There were scenes like that in the manga, too."

The goddess’s smile transformed into a seductive one.

…When I first met her, she was polite and straightforward. To think she could change this much.

It seems I went a bit too far.

I said, "…Be gentle."

I decided to leave everything to her.

Tina said, "…Fufu. …Let’s have fun today."

She kissed me, and we had fun until the next morning.

Time passed.

Japan’s current technological prowess surpassed that of other countries.

…The development and performance of new products. …The advancement of medical technology.

Especially in the medical field, the progress was astounding. People with physical disabilities, whose arms and legs couldn’t move, were completely cured with medication, and severed limbs could be fully healed with short-term treatment. …Furthermore, even parts that were originally missing could be moved with mechanical limbs.

…It was an era called the technological revolution.

Naturally, other countries sought to benefit from this as well.

…Japan’s terms of trade were a bit high, but compared to providing the technology itself, it was cheap. Thus, the world made a dramatic leap forward.

But this also led to conflict.

…The gap between rich and poor. …Racial discrimination. …Technological monopolies.

Rebellions sparked by the common follies of those in power.

It was the dawn of a chaotic era brought about by progress.

Amidst all this.

Japan, a certain city.

A young man was sitting slumped in an alleyway.

…Cruel bullying at his company. Violence from his parents. The police wouldn’t listen to him. …Only despair dominated the young man.

…‘*I don’t care anymore.*’ He had given up on everything and was about to let himself rot away.

Just as he was thinking that,

"…Boy. …Don’t you want to escape from this world?"

The young man looked up to see a white-haired old man in traditional Japanese clothing standing there.

Next to him was a red-haired girl in a middle school uniform.

The young man said, "…What is it, old man? …Leave me alone."

He answered listlessly.

The old man said, "…Hmph. The eyes of someone who has faced the injustices of society. It reminds me of my youth. …Boy. Do you believe in this book?"

He showed him a book titled ‘How to Go to Another World’.



		