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      Prologue


      The town of Lavos was located in a remote corner of the northwestern region of the Lordship of Lumel in the Holy Empire of Novalis, the great nation that ruled over almost the entire continent. Though being in the periphery of the region’s capital might sound appealing, the only road out of town was flanked by wide open fields, and beyond that was nothing but forest and mountains.


      In other words, it was the boonies.


      A structure made of stone and brick stood by the town’s main road, illuminated by the vermilion sunset. It was the Lavos Branch of the adventurers’ guild.


      Inside, the blonde receptionist behind the counter looked troubled.


      “C’mon, Felicia, don’t be shy.”


      In front of the young lady was a middle-aged swordsman clad in bronze armor, casually leaning over the counter. “Let’s have a nice drink tonight. I already booked a table for us,” he insisted.


      “U-Um, I’m afraid that the guild doesn’t allow such things...”


      The young receptionist girl attempted to rebuff the man’s advances, but the man’s expression soured and he leaned even closer to her.


      “Hey. The great Galuzzo the Wild-Armed himself is offering you a fun night out here. Do you know just how much I’ve been contributing to this boring shithole of a guild?”


      “I-I’m quite aware, but—” The girl named Felicia glanced between Galuzzo and the bystanders hoping to get some help, but the few adventurers in the lobby clearly shrank away upon hearing the man’s name and title.


      Galuzzo the Wild-Armed was a famous and highly skilled adventurer known throughout the capital of Lumel, but he was also infamous for hitting on tavern waitresses and beating up entire parties of adventurers who tried to stop him.


      “C’mon, let’s have some fun.” The man reached for Felicia’s shoulder, but someone grabbed his wrist.


      “Please refrain from discussing matters unrelated to adventuring within the adventurers’ guild premises.”


      “And who the hell are you?”


      A young, black-haired employee was the one who had stopped the man. The employee was unremarkable and unassuming—downright plain, even—but upon closer inspection had a handsome and well-kept face.


      “Tenes?” Felicia cried out of shock.


      Galuzzo laughed. “Oh? Didn’t know there were more cuties in here.”


      “I hate to disappoint you, but I’m male.”


      “Tch. Come to think of it, you do sound like a man. What a confusin’ look.” Galuzzo shook his arm free of the employee’s grip. “So who the hell are ya?”


      “I’m just a part of the guild’s administrative staff. A handyman, if you will.”


      “So you’re an errand boy? No puny errand boy gets to lay a hand on me!”


      “Sir, I’m afraid that stepping in to resolve disputes is part of my duties.”


      “Listen here, boy.” Galuzzo lowered his voice to a threatening tone. “The number of quests I’ve accomplished is directly tied to this branch’s reputation. Why don’t you watch the way you talk to your biggest patron, hm? I might just refuse all the quests this guild posts from now on.”


      The young guild employee was unfazed and merely let out a soft sigh.


      “Article XII, Paragraph 5 of the Adventurer Code: An adventurer must act with decorum at all times. I’m afraid that we have the ability to blacklist adventurers who cause scandals. In that case, you’ll be barred from taking jobs not just from this guild, but from all other guilds. I think we both know which one of us would be worse off if that happened.”


      “What?! I ain’t gettin’ blacklisted from this! It’s nothin’! The higher-ups’ll never take you seriously!”


      “Just so you know, I have connections with upper management—I might just be able to push this through with a few words in the right places. Fortunately, we also have several eyewitnesses here who are willing to testify to your unsightly behavior. If you back down, leave right now, and pay close attention to your future actions, we are willing to overlook this incident and say that you acted appropriately.”


      “You little... You better remember this, Tan— Uh...”


      “Name’s Tenes. I think it would also serve you well to remember, sir.”


      “Shut up, you punk! Now I ain’t forgettin’!”


      Galuzzo pointed straight at Tenes, then spun toward the door and stomped out of the guild.


      Felicia stared at the door, which kept swinging well after Galuzzo was gone. “Tenes... Th-Thank you so much,” she said.


      The handyman gave her a big grin and replied, “Oh, it’s no problem. It’s all just a part of my job. I’d love to have some peace and quiet, after all.”


      “But,” she added, “how long have you been standing there? I didn’t notice you at all.”


      Tenes, still smiling, answered, “I’ve always kept a low profile.”


      ***


      “Good work out there.”


      “You too, Tenes.”


      Once work hours ended, the handyman named Tenes exited the guild through the staff-exclusive back door and vanished without making a sound.


      “What a strange man,” Felicia’s coworker commented from beside her as they watched Tenes leave.


      “Is he? I think he’s a pretty nice guy. He takes jobs that nobody likes and works on them quickly and accurately. I hear he’s from a high-ranking noble family, but he doesn’t get fazed by gossip,” Felicia said.


      “Yeah, about that... If he’s from a noble family, I really wonder what exactly he did to end up out here in the boonies.”


      “Well... That, I don’t know...”


      “See? All we know is that the guild chief went straight to the head office to get him hired. There’s gotta be something goin’ on with him.”


      “I don’t know about that.”


      “He does his job pretty well, sure. But he’s always so hard to find. You don’t even notice if he’s there or not. Sometimes I even forget that he exists at all.”


      Felicia laughed. “Now that’s a bit much, isn’t it?”


      Her coworker lowered his voice and leaned closer. “On top of that, there’s even more weird rumors about him.”


      “Like?”


      “You know about the old graveyard in the mountains up north?”


      “I’ve heard of it. That’s the one people say to stay away from because fellbeasts show up there, right?”


      “Apparently, he lives there.”


      Felicia blinked, then let out another hearty laugh. “There’s no way!”


      ***


      He’s out.


      A fierce-looking man glared at Tenes as he left the adventurers’ guild. He was a middle-aged man wearing a suit of bronze armor—the adventurer Galuzzo. He could not accept that he’d been humiliated in front of the cute receptionist he had been flirting with just moments before.


      So he waited behind the guild building for his prey to make an appearance. When Tenes finally showed his face, Galuzzo hid in the shadows of trees on the streetside and quietly stalked him.


      I’ll make you pay for makin’ a fool of me.


      However, as he tried to match his prey’s pace, anxiety started to creep into his mind.


      I’m...following the right guy, right?


      Galuzzo’s prey had changed out of his guild uniform and into his personal clothes. But those clothes were blending into the dusky colors of the town’s streets. Tenes and his clothes were so indistinct that Galuzzo was beginning to lose track of him.


      Wait, what did he look like again? Dammit, he’s so plain that I can’t even remember!


      The one thing he recalled was his black hair. It was the only thing he was sure of. Galuzzo repeated this to himself as he continued his pursuit. His target passed through the shopping district, the residential area, and across some farmland before finally entering a thick forest in the mountains.


      Shit, how far are you planning to walk?


      There shouldn’t have been any houses up ahead. On top of that, an old graveyard was said to lie deep in these same mountains. Powerful fellbeasts were reported to be in the area, and it had already been designated as a Hazard Zone. There were also signs all over that warned trespassers to keep away.


      With growing confusion, Galuzzo hastily scanned his surroundings, but lost sight of Tenes entirely.


      “Huh?” he grunted. “Where the hell did he go?!” His prey had vanished into thin air. It was as if he had been chasing a mirage.


      Galuzzo pondered for a moment, then decided to search the mountain forest for a while longer. Even though he was in a Hazard Zone, he couldn’t let his honor stay sullied by a mere errand boy. He would silence him the way he silenced all his critics.


      Did he wander off the path?


      A voice rang out. “You sure are persistent. You should know when to quit.”


      “Who’s there?!” Galuzzo leaped. Was it the boy? No, it wasn’t. The voice he’d heard was deeper, and unmistakably a woman’s. But why would a woman be in the mountains? Galuzzo drew his sword, but he couldn’t find the speaker.


      “It’s dangerous out here. Better get out before something bad happens,” the voice warned.


      “I said, who’s there?! Show yourself!” Galuzzo demanded. He couldn’t pinpoint the source. Either the woman was moving around, or her voice was echoing through the forest. “Where the hell are you?!”


      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


      “Hah! I don’t know who you are, but I’m the great Galuzzo the Wild-Armed. You better not look down on me.”


      “‘Wild-Armed’? Never heard of ’em.”


      “You can’t be serious. I’m a Rank Six adventurer!”


      “Rank Six? That’s not gonna fly ’round these parts.”


      Galuzzo gritted his teeth. “What, because this is a Hazard Zone? You think I’m afraid of some fellbeasts? Me, the great Galuzzo the Wild-Armed? Come out here and face—”


      “Fellbeasts? Nah, I’m talking about something far more dangerous than that.”


      “Wha...?”


      “Oh no, she’s here. Well then, my condolences.”


      The voice vanished into thin air. Then the sound of footsteps on grass caught Galuzzo’s ears, joined by a figure hidden in the shadows.


      “Huh?”


      Galuzzo gripped the hilt of his sword with both hands and put up his guard.


      A young woman stepped out of the darkness. Her skin was fair as snow, and her hair as blue as the water from a mountain spring, tied behind her head in a neat ponytail. Her beautiful countenance stood in stark contrast to her lack of emotion, hiding whatever thoughts might be crossing her mind. It was as if she were a well-crafted doll.


      Strangest of all, she was wearing a maid outfit. And even stranger still, she was holding a small gray dog on a leash, as if she were simply out for a walk.


      “Huh? Oh, ohhh?” Galuzzo was at a loss for words at the sudden appearance of this beautiful stranger in an out-of-place outfit.


      The maid ordered the small dog to stay, picked up a tree branch off the ground, then quietly asked, “A guest?”


      “Huh?”


      “Please turn back. This is not a place for uninvited guests such as yourself.”


      “T-Turn back? You think I’m just gonna turn back after coming all the way here?”


      As Galuzzo approached, he saw the young woman’s cold, beautiful eyes. He gulped. “Hey, where are you from? If you’re lost, maybe I can take you back home.”


      The maid, her expression unchanging, brandished the branch as if it were a weapon. “It appears you have chosen not to heed my warning. Then I shall extract you by force.”


      “Huh?”


      The maid crouched, then—


      “Ough?!”


      The next moment, Galuzzo received a heavy blow to his abdomen that knocked him backward into a tree. He couldn’t comprehend exactly what had happened. Galuzzo groaned and clutched his stomach, and noticed that his beloved suit of armor was now riddled with cracks.


      The maid threw away the tree branch in her hand. “My, it would seem that this branch is too fragile,” she said. Then she picked up a bigger, thicker branch.


      “Hey, w-wait—”


      Galuzzo stammered as he raised his right arm to shield himself.


      Who the hell is she?! Galuzzo had hunted many fellbeasts and quashed criticism from his fellow adventurers, earning the title of Wild-Armed. Even so, he couldn’t understand what had just happened to him. His hairs stood on end, and his heart was pounding.


      This woman is a predator. Galuzzo’s instincts, honed by several years of surviving many brushes with death, were screaming at him to run as far away as he could from this place. However, the menacing chill emanating from the young woman froze his feet. Her beautiful eyes lacked any emotion, and instinctively, he knew that she saw him as a mere obstacle—he didn’t even register as an enemy.


      The maid raised the branch to her side and lunged at Galuzzo.


      “Farewell.”


      “G-Gaaaaah!”


      The next moment, a pale ball of light flew straight at Galuzzo and hit him square in the chest. He was sent flying back with another pained grunt, all the way into another tree. He fell to his knees, his eyes rolled back into his head, then he planted face-first into the ground.


      The maid stared at the man until he went silent, then turned around.


      “What is the meaning of this, Aizel?”


      The maid’s gaze landed on a woman with tanned skin and long, shiny, silver hair. Her pointed ears were a clear indicator that she was an elf, but her dark skin differed from most individuals of her species.


      The elf glared at the maid. “You’re not supposed to murder intruders as you please, Richelotte.”


      “I merely tried to eliminate the intruder as ordered,” the maid replied.


      “I don’t care if you’re the Sword Maiden or whatever. Your methods are too bloody and messy. You shouldn’t leave traces all over the place.”


      “Are you saying you, the legendary dark elf, can do better?”


      “Of course. If it were up to me, I wouldn’t leave a single bone behind.”


      As the elf and maid argued, a figure descended on them without making a single noise. It was another woman, with messy red hair and the furry brown ears of an animal, and sharp fangs jutting from her mouth.


      “They call me the Bandit King ’n’ all, but I’m startin’ to look like a pacifist next to you two.” The beastkin woman stared at Galuzzo, who had yet to open his eyes. “You haven’t offed ’im yet, have ya?”


      “Not without orders from my master,” replied the elf.


      Hearing this, the maid took a deep bow. “It would seem that I have acted in haste. My apologies.”


      “Riche, Millie, Aizel. I was looking for you all.”


      A young man emerged from the bushes down the path the three women had come from.


      “Welcome back, milord.” The maid bowed before Tenes.


      “Hey there, Tenes.” The beastkin casually waved a hand to greet him.


      “I see you are well, my master.” The dark-skinned elf bashfully opened her arms wide as though offering him an embrace.


      The tiny gray dog let out a small bark and happily jumped about.


      “I really don’t know how to react when you three greet me in such...unique ways,” Tenes noted.


      “It is merely the appropriate greeting for my lord.”


      “That’s just how besties greet each other, right?”


      “You’re my eternal life partner...”


      The three women stepped forward at once and replied to Tenes in their own way. The last one seemed quite overbearing, but he brushed it off and proceeded to examine Galuzzo.


      “I thought he’d get creeped out and leave if I up and vanished into a Hazard Zone, but I didn’t think he’d be so persistent.”


      “Tenes, should we off him?” the beastkin asked.


      Tenes placed a hand on his chin and quietly pondered her offer. “That might seem like a sound plan, but he’s much too famous to go missing all of a sudden. Since he was last seen at our branch, they’ll start snooping around and digging for info. I don’t really want my work at the guild to pile up. It’s a bit of a pain, but I’m going to hide all his memories regarding me.”


      After saying his piece, Tenes noticed that the maid had been staring at him. “Riche, is something wrong?”


      “I... I cannot bear to see you like this, milord. I cannot stand seeing you perform menial tasks at the adventurers’ guild and be scorned by unsightly fellows such as this man,” Richelotte answered.


      “Unsightly fellow, huh? He might seem like one to you, Riche, but he’s still one of the most well-known adventurers around here.” Tenes chuckled as he laid his eyes on Galuzzo again.


      “Besides, I like being the guild handyman. I think background work suits me pretty well. I never liked standing out.” As he finished, he patted the maid’s head, which seemed to improve the latter’s mood.


      “We are quite aware, milord. You are the only one fit to be the mastermind pulling the strings behind the whole world, after all.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: Oracle and Exile


      Let’s backtrack a little.


      The Holy Empire of Novalis had hegemony over the entire continent. Ostensibly, the Holy Emperor had the highest authority over the whole empire, and everything revolved around this individual. The capital, situated in the center of the empire, was surrounded by domains ruled by high-ranking noble families known as the Ten Noble Dynasties.


      I, Tenes Lumel, was the firstborn of the Lumel family, ranked ninth of the ten dynasties. And I was next in line to become its head of house.


      My life as the heir to a noble family was simple and austere. The castle that my family called home was huge, and one wrong step could leave you wandering around for hours. In contrast, my room was so small that you would hit the wall about five or six steps in. It was a gloomy prison, with its sole window covered with steel bars. My meals were worse than those served to servants—nothing but stale bread and cold soup with the meagerest helping of herbs. Despite belonging to a noble family, I had no tutors, or even maidservants to assist me.


      There was a good reason for all this.


      “Tenes!”


      I heard a loud knock on the door and immediately put down the paintbrush in my hand. There was only one person I knew with a voice so bubbly that it didn’t fit the air of my room.


      “I’m here to visit!”


      “Fiona, you’re here again?”


      I stood up and opened the door. There stood a girl about my height, with lucid, emerald-green eyes. Her golden hair swayed and seemed like it sparkled on its own.


      “If you keep coming here, everyone will look at you weird again.”


      “Let them,” she replied with a pout. “Why do I need a reason to visit my little brother?”


      The girl was my sister, Fiona Lumel. We were the same age, but not twins. She was born about half a year ahead of me, which made her my elder sister.


      My sister’s pout was powerful, but I had to scold her nonetheless. “How many times do I have to tell you that we have very different standings in this family?”


      Fiona was the daughter of Douglas Lumel, lord of the house of Lumel, and his wife Ramia. Meanwhile, my mother was a young servant. Of course, that servant who had earned Mother’s wrath had long since been expelled from this house, and I’d never even seen her face. The circumstances behind my birth were somewhat of an open secret, and as the bastard child of this family, my position had always been rather precarious.


      “Were you painting again?” Fiona asked. She completely ignored my lecturing and stepped into my room, looking at the painting I’d put up on the wall. It depicted the mountain scenery I could see through the bars of the sole window in my room.


      “It helps keep me sane,” I replied.


      “I smuggled so many books into your room. Have you even read any of them?” Fiona turned her gaze to the stack of books in the corner of my room. There were history books, advanced-level magic grimoires, and a textbook on swordplay. I had asked her to bring them to me from the castle library.


      I turned my head to her and said, “Of course. I’m done with all of them.”


      “Hoeh?” Fiona squeaked. “I brought you those two days ago. You never read them that quickly before.”


      “I did. You just never asked me about them.”


      “You’re pulling my leg. You don’t have to try and look cool for your big sis, you know?”


      “I have some criticisms toward some of the material, but I’ve read all of them. Really. I know you’re busy with lessons on etiquette and other lectures, but I have a lot of free time on my hands.”


      Only my sister bothered to ask me what I did with my time. My complicated standing within this household meant that I was treated like I didn’t exist.


      “That’s still too fast. Okay, tell me what this book was about.” My sister picked up a book on top of the stack.


      “That’s a book on the history of the continent. I really liked the section on the legendary Sword Maiden.”


      Over a century ago, when the imperial army had been cornered by a rebellion in one of the provinces, a lone woman appeared and killed over a thousand rebels on her own. There must have been a lot of fabrications, but it was a great story.


      “Grr... Okay, there was a grimoire on advanced-level magic there, right? I’m only just about to finish my grimoire on intermediate-level magic, you know.”


      “I’m only a fast reader because I skim through the books. You’re a pretty fast learner too if you can finish an intermediate-level grimoire at age sixteen.”


      “Advanced-level magic isn’t something you just skim through... I’ve been thinking about this for a while, but Tenes, are you actually really smart?”


      “I dunno... I think I’m pretty normal.”


      Not like I had anyone else to compare to other than my sister.


      Fiona stared at the back cover of the grimoire. “Come to think of it, weren’t you reading a book on flame magic before? Now you’re on lightning magic. You’re reading so many books on different magical attributes. Are you trying to master all of them?”


      There were ten attributes of magic known to exist in the world: flame, water, lightning, earth, wood, wind, metal, poison, ice, and light. Fundamentally, magic users can only use one attribute, though with some training and effort, one could attain some degree of proficiency in the others. Rarely, there were those who could proficiently wield multiple attributes, but the rule was that they would have an exceptional affinity to one attribute.


      “Master all the attributes? There’s no way I could do that.” I shook my hand in front of me. My sister was faster at learning magic, regularly leaving her tutor speechless. She was even starting to master light magic. She was widely considered to be the second prodigy in the entire history of the house of Lumel.


      “True. I mean, it’s not even clear if that ancestor of ours really even existed,” Fiona remarked. The ancestor she was referring to was said to have mastered all ten attributes, and was known as the first prodigy. However, that ancestor had died in infamy, and their name was erased from the family tree.


      My sister dove into my hard bed and rolled around. “Ahhh, Tenes, your scent really calms me down!”


      “Sis, you’re starting to scare me. Also, that’s my bed you’re using.”


      “Aww, don’t be such a spoilsport. Since I’m the big sister, your things are my things!” Fiona declared.


      “Okay, so your things are my things too, then,” I retorted.


      “Silly Tenes. My things are my things!”


      “Hey, that means I won’t have anything left for myself!”


      Well, that was already the case. As someone whose existence had been concealed from birth, my books, my bed, this room—my entire life was borrowed from this family. I truly did not own anything.


      Fiona rolled over and looked at me with a sincere expression on her face. “Tenes, I want you to know that our bond as siblings is real.”


      “Yeah.” I sighed and smiled at her.


      My sister spread her arms on the bed. “Hey, want me to hug you like I used to?”


      “No, I’m good.”


      “Hm? You’re being rebellious today.”


      “I don’t think grown-up siblings hug each other like that, sis.”


      “Bweh!” My sister pouted and sat up on the bed.


      Until recently, her figure was similar to mine, but she’d become quite feminine as of late. I’ll have to ward off uncouth men who try to approach her, I thought, giving in to my overprotective parent side for a moment.


      “Tenes... What do you think will happen at the Oracle?” Fiona muttered as she stared at the ceiling.


      “I don’t know,” I answered. “But it’s happening in a week.”


      The Oracle was the only reason someone of my standing was still here in this castle. The Holy Emperor might be the one ruling over the Holy Empire of Novalis, but even the lord of this country was bound to the Oracle.


      A great stone tablet lay inside the capital’s Grand Temple. Occasionally, a revelation from God would show itself on the tablet. The founders of this nation had found the tablet in an ancient ruin, and would go on to unify the whole continent according to God’s revelations. Since then, the emperors of Novalis would rule the empire according to God’s will, as revealed by the stone tablet.


      It was rare for a common citizen to receive a revelation. The sole exception was the Oracle. Once a year, during the Founding Festival, those who have reached the age of sixteen gathered at the temple of their respective domains. There, God would grant them a role—a Job—that would stick with them for the rest of their life.


      Jobs came in several different types. There were Normals such as Farmer, Merchant, or Fisher, that assigned a profession; and there were those suitable for adventuring such as Swordsman, Archer, or Mage. Still, anyone who had land and farming tools could become a Farmer, and anyone who possessed mana could become a Mage. But being assigned a Job meant earning better attributes suited to that Job, which meant that many still ended up selecting a profession according to the Oracle.


      “Tenes, aren’t you scared?” Fiona asked, still staring at the ceiling. I looked at her.


      This year’s Oracle held a special meaning for us high nobles. The current Holy Emperor was bedridden, and he had no heirs. And a few months ago, there had been a revelation.


      The next Holy Emperor shall be the most worthy among the heirs of the Ten Noble Dynasties.


      What “the most worthy” meant was still unclear. Regardless, this meant that tension among the ten families ruling over the Empire’s domains was at an all-time high. There hadn’t been any clashes between the families yet, but it was only a matter of time.


      As heirs of the house of Lumel—ninth in rank among the Noble Dynasties—this was a matter of survival. The sole reason that my father was allowing me to stay in the castle despite my precarious position was the possibility of me receiving a Rare Job that would allow us to fight in the Succession War to follow.


      “Everything will be okay,” I assured my sister. “No matter what happens, I’ll support you.”


      “Where’s that bravado coming from, you frail shut-in?” Fiona giggled at my mildly serious words of assurance. “I’m not expecting much, but I’ll take that as a promise. No matter what happens to me, you’ll save me. And no matter what happens to you, I’ll save you. Okay?”


      “Yeah. I promise.”


      The two of us intertwined our pinky fingers.
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      “I’m glad my frail little brother has grown enough to say something so reliable,” Fiona said.


      It was true that I was frail and a shut-in, and I knew that was why my sister would get worried and visit me often. And I knew that was why she’d learned light magic: to obtain the power of healing for my sake.


      “Thank you, sis,” I muttered.


      “Did you say something?”


      “Nah.”


      I didn’t like people. In fact, I hated them. For most of my life, I had been bathed in hatred and hostility because of the circumstances of my birth. Out of all the people in this castle, only my sister would look at me with pure and sincere eyes.


      Fiona stood up and stretched. “Okay, I’ve had my fill of my cute little brother’s scent. Now I can work for a bit longer!”


      “Okay, you’re really scaring me now.”


      “You know what they say. Little brothers are cuter the more trouble they give you, right?”


      “I’d be hard-pressed to find a little brother who’d give you less trouble than I do. I mean, other than the fact that I’m a shut-in.”


      “Do you know how much trouble I went through trying to get you out of here?”


      “I am so sorry about that.”


      Fiona giggled as she watched me bow my head in apology.


      “Well, Tenes, whatever happens at the Oracle, I’ll be sure to protect you as promised, okay? See you later!” With that, she left my room.


      I stared at the door as it closed, then opened my palm. A reddish ball of mana was flowing from my hand. Its color changed to blue, to orange, then to brown. All ten attributes of mana were streaming from the palm of my hand.


      “Guess that’s all I can do for today,” I muttered.


      My position had been precarious for as long as I could remember. Standing out too much would get me killed. My life would end in an instant if I acted too foolishly. Learning as many skills as I could to act according to any situation was imperative for my survival.


      Fortunately, there were several textbooks in this castle, and many tutors for Fiona. By observing military drills, I could watch the exercises of the swordsmen and the magic squadron. For better or worse, I had always found it difficult to stand out. I used this to my advantage and sneaked into every corner of the castle, observing people as I went. I learned through observation, added to my knowledge through books, and copied everything I learned through trial and error. I had all the time in the world, and a place where no one was watching over me. For sixteen years, in my prison, I silently learned all the skills I could.


      Of course, it was also just plain boring if I wasn’t doing anything.


      “Tenes?”


      My sister suddenly came back into my room, and I quickly hid the mana I was producing. “Sis? What’s wrong?”


      “I thought you might be crying by now since I left.”


      “If I’m not mistaken, you were here just a few minutes ago.”


      “Anyway, I forgot to mention it, but cousin Matthew is here. He wants to see you.”


      “Bleh,” I groaned.


      “Don’t look so disgusted. Though I get how you feel,” Fiona sympathized.


      “I. Hate. Humans.”


      “What’s with the weird cadence? Anyway, I tried to say no, but father told me to call you.”


      “Father did?”


      Hearing this, I reluctantly trudged out of my hideout. I disliked interacting with anyone other than my sister, but I couldn’t say no to the lord of the household. He probably wanted to check on me before the upcoming Oracle.


      Fiona and I walked down the hallway together, and she updated me on a few things. “I heard that Matthew was granted the Swordmaster Job at last year’s Oracle. Now he’s gotten even more arrogant.”


      “Swordmaster, huh?” I echoed.


      “Hm? Did that pique your interest?”


      “Not really.”


      “Don’t push yourself too hard, okay? If you get hurt, I’ll heal you with my light magic.”


      “Okay. Thanks, sis.”


      My sister and I went out into the garden. There, Matthew, my freckle-faced cousin, was waiting with a wooden sword in hand.


      “You’re late,” he complained. “How long were you planning to make me wait?”


      “Sorry! I had a bunch of urgent things to take care of!” My sister put her hands together and answered in my place.


      You were rolling around in my bed just moments ago, I thought.


      Matthew snorted and threw a wooden sword at me. “Tenes. I’m here to train your pathetic body in the way of the sword. Out of the entire family, I’m the only one who’s kind enough to train a bastard child like you. You better be grateful to me.”


      “I gratefully accept your kindness.” I gripped my sword and bowed to him.


      He wasn’t even looking at me. His gaze was trained on Fiona’s beautiful face, then shifted upward to the right. My father was on the second-floor balcony, staring down at the garden with his usual grim expression.


      “Prepare yourself!” Matthew yelled and lunged at me. As one of my cousins, he must have been eager to show off in front of the lord of House Lumel. He also aspired to be Fiona’s future husband.


      “Take this!”


      “Whoa—”


      Matthew’s attack nearly knocked off the wooden sword in my hand. Compared to last year, his swings were clearly more precise and had more weight to them. His transformation must have been the blessing of his Swordmaster Job.


      “Ha ha ha! You better be grateful! You’re getting trained by the future Swordsaint himself!”


      A downward swing. An upward slash. A side swipe. The old Matthew would never have been capable of such power or precision.


      Earning a Job didn’t mean that you suddenly got stronger muscles or learned a new type of magic overnight. It was closer to a sort of enlightenment. By honing and pursuing those new insights, you gained the power befitting that Job. Of course, this was all secondhand knowledge, since I hadn’t gained a Job myself.


      I took advantage of a small opening and lunged forward.


      “Hah!”


      “Ow!”


      My strike hit Matthew’s wrist. His face twisted in pain, and he dropped his sword.


      “Wow, Tenes! Amazing!” Fiona clapped.


      Matthew’s freckled face turned red in anger. “You little... To think I’d been holding back for your sake.”


      Matthew picked up his sword. He let out a loud roar and lunged at me once more. His strike aimed straight at my chest—the force blew me off my feet and sent me rolling on the ground.


      “Tenes!” Fiona stepped in front of me and spread her arms wide. “Enough! This match is over.”


      Matthew sighed and threw his sword onto the ground. “Hah. See that? That’s what he gets for stepping out of his lane. Fiona. I’m the one for you.”


      “You’ve proven your point. Now go away.”


      Matthew gave her a frustrated smirk, then turned around and left.


      Fiona grabbed my shoulders. “Tenes, are you okay?”


      “Oh... Yeah,” I answered.


      “Does it hurt? Are you injured anywhere? I’ll heal you, okay?”


      “No, I’m fine. I don’t need any healing.”


      “Come on, don’t pretend you’re fine! Here, take off your shirt and let me see.”


      “H-Hey, wait—”


      I tried to protest, but Fiona forcefully lifted my shirt and took a look underneath. She blinked in surprise. “H-Huh? You’re not hurt? H-How?”


      “Ha ha, guess I managed to block his attack somehow,” I said as I grabbed my wooden sword to demonstrate.


      Fiona looked relieved, then pouted at me. “Don’t scare me like that! Jeez.”


      I turned my eyes to the balcony. Father was already long gone.




      That evening, I sneaked out to a dark and gloomy cave. It was a hole in the mountainside that housed an old graveyard. This cave was to the west of the castle, deep within a thick forest. I’d found this place by coincidence while exploring. By traversing the mountain and heading south, you end up at a backwater town called Lavos.


      The surrounding area had been designated as a Hazard Zone due to the appearance of fellbeasts. As a result, barely anyone went here. An old barrier had also been placed on this cave, and it was impossible to find unless one traveled the specific route I’d used when I accidentally discovered this place.


      In this cave, I could get away from all the hostility, gossip, and prying eyes. Here, there were only crumbling gravestones and silent corpses. Just the lack of living humans made this place more comfortable than my own room.


      “Ahhh, how relaxing,” I sighed, leaning up against a cracked gravestone. As I stared at the dusk sky outside the cave, I heard the cry of an approaching creature that looked like an ordinary puppy.


      “Hey, little buddy. How’re you doing?” I ruffled the creature’s gray fur.


      Out of nowhere, a voice called out from the entrance. “Tenes?”


      “Whoa! Don’t scare me like that.” I turned around to see a blonde girl standing there, her hair swaying in the wind. “Sis, what are you doing here?”


      “I saw you sneaking out into the mountains, so I followed you.” Fiona sat down next to me and let out a soft sigh. “But you were too fast and I lost sight of you.”


      “You should be careful. It’s dangerous out there,” I warned.


      “Don’t worry. I’m confident that I can find you no matter where you hide.”


      “Sis...”


      I’m plain, hard to notice, and almost invisible to others. But of all the people in the world, only my sister would find me anywhere I went.


      Fiona looked around the cave. “I heard that there was a graveyard in the mountains, but I didn’t think I’d actually come here,” she remarked. The cave was much bigger than it looked from outside. It was big enough that one could hold some sort of competitive event inside.


      “Yeah, I just found it by accident,” I said.


      “Why do you go out of your way to stay at this creepy place?”


      “I think graveyards are pretty calming. There’s no one here but dead people.”


      “How is that calming?!” Fiona shivered. Soon though, she noticed the creature I was playing with. “Oh my, what a cute puppy!”


      Then, seemingly having noticed something else, she hid behind me. “Wait, it has horns growing on its head... Is that a Black Fenrir puppy?!”


      “Yeah... Probably.”


      “Probably?! That thing’s going to be a Rank S fellbeast when it grows up!”


      “Huh, really?”


      “What do you mean ‘huh’?”


      “Don’t worry, Prill’s not a bad dog.”


      When I’d first found this graveyard, Prill was already there. It was starving, and I fed it. Since then, it has taken a liking to me. Adult Black Fenrirs were said to have a sinister-looking pitch-black coat of fur, but Prill was still a puppy, and its fur was gray and fluffy instead.


      “Prill... You even named it.”


      Fiona timidly approached the creature, then turned to look at me. “Hey, did you come here because you were sad about getting beaten by Matthew? You did pretty well, you know. You managed to hit him even though he got his Swordmaster Job, and father should’ve seen it when you did.” She opened her arms wide. “Here, I’ll give you a big hug. Cheer up, okay?”


      I sighed. “Grown-up siblings don’t hug each other like that, sis.”


      “Boo.” Fiona pouted for a moment, then grabbed my arm. “Anyway, we should get going. This li’l fella might still be a baby, but there are other dangerous fellbeasts prowling around this area.”


      “Yeah. Let’s make it quick.” I followed her and stood up. I’d been planning to stay at the cave until later in the evening, but I didn’t want to put my sister in danger.


      Fiona glanced at the sword sheathed on my hip. “Hey, where’d you get that sword?” she asked.


      “I borrowed one from the training grounds. You know, for self-defense,” I answered.


      “Oh, okay. Yeah, that’s probably a good idea when heading into the mountains. You’re still pretty frail though, so don’t push yourself, okay?”


      I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be careful.”


      Suddenly, the cavern went dark. Something had blocked the sunlight coming from the entrance. That something growled and jumped inside. The foul scent of a wild beast instantly filled the stale air of the cave. The creature appeared like a bear with dull eyes and curved, yellowed fangs, and was several times bigger than either of us. Its lips and razor-sharp claws were dripping with blood. It seemed like it had just finished hunting.


      “A Wildbear.” Fiona’s voice trembled as she spoke the creature’s name. It was one of the violent fellbeasts that roamed this area.


      “Grraaaaah!” The creature, having found more prey, let out a loud roar and leaped into the air.


      I tried to jump in front of my sister, but she grabbed my shoulder to stop me. “Tenes, run!” she shouted.


      “W-Wait—”


      Fiona pulled me behind her, and she stepped out to protect me from the Wildbear’s blow.


      “Augh!” Fiona took a hit from the Wildbear’s shoulder, and she was thrown back, hitting a number of gravestones and rolling onto the wet cave floor.


      “Sis!” I ran toward Fiona. She seemed to have made it with only mild injuries, likely from the protection granted by her light magic, but the impact must have knocked her out.


      With the victor seemingly decided, the Wildbear let out a low growl and approached us.


      Prill’s hair was standing on end, and it was baring its fangs at the wildbear. I stood up and called out to it. “It’s okay, Prill. Stand back.”


      I grabbed the hilt of the sword on my hip and exhaled lightly.


      “Mass Burst.”


      I cast a lightning spell to boost the output of my muscles. Then I leaped and vanished into thin air.


      The Wildbear grunted, confused by the sudden disappearance of its prey. As someone who’d lived in the shadows for most of my life, I had always been difficult to perceive. My presence was fleeting, and I was often hard to find. This was true even for fellbeasts.


      In an instant, I situated myself right next to the Wildbear, took aim at its exposed neck, then swung my sword. There was a moment of silence right before the fellbeast’s head fell to the ground. Its body soon followed with a thundering thud. It had no time to let out a death rattle, and it likely didn’t even understand what had happened until its very last moment.


      “I don’t think I’ll be visiting this place for a while,” I muttered as I went to Fiona’s side and wiped the dirt off her pale face.


      Standing out too much would get me killed.


      My life would end in an instant if I acted too foolishly.


      Learning as many skills as I could to act according to any situation was imperative for my survival.


      I learned magic of all attributes, observed the training of soldiers from the shadows, and honed my skill with the sword. But I had few chances to test them out. Despite being a chronic shut-in, I forced myself to travel all the way to this fellbeast-infested mountain to gain actual combat experience. It was during one of those excursions that I’d happened upon this cave.


      I fought creatures one-on-one, one-on-many, during the day, and late at night. I battled as many types of creatures as I could in as many situations as I could manage, all to hone my skills in battle.


      Compared to all of that, getting “trained” by Matthew was nothing but a waste of time. But even though he was just a violent bully, I had to test out his skills after hearing that he became a Swordmaster. At first, I was caught off guard by the stark growth in his skill, but I soon got used to it. I even managed to land a counterattack on him while father was watching. To stop him from getting too upset, I pretended to get overwhelmed while softening the blow.


      My battle with Matthew might have been a complete waste of time, but my sixteen years of training had proved its worth here.


      “Tenes!” While I was carrying her down the mountain on my back, Fiona woke up and yelled out for me. “Huh? Wha—? What happened to the fellbeast?”


      “We got lucky,” I told her. “It left us alone after we were out of the way—I think it might have been full.”


      I considered telling my sister about what I was up to many times. But she was honest and could never tell a lie. She would gush about all my hard work behind the scenes to my father and everyone else around him. And when those who despised me found out about my efforts, they would eliminate me at the first chance they could find. And it would make it difficult for me to support my sister from behind the scenes.


      “O-Oh. That’s good, then.” Fiona wrapped her arms around me from behind. “I’m glad you’re safe.”


      It was Fiona Lumel’s nature to worry about her precious little brother, even while she was injured herself.


      “Tenes, why do you sound like you’re out of breath? Am I that heavy?”


      “Did you forget that I’m really frail? Can I put you down yet?” I grumbled. No matter how much I hiked or fought wild fellbeasts, it wouldn’t change my constitution. It was something I was born with, so all I could do was sharpen my weapons to compensate.


      Despite my complaints, my sister refused to let go, instead tightening her embrace. “No way.”


      “Sis, how many times do I have to tell you? Grown-up siblings don’t hug each other like this!”


      “Shut up! This is a piggyback ride, not a hug!” she cried.


      “Fine. I guess.” I smiled, feeling the warmth of my dear sister on my back.


      Then, the day of the Oracle finally arrived.


      ***


      Fiona Lumel shall receive the Job of Saint.


      A week after the encounter in the cave, we watched those words appear on the black stone tablet in the region’s temple. This tablet was said to be a fragment of the one in the capital’s Grand Temple, but it was still the size of a door, so the words on it were clearly visible to everyone present.


      Saint was the highest and most prestigious Job available to practitioners of light magic.


      Fiona’s gaze fell to her hands as applause and words of praise echoed throughout the temple hall. It was said that those who receive a Job gain enlightenment befitting of their new profession.


      “I’m...a Saint?” Rather than excitement, however, Fiona’s voice was full of bewilderment.


      At the audience seat at the far end of the temple hall, I saw father nod in satisfaction.


      As Fiona turned away from the tablet and toward me, I could already feel a grandiose aura emanating from her. Our eyes met.


      “Tenes, it’s your turn,” she said.


      “Yeah.”


      I stood up and walked down the red carpet toward the stone tablet. I heard whispers from the audience as I waited for the Oracle to reveal itself.


      I waited, and waited, but nothing happened. The stone tablet remained a blank surface. It was as if even God had forgotten about my existence.


      Once it was clear that nothing was happening, the whispers in the temple hall grew louder, until someone said the word out loud.


      “A Hermit...”


      “He’s a Hermit!”


      “He’s the second Hermit from the house of Lumel!”


      Hermit—the name for those abandoned by God. After having lived in the shadows all my life, even God could not find my presence.


      The jeers and scorn in the temple hall soon reached a fever pitch. Then, the words of Douglas Lumel, lord of the house, echoed throughout the hall.


      “It would seem that the years I spent raising you were a complete waste.”


      He looked at me with cold, unfeeling eyes, then turned toward the rest of the family.


      “I hereby declare Fiona as the next head of House Lumel and the participant in the coming Succession War. I grant her the Jewel as proof.”


      A whorl of light appeared in the air, and from it a shining jewel emerged. It returned into the glowing spiral, then vanished into Fiona’s chest. The enraptured audience sighed at the beauty of the jewel before breaking out into applause.


      The Jewel was a magical artifact given by God to the first Holy Emperor. There were eleven in total—one in the Emperor’s possession, and the remaining ten implanted within the heads of the Ten Noble Dynasties as proof of their lordship. Ownership of one could only be transferred by the will of its holder, and upon their death, the Jewels would return to the Holy Emperor. To forestall any untoward incidents, these Jewels were given to the next head of house as soon as they were declared.


      Once father finished his duty, he turned to me. “And as for you, the parasite of this household—”


      “Father, please wait!” Fiona the Saint interrupted.


      “As the next head of house, I shall command thee, Tenes Lumel.” Her voice, more regal and imposing than I had ever heard, rang loud and clear throughout the hall. “The Hermit is a sinner abandoned by God’s grace. Such a shameful title shall not be allowed to stain the name of House Lumel. I hereby expel you from the family and revoke your privileges as a noble!”


      At once, the whole family stood and applauded. Matthew was clapping harder than most.


      I looked my sister straight in the eye. It was almost like I was looking at a complete stranger.


      “I understand, my dear sister,” I replied, biting down on my lips.


      And with that, I lost my right to inherit the house of Lumel, and with it, my nobility. I was now a common citizen of the Empire.


      But on that day, seemingly downcast and disgruntled by my fate, no one noticed the hint of a smile creeping onto my face as I left the temple hall.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: The Guild Handyman


      “And that concludes our guided tour of the facilities. Any questions?” Felicia, the guild receptionist, gave me a warm smile.


      I smiled back at her and answered, “No, everything’s clear. Thank you very much.”


      After being expelled from House Lumel, I was sent to the closest thing we had to the middle of nowhere—the outskirts of the region’s capital at Lavos—to work at the local adventurers’ guild. My job was to be the guild’s handyman—a job of such little consequence that it might as well not exist at all. That must have been the family’s idea of consolation for my exile.


      “U-Um, your name’s Tenes, right?”


      “That’s correct.”


      “Ah, um... You’re a lot more polite than I thought. Kind of different from what I expected.”


      “Is that so?”


      Of course, my true identity had not been disclosed to anyone. But when the regional guildmaster comes in and asks the guild to hire some sixteen-year-old boy, it’s only natural for gossip to start spreading. It would seem that the prevailing rumor was that I was some rich noble’s son whose behavior was so unruly that I was sent out to do menial labor. I felt curious stares from all over, but compared to the hostile glares at the castle they barely registered as an annoyance.


      “I’m sure there’s a lot that you need to get used to, but if you have any questions, feel free to come see me, okay?”


      I could sense that Felicia was truly sincere in wanting to assist me. She had light brown hair and innocent eyes, and she had a refreshing air about her, like a flower growing in the wild. She was truly a nice person.


      “Thank you very much, Miss Felicia.” I bowed.


      “Miss... Felicia!” Felicia echoed, her eyes sparkling with excitement.
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      “Um...”


      “O-Oh, sorry about that! I’ve never had a junior to work with before, so I got really excited for a moment. Do you have any other questions?”


      “The guildmaster said that I should work as the guild’s handyman, but what exactly does that mean?”


      “Well...” Felicia scratched her head. “We’ve never actually had a handyman, so we’re trying to figure that out ourselves. I’m sorry I can’t answer you.”


      “No, it’s all well and good if I don’t have any work to do. So, can I go home now?”


      “That’s the most blatant attempt at getting out of work early I’ve ever seen!”


      “I just prefer to stay at home if possible,” I admitted. Still, I’d have to work the bare minimum just so I didn’t get fired.


      “I-Is that what they meant by unruly?” Felicia seemed perplexed. She opened a drawer from a desk and brought out a thick tome. “Okay then. Everything about our job follows from this Adventurer Code, so why don’t you start by studying this book?”


      “Oh, I’ve already memorized all of it.”


      “Huh?”


      “What?” Had I said something weird?


      Felicia blinked repeatedly and looked at me like a strange creature. “Memorized? When did you do that?”


      “I read all of it yesterday after getting it from the guildmaster,” I answered frankly.


      “Huh? Yesterday?”


      “That’s correct.”


      Unlike a high-level magic grimoire, which had complex, roundabout, and often inscrutable theories and formulae, the Adventurer Code was merely a list of rules and regulations. There were a lot of rules and regulations, but a single day was enough to remember them. Even Fiona wouldn’t have had much trouble doing that much.


      “U-Um, Tenes, you don’t have to try and look cool in front of your seniors, you know?” Felicia tried to reassure me for some reason. Somehow, the way she’d said that sounded familiar.


      “I’m not, though,” I insisted.


      “O-Okay then. What’s Article II, Paragraph 3 of the Adventurer Code?”


      “Article II refers to the regulations on obtaining licenses as an adventurer. Paragraph 3 in particular lays out the rules for the practical exam. There are specifications on the examinee’s combat ability, endurance, dexterity, stamina, intelligence gathering, ability to communicate, and other such special qualities that may be relevant.”


      “Huh? N-No way! I haven’t even memorized all of that!” Felicia exclaimed.


      “Ha ha, you’re quite a jokester, Miss Felicia.”


      “G-Grrr...” Felicia pouted and hugged the book. “F-Fine, what’s Article XXIII, Paragraph 8?”


      “Article XXIII is on the settling of fees and expenses. While adventurers are expected to pay for their expenses out of pocket, the guild can provide subsidies under certain conditions. Paragraph 8 explains the subsidies for travel expenses, specifically for travel by carriage.”


      Felicia looked speechless. However, her expression turned smug, as if she had just figured something out. “O-Oh, so close! Aren’t you forgetting the regulations on travel by boat?”


      “Travel by boat is specified by Paragraph 10, not 8,” I corrected her.


      “Huh?” Felicia flipped through the book as quickly as she could. “O-Oh... I-I see...”


      Felicia cleared her throat, her eyes still glued to the book. “W-Well, I knew that! That was a trick question! And you didn’t fall for it!” she said as her ears went bright red. She really was a nice person.


      Felicia put her hands together before her face and looked at me suspiciously. “Tenes... Just who are you?”


      “I’m just a shut-in with next to no presence,” I replied.


      “O-Okay. I see.” Felicia sighed as she rubbed her forehead. “Anyway, I’ll ask around if there’s anything for you to do.”


      “Please do. But if there’s nothing, I don’t mind that either!”


      “And now you’re just straight up rejecting the idea of having work!”




      After the introductions, my first job was to weed the garden at the back of the building.


      “Weeding?” I repeated to confirm.


      “I-I’m so sorry!” Felicia started looking a little frantic as she tried to explain herself. “Tenes, I know you’re really smart and capable, and it’s not really a job that suits you! But my colleague Humid insisted that I give you the job since you’re new.”


      “It’s okay. I don’t mind.” I smiled at my senior to reassure her, then left for the garden.


      It had been completely overrun by weeds. I noticed a young man looking out the window at me, cackling. He must have been Humid, the one who’d given me the task of weeding the garden. It would seem to be an attempt at hazing me.


      Just a few days ago, I’d been a noble and a candidate to succeed the head of house, and now I was here weeding a garden out in the boonies.


      “What an incredible deal,” I whispered to myself as I bent over to start picking grass. I could just pull weeds without anyone talking to me? As someone with special circumstances and forced to live in seclusion for all my life, it was the best job I could ever hope for. Praise the house of Lumel.


      I gathered fire mana in my hands and hummed a tune while touching the surface of the weeds. The fire mana seeped into the weeds down to their roots, reducing them to ash from the ground up. After that, all I had to do was sweep the remains and conceal the traces of magic.


      I sneaked a glance at the window while I worked. Humid was still grinning and watching me.


      Time to try this out.


      Ever since the Oracle had “granted” me the Job of Hermit, there was one thing I’d wanted to test. I took a deep breath, then exhaled. Inhaled, then exhaled. I gradually slowed down the pace of my breathing until it stopped completely.


      “Huh?” The young man staring out the window looked flustered. He stood up and looked around. A moment later, I resumed my breathing. Humid flinched and stared with his jaw agape, as if I had appeared out of nowhere.


      “I knew it,” I whispered. I had always been hard to notice, but ever since the Oracle, I could make it even harder by focusing.


      I was right in front of Humid, but as far as he could tell I had vanished into thin air.


      “Next.”


      I took another deep breath, stayed completely still, then closed my eyes. I visualized my entire body turning into particles of darkness, melding into the air around me, like I had erased all traces of my existence from this world.


      I opened my eyes just a sliver and peeked at Humid. He was no longer looking out the window, as if he’d completely forgotten I was here. When I stood up, he went back to looking out the window, frantically trying to find me.


      My theories had been proven. On the day of the Oracle, God didn’t grant me a Job. Instead, I had obtained a Job that no one else could perceive—the Hermit.


      It would seem that the Hermit was a Job that was exceptional in the ways of concealment. That sort of characteristic was perfect for a total introvert like me. At first glance, being good at hiding was a laughable trait to have, but depending on how it was used, it had terrifying potential. Or at least, I thought so.


      There was still a lot to learn about this power.


      First of all, I’d found that when I held my breath, I would disappear from sight. And if I focused enough on reducing my presence further, I could become completely imperceptible for a short while. Surely there were many ways to put this to use.


      “What an incredible discovery,” I muttered. I realized my lips were quivering. “It’s the perfect Job for a shut-in like me. This is my calling!”


      If I mastered this Job, I could leave work early and take naps whenever I wanted! And if I didn’t feel like working, I could just make everyone forget me entirely.


      “Bless you, House Lumel!” I cried, raising my hands to the heavens. “Thank you, my dear sister Fiona.”


      I froze when my sister’s name left my lips.


      Ever since I was a child, I’d disliked standing out. Thus, I had no qualms about working in the guild’s background as staff, using my powers as a Hermit to make my life easier. But there was one more thing I needed to confirm.




      As soon as I was done weeding, I went back inside the guild, where Felicia served me an ice-cold glass of tea.


      “Here you go, Tenes!” she said as she handed me the drink.


      “Thank you very much.”


      “As your senior, I have some confidence when it comes to how quickly I serve tea!” Felicia looked proud of herself. She seemed to have some attachment to being my senior, though serving tea hardly seemed like something a senior would do for a junior. Regardless, it was now very clear to me that she really was just a nice person.


      Humid watched us from his seat, quickly growing grumpier. Soon enough, he got up and approached us.


      “Hey newbie,” he growled. “How’s the weeding going?”


      “All done.”


      “What? There’s no way— Hweh?!”


      The overgrowth outside had completely vanished, leaving a clean carpet of grass in the garden. All I’d done was apply lightning magic to my muscles to enhance them, then inject fire mana into every single weed I could spot. It was a fairly trivial task, but Humid seemed shocked nonetheless once he looked out the window.


      “Any other jobs for me?” I asked, just before my eyes fell to the newspaper on the table. “Guess not. It’s time for me to clock out. See ya!”


      As I turned and headed for the door, Felicia yelled, “I can’t believe he just decided that there was no more work to do and left!”


      “Hey, wait, you little—”


      I left Felicia and Humid and went out the building through the back door.




      I arrived at my rented home in the residential district and let out a sigh.


      This house was about a hundredth the size of House Lumel’s castle, but it was hardly different from my old room where I would hit the wall after five or six steps. A former noble like myself, living in a run-down house for peasants?


      “Wonderful.” The cramped space and gloom in the air was a slice of heaven. There was a sole window that let in the afternoon sun from the west. “If it were a little more closed off, it would be perfect.”


      I sat on a creaky chair and browsed the newspaper in my hands. It was one that I’d borrowed from the guild, but no one had batted an eye when I took it with me off the premises.


      My abilities as a Hermit could be classified in two ways. I could reduce how much others perceived my own existence, and I could do the same for objects that I touched. I decided to name the former Enshroud and the latter Abduction.


      “Looks like it finally started,” I muttered as I skimmed the paper. The headline that caught my interest was about a border skirmish between the house of Balzac and the house of Exlord—respectively eighth and tenth in rank among the Ten Noble Dynasties.


      The next Holy Emperor shall be the most worthy among the heirs of the Ten Noble Dynasties.


      God’s words had sparked the beginning of the Succession War.


      “I don’t want to be involved in that mess,” I said, trying to draw a line in my mind. Then, I stood up.


      ***


      Swan Castle. The castle of House Lumel was known as such due to its dazzling, chalk-white walls. At night, the moonlight reflecting off the castle gave it a phantasmal glow amid the darkness.


      At one of the castle’s balconies overlooking the town below, two moonlit figures could be seen. One was Fiona Lumel—a young woman with golden locks and sorrowful emerald eyes. She was heir to the house of Lumel and held the Job of Saint. Behind her stood a long-serving attendant of the house, seemingly worried about her mistress.


      “Lady Fiona, are you weeping again?” the attendant asked.


      “No, I’m not,” Fiona replied.


      “I can see your eyes are swollen.”


      “Th-That’s not why!” Fiona rubbed her eyes.


      “Is this about Lord Tenes?”


      Fiona remained silent.


      “You didn’t have to exile him if you were going to cry over him so much,” the attendant chided her.


      “Tenes... He’s not fit to live in this family,” Fiona sobbed. “I’m not ignorant to what’s going on. Father told me that Tenes is locked up in that room because of his frail body, but I know that’s not the reason. I was ready to protect him no matter what Job he received, but I never thought that he would become a Hermit.”


      A Hermit was one who failed to receive the grace of God. With the Succession War on the horizon, everyone in the family must have seen him as a terrible omen.


      Fiona’s hair swayed in the wind blowing through the balcony. “Now that father has named me as his successor, only danger awaits my brother in this castle. Father no longer has a reason to keep Tenes under his protection.”


      “Is that why you exiled him and took away his noble privileges?” the attendant asked.


      “If he’s not a noble, my family no longer needs to pay attention to him.”


      “Why didn’t you just tell him, then? What if he starts resenting you?”


      “I’ve been blessed for far too long. I don’t mind being resented for once. In fact, he should despise me. He needs to hate me and never come near this castle again. He should be surrounded by kind people and live a quiet life far away from here.”


      “Milady...” The attendant sighed. “But now, you’re going to be the one involved in the Succession War.”


      There were rumors that the Holy Emperor was on his deathbed. And the newspapers had begun reporting on skirmishes involving the right to take the throne.


      “I can’t run away from my duty,” Fiona said. “If I do, someone else will have to fight for the entire family.”


      “But milady, you dislike conflict, don’t you?”


      “I do. That’s why I want to end all this senseless fighting. That must be the whole reason I was granted the Job of Saint.”


      “Milady... You—”


      “You may take your leave for tonight. I would like to stay here for a bit longer.” Fiona dismissed her attendant, who only exhaled another sigh, bowed to her mistress, and left.


      Fiona sat down on the bench on the balcony and looked down at the town below.


      The house of Lumel held lordship over this land. And the Holy Emperor of the Empire of Novalis ruled over the entire continent, including this land. Legends said that whosoever obtained the throne would receive a grand prize: the right to an audience with God and the granting of a single wish. With that wish, the winner could change the world itself.


      “I need to do this.” Fiona looked at the palm of her hand. Her small hands had to carry the future of their domains and the populace that lived within. She pulled her feet up onto the bench and rested her head on her knees.


      “But Tenes...”—her voice trembled—“I’m so scared.”




      “I knew it.”


      A black-haired young man emerged from the cover of night. Tenes silently approached his sister, who had fallen asleep on the bench. He was here to determine the truth of his exile. He had held his breath to erase his presence, entered his sister’s room, and witnessed the whole conversation from start to end.


      Tenes’s sister had exiled him to stave off the hostility from his entire family. Fiona Lumel was just that kind of person.


      “And here I was just planning to have us live in seclusion together, you know?” Tenes whispered as he watched over his sister’s sleeping face.


      If Fiona did not wish to be in her current position, Tenes was prepared to spirit her away in a heartbeat. Whoever had to replace her as the next head of house wasn’t of any importance to him.


      However, now that he had witnessed Fiona’s determination for himself, Tenes couldn’t simply take her away. Even if he did so by force, Fiona would surely just come back to the castle.


      “Sis, do you remember our promise?”


      No matter what happens to me, you’ll save me. And no matter what happens to you, I’ll save you.


      Back then, it was a naive promise that Fiona had laughed off in the moment. But she’d fulfilled her end of the bargain and protected him after he was declared a loathsome Hermit.


      Now, it was his turn to protect her.


      However, it was too dangerous to dive headfirst into the war. It would mean exposing himself to even more hostility, hatred, and conspiracy than ever before. It was too much for an introvert like him. On top of that, he had to hide himself from his sister. If she ever found out, Fiona would remove him from the castle by force.


      In that case, there was only one solution.


      “I’ll have to work from the shadows, like the introvert that I am.”


      By day, he would be a handyman working at a guild in the boonies. But behind the curtain he would be the mastermind pulling all the strings. A resident of the underworld and shadow conspirator manipulating the winds of the Succession War.


      Tenes stared at the traces of tears on his sister’s cheeks and whispered, “You’re such a handful, sis.”




      “Tenes?” Fiona mumbled as she opened her eyes and looked around with the sense that she had dreamed about her brother. Even as she scanned the balcony, she felt as though he was there with her.


      “He couldn’t have been.”


      There was no way her little brother, who likely could no longer stand her, would go out of his way to sneak through this heavily guarded fortress just to see her.


      Fiona let out a self-deprecating chuckle, then realized that a blanket had been draped over her. Did her attendant take care of her while she was asleep? Or perhaps—


      “There’s no way.” Fiona gulped. She looked around in the darkness of the night, but she saw only shadows. There was no one else in sight.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Sword Maiden of the Underground Labyrinth


      The vast lands of the Holy Empire of Novalis were divided into ten regions, with its capital at the center. At the wildlands that separated the territories of House Balzac and House Exlord—respectively ranked eighth and tenth among the Ten Noble Dynasties—a clash had begun between the armies of the two houses. The armies kicked up a cloud of sand, dust, and blood as a cacophony of battle cries, screams of pain, and the clash of steel against steel echoed throughout the land.


      The army of House Balzac charged east, while the forces of House Exlord forced them back west. For the past few weeks, they’d been going back and forth over a single position. It was during this stalemate that a fresh cohort of hundreds arrived at a hill deep within House Balzac’s territory. Leading this new battalion was a man with flaming red hair riding on horseback.


      “The hell’s with that pathetic fightin’ down there?” The man spat as he watched the battle unfold downhill.


      “Master Ignis!” The commander of the soldiers fighting on the battlefield ran up to the red-headed man. “There’s no need for the family heir to come all this way!”


      “I’m here because you’re all draggin’ ass! And I hate waiting.”


      “M-Milord, we are all one people under the Holy Empire. We cannot invade another House’s territory without a proper casus belli. For the moment, we are fighting to defend our territory from further incursion. We need to confirm our casualties, and once we do—”


      “Hey.” The man known as Ignis lowered his voice.


      The soldier reflexively stood at attention in response. “Y-Yessir!”


      “What’s a casus belli? Winnie, do you know?” The red-headed man turned to a young woman on horseback next to him. She had a small stature, an unpleasant sneer on her face, and an axe as big as her strapped to her back.


      “A casus belli is a cause to go to war that everyone can agree with,” the young woman replied.


      “A cause everyone can agree with? We all got one, then.”


      The Succession War. The war for the Empire’s throne. The man named Ignis turned to the soldier and said it out loud.


      “Listen. God said that the most worthy gets to be the Emperor, right?”


      “Y-Yessir.”


      “If I remember right, we’re Rank Eight among the Houses. If the Emperor croaks now, you think his cushy throne’s gonna fall onto our laps? I don’t think so. Do you?”


      “W-Well—”


      “I’m kinda dumb, y’know? I ain’t good at schemin’ and all that. So we’re gonna beat up all the other lords and take their Jewels. Ain’t nobody complainin’ if I’m the only one left to succeed the throne, right? Winnie, whaddya think?”


      “Right on.”


      “Yeah. That’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout.” Ignis grinned, then kicked his horse into action and stormed out onto the battlefield.
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      “Hey, those guys are in my way.”


      “Y-Yessir!” A gong was rung, and the soldiers of House Balzac ceased fighting and pulled back. The army of House Exlord chased after the retreating force, but they were met with Ignis in their place.


      Amid the deafening roars and countless blades pointed at him, the man calmly raised his right hand. A reddish light began to appear in his palm, taking the shape of a small ember that grew into a roaring flame. The flame expanded outward and enveloped the battlefield in a whirling inferno, swallowing the attacking army in a sea of fire. The blaze left in its wake a horde of soldiers collapsed, screaming and writhing in pain.


      The man, seeing the battlefield scorched by the flames, shouted, “Here’s my demand as the Flame Emperor to House Exlord: Gimme your Jewel, or I’m gonna burn your territory and your people to the ground.”


      ***


      “Hmm...”


      House Balzac had declared war on House Exlord. Reports from the battlefield had reached even the rural Lavos adventurers’ guild.


      “Tenes, what’s with the long face?”


      “Oh, Miss Felicia.”


      Orange sunset streamed into the room from a tiny window, lighting up a desk I was using in the corner of the storehouse. I looked up from the newspaper I was reading and saw my brown-haired senior standing next to me.


      “It’s nothing, really. Just something on my mind.”


      Hearing this, Felicia huffed enthusiastically. “Anything you need help with? I’m always here if you need someone to ask!”


      “It’s not about work,” I clarified.


      “Not about work? Hmm... Oh!” Felicia’s eyes landed on the desk. “Speaking of which, why’d you bring a desk into the storehouse? You’re looking pretty elegant reading that newspaper.”


      “I’m done with my work for today, so I’m taking a break. This storehouse is pretty dark and cramped. It’s pretty relaxing.”


      “Relaxing? Oh, speaking of work, how’s the document filing going? There’s so much paper to sort through, so I thought it might take a week or so.”


      “I finished all of it this morning. Just needed to sort them by article according to the Adventurer Code, right?”


      “Gweh.”


      “Oh, right.” I changed the topic. “Miss Felicia, I wanted to ask you something.”


      “O-Oh, yes, sure! Feel free to ask me anything!” Felicia’s expression brightened.


      “Are there any abandoned places around here that are large but unassuming?”


      “Huh?”


      My goal was to assist Fiona’s efforts in the Succession War from the shadows. To that end, I needed to make some preparations.


      My original plan had been to use my abilities as a Hermit to sneak into the territories of each of the Ten Noble Dynasties and assassinate every single candidate. I’d been confident that I could pull it off for the sake of my one and only beloved sister.


      Of course, that wasn’t realistic. I could sneak into Castle Lumel because I’d known my way around it since childhood, but that wasn’t the case for the other lords’ territories. Even though I could hide my presence, I couldn’t guarantee that I could evade every single security measure they had. On top of that, my abilities couldn’t completely erase my presence, and I could only use them for short periods at a time. On top of that, I didn’t even have the stamina for such a feat.


      Most of all, the Oracle had declared that it would choose the most worthy to succeed the Holy Emperor. Logically, that would mean the one who managed to gather the Jewels from each of the Ten Noble Dynasties’ lords, but even if I did manage to kill all the other lords, ownership of the Jewels couldn’t be transferred without the current owner’s consent. Until I could discern what the Oracle actually meant by “most worthy,” it was important to avoid taking such drastic measures.


      In any case, I needed to build my strength. I needed a base of operations, personnel, and funding. All of those were vital to building an organization that could match each of the Ten Noble Dynasties in strength. Then, I would be able to support my sister’s efforts from the shadows. This was the perfect plan for an introverted shut-in like me.


      Felicia blinked in confusion. “Umm, why are you looking for abandoned places?”


      “I just like exploring them,” I replied.


      “Th-That’s quite a hobby you have. But that does sound like you.”


      Well, I wouldn’t deny that.


      My rented apartment was definitely too small for a base of operations. I had to find a suitable place as my headquarters. The place had to be clandestine, able to fit a sizable group, and not difficult to commute from.


      Even though I had been expelled from the family, House Lumel should still be keeping tabs on me as a blood relative of the incumbent head of house. That was the entire reason I had been placed close to the region’s capital instead of somewhere totally isolated. At the very least, I had to keep up appearances and work as the guild’s handyman. That was one more reason I needed an organization to act as my arms and legs.


      “Hmm.” Felicia gave it some thought. “There should be a few down in the residential district. I pass by some of them along the road.”


      “The residential district? That’s a bit lacking in adventure, don’t you think?”


      “Lacking in adventure? What does that mean?”


      It meant that I couldn’t pick a busy area since the organization’s members would be going in and out of the place.


      “Hmm, what else...” Felicia racked her brain for ideas.


      I couldn’t help but think, What a kind person.


      “It’s some distance away from the main road, but there’s a farm that needs a proprietor.”


      “A farm? Not bad. Sounds pretty spacious, and there shouldn’t be a lot of people around,” I said.


      “I think the owners are from House Lumel—”


      “Oh. Never mind, then.”


      “Huh? Why not? Umm...” Felicia poked her temples with her two index fingers. She groaned, then her eyes shot wide open. “Oh yeah! I’m not sure if this counts as an abandoned building, but I heard that there was an old graveyard deep in the mountains.”


      “Hm... Yeah.” That caught my attention. It was the old graveyard that I would visit while training in the mountains. It should be deep in the mountains to the west of Castle Lumel. Lavos was to the south of those same mountains, which meant that I could go between them with ease.


      I stood up. “Thank you so much, Miss Felicia. You were a huge help.”


      “Huh? O-Oh, no problem!”


      “Okay, I’m going home, then. My shift’s over.”


      “You’re leaving already?!” Felicia exclaimed. “Right, right! One more thing! I heard that fellbeasts roam around that graveyard, so you should stay away from it!”


      I smiled at Felicia, then I left the guild.


      That cave with the old graveyard was obscure and had space in spades. Moreover, no one would dare approach it because of all the fellbeasts roaming around. It was the perfect base of operations.


      ***


      “Well then.”


      The sun had already been swallowed by the horizon by the time I arrived at the cave. It was dark, damp, and chilly—my favorite kind of place. The only sounds I could hear were the echoes of my footsteps. It was ideal for concealing human activity.


      “Hmm.”


      However, I looked around and saw that there were a few problems with the place. First, there were rectangular headstones all over, which made it a pain to walk around. All of them marked the locations of graves, so cleaning them up meant digging out the corpses buried underneath. It would take a whole lot of work.


      Another problem was that the area was full of dangerous fellbeasts. They were good for warding off undesirables, but it would be annoying to keep them from attacking outside of combat training.


      Finally, it wasn’t a good idea to pick a place that Fiona knew about.


      “Now what should I do with all this?” I muttered to myself.


      “Woof!”


      I heard a bark and turned my gaze deep into the cave. The Black Fenrir I occasionally took care of came running toward me. Prill climbed up my body and sat on my shoulder.


      “Ha ha ha! You’re pretty energetic today.” I scratched its chin with a finger, and it let out a relaxed whimper. “Do you live around here, little guy?”


      The creature seemed to like this place, just like me.


      I suddenly had a thought. Why was Prill safe in here? I had never really questioned it before, but even though Prill was the baby of a legendary fellbeast, it was still a baby. This was a Hazard Zone filled with full-grown fellbeasts that could attack at any time.


      “Is there a place here that’s safe?” I asked the little creature.


      “Woof!” Prill jumped off my shoulder and ran deeper into the cavern. I chased after it, and it led me to a gravestone with a sizable crack in it. Prill stopped in front of it and looked at me. When I stooped to take a closer look, I felt my hair brush against my face—there was wind blowing into the cave from the crack.


      “Do you live in there?” I asked.


      “Woof!” Prill seemed to bark in affirmation, then squeezed into the crack.


      I was smaller than other men my age, but the crack still wasn’t big enough for me to enter. I tried using light magic to illuminate the opening, but it was too dark even with that, and I couldn’t see anything.


      I gave it some more thought, then stuck my right hand inside and heard a buzzing sound reminiscent of insect wings. A reddish-black sigil appeared on the headstone, and the whole grave parted.


      “Whoa.” There were no skeletonized remains underneath the grave marker. Instead, there was a staircase that led underground. It stretched far into the darkness, and I had no way of knowing where it would lead.


      The passage was clearly man-made. At first, I figured that it would lead to Castle Lumel, but that was too far to be feasible. I didn’t know for whom or what this passage was made, but I felt drawn to the deep, dark passageway.


      Of course, it could be a trap. Only a fool would enter such a suspicious place voluntarily.


      “But I will. And with no hesitation.” I took a step down the stairs.


      A staircase under a gravestone. It was the perfect place for a secret base. There was no reason not to explore it!


      “This is perfect.” Pitch-black darkness, chilly air, and a cramped space. It was getting me rather excited. The place even seemed well ventilated, considering it didn’t smell moldy at all.


      Strangely enough, I had gone to this cave several times while I was living in the castle, but I was unable to find this hidden passage back then. I might have found it thanks to my abilities as a Hermit. While it was a Job that specialized in hiding, it might also be good at finding hidden things.


      “Whoa.”


      Flames started lighting the walls as I descended the stairs, and at the bottom, I arrived at a circular hall with brick walls. There were several doors leading elsewhere. It really was a secret base.


      I wondered just how far underground I’d gone. I had been counting the stairs as I went down, but lost count at some point. The trek felt both long and short, perhaps due to some kind of contraption I’d yet to figure out.


      “Prill?” I called out to the small creature, but didn’t hear a reply. It might have gone back to its hiding place.


      There wasn’t much I could do about it, so I went ahead and placed my hand on the biggest door right across from the way I’d come in. Similar to the gravestone, a reddish-black sigil appeared on the door’s surface, and it slid open the same way.


      Once I saw what was behind the door, I couldn’t hold back a gasp. It was a room even larger than the hall with all the doors. It appeared to be some sort of library. Countless bookshelves were scattered all over the room, facing in various directions. Some were about my height, and some were so tall that I had to strain my neck to look up. It was a veritable forest of books.


      Before I knew it, my gaze was fixed on the center of the room.


      “How long has it been since this place has last had a visitor? Welcome, honored guest.”


      The voice came from someone who appeared to be a beautiful maiden. She had fair skin and deep blue eyes like jewels. Her blue hair was tied in a neat ponytail, flowing down her head like a stream. Her beauty was out of this world...and she was wearing a maid uniform.


      “Um... Hello.” I managed to squeeze out a greeting and a bow.


      Who was this young woman? Before wondering about her strange outfit, I felt a twinge of disappointment upon seeing that someone was already in this place. It was quite a huge facility, so it probably wasn’t strange for someone to already be using it.


      I wondered if this young woman was the one who created this facility. In that case, I could negotiate with her so I could borrow even a small part of the structure.


      I started to approach her. She seemed quite perplexed.


      “Hello... Good afternoon,” I mumbled.


      “Considering the current hour, I believe that ‘good evening’ is the appropriate greeting here,” the young woman answered as she stared out into empty space.


      “Oh, yes, you’re right.”


      I’ve got next to no sense of time or direction down here, but I suppose it should be well past sunset by now.


      I gave her another bow. “Good evening, then.”


      “Yes, good evening,” the maid replied in a mechanical tone, speaking without any intonation. “I am truly sorry to say this after you have come all this way, but please leave. This is not a place for uninvited guests.”


      “Am I being driven out already?”


      “Correct.”


      I raised my hand. “Before that, can I ask you a few questions?”


      “I do not take questions from intruders.”


      “Who are you? Where are we? Who owns this place? Can I borrow one of these rooms?”


      “I repeat. I do not take questions from intruders.”


      “Can you at least answer one of them?” I insisted.


      “I repeat— Wait.” The young woman shook her head lightly. Her gaze was fixed on an old picture frame hanging on the back wall. She had been keeping that position for a while.


      “I changed my mind. I will answer one of your questions.”


      “Thank you. But why?”


      “Since you already found this place, I cannot let you leave alive.”


      That was not the sort of answer I’d been hoping to hear.


      “Think of it as a present on your deathbed, made just for you,” she said coldly.


      “Maid just for me?” I quipped.


      “Is that your idea of a joke?”


      “If that offended you, I apologize.”


      At some point, the young woman had gotten hold of a sword and held it in her right hand. It was as if darkness itself had been forged and sharpened into a black blade. I could sense an ominous aura emanating from the weapon. Instinctively, I took a step back.
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      “I’m sorry for making such a lame joke. But taking out a lethal weapon seems like quite the overreaction, don’t you think?”


      “Lame joke or not, I am here to eliminate intruders.”


      “I don’t even get a reward for finding this place?”


      “That is just how life works, correct?”


      She was right. Maybe we could actually get along.


      The woman’s pitch-black sword glistened. She drew an arc with it through the air. Then, the air itself seemed to split, shelves broke into two, and large cracks appeared on the wall. The sound came rushing later with a powerful gust of wind, scattering books all over the floor.


      “Oh, yes, I was supposed to answer your question,” said the maid coolly as a rain of books and papers came falling down from above. “My name is Richelotte. I used to be known as the Sword Maiden.”


      Silence filled the room after her introduction.


      “You’re so slow to answer questions. I could’ve died to that, you know.”


      The maid named Richelotte turned around and widened her blue eyes ever so slightly in surprise. I was standing right behind her. Her cold stare pierced through me.


      “When did you—”


      “I’ve never been so grateful for not standing out until today,” I said with a relieved sigh.


      I’d had a bad feeling in my gut, so I’d quickly cast lightning magic to buff my body, used the Hermit’s abilities to hide myself, then sneaked behind the maid. If I had acted a split second later, my upper and lower halves would have had to say farewell to each other.


      I still had a lot of questions, so I raised my hand again. “So, can I ask you another question? You know, present on my deathbed and all.”


      The maid looked displeased, but she nodded. “Go ahead.”


      “The Sword Maiden is a legendary hero, right? And if memory serves, she would have been around over a century ago.”


      “Has it been that long already?”


      “Wait, you’re the real deal? That means—”


      The maid started approaching me.


      “You’re not human.”


      I loathed being around humans. That was probably why I felt a strange kinship with her. Of course, it was impossible for a normal, living human to live for that long and maintain their youthful appearance.


      “Indeed,” the Sword Maiden answered as she readied her sword again. “I am an automaton.”


      I continued to talk, but I made sure I was ready to hold my breath at any time. “Now that’s a surprise. Mages have been researching and aspiring to create automata for centuries. I’ve never heard of anyone succeeding until now.”


      “I have heard that I am the only known success. Even my creator said that my success was a complete accident.”


      If that were true, then that would make her the sole example of a successful automaton. She was an extremely valuable specimen, and reporting her existence to the Mage Association would garner an unprecedented amount of attention. On top of that, Richelotte the Sword Maiden was an enigmatic figure in history. The fact that she was an automaton would send a huge shock to academic circles all over. It would overturn several leading theories, and I would become an instant prodigy in the academic world.


      Of course, I had no interest in doing any of that.


      “So who’s this creator—”


      I tried to continue asking her questions, but the maid launched a second attack before I could finish. I spotted the windup and stopped my breath accordingly in order to vanish from her sight. The moment I ducked for cover, her attack hit the spot where I’d been standing a second ago.


      I had read about the Sword Maiden from a book in the castle. There were a few embellishments from the historian who had written about her, but it would seem the legends about her fighting against a thousand men and utterly destroying them weren’t so farfetched.


      “You seem to keep vanishing from my sight at the last instant. How vexing.”


      The maid launched a third strike, then a fourth, then a fifth. She launched unceasing attacks that would finish me off in a blink, leaving deep fissures all over the place. The library, which had an air of dignified silence moments before, now looked as if a dragon had rampaged and ransacked the place.


      “Oh dear. Destroying all these precious books... Wouldn’t your creator be upset?” I resumed my breathing and touched the largest bookshelf in the room.


      “My contract specifies that I prioritize eliminating intruders over the protection of my creator’s property.” The maid, having regained sight of me, started approaching again. “Now I must ask—why do I keep losing sight of you? You do not seem particularly agile.”


      “Is that a question? I can answer, but you’ll have to answer one of mine in exchange.”


      Richelotte hesitated for a moment, then replied, “Fine.” It would seem that she’d determined that it was necessary to figure out the trick behind my sudden disappearances in order to accomplish her mission of eliminating me. “However, if you do anything strange, I will slice you without hesitation.”


      “How terrifying. Well then, I’ll answer. I can disappear because of my special abilities.”


      “Special...abilities?” The maid placed her left hand on her chin and paused to think.


      “I can reduce my presence to imperceptible levels. And— Do you mind if I borrow one of these books?”


      “No. Go ahead.”


      After getting her permission, I took out a book from a nearby shelf. “And I can also apply the same to objects I touch.”


      After explaining my ability to Abduct objects, I demonstrated it by holding up the book in my left hand and visualized it gradually vanishing from my hands. The book didn’t appear any different to my eyes, but it should have looked like it was slowly disappearing from her perspective.


      The maid’s eyes were wide open in shock. But it didn’t seem like she was merely surprised at the feat of making a book vanish.


      “What’s wrong?” I asked.


      “That power... You—”


      “Do you know about it?”


      “That can’t— That’s impossible.” The Sword Maiden had been calm and composed, but she now seemed rather agitated by my ability. I had no idea why, but I determined that this was my chance to turn things around. My preparations were almost complete.


      “I can make things I touch turn imperceptible. For small objects like this book, it doesn’t take very long. But for bigger objects, I need to expend more energy, and I can’t maintain it for very long. It’s quite burdensome, so I have to buy time.”


      “For what?” The maid furrowed her brows.


      I slowly leaned my entire weight forward.


      “I win, Richelotte.”


      “Huh?”


      The next moment, Richelotte’s knees buckled and she fell onto the ground. There was a loud crash, and numerous books went flying across the room. The largest bookshelf in the room had fallen on top of her.


      “What just—”


      “You didn’t see it, right? I’d appreciate it if you stayed down there for a while.”


      I’d been holding the book in my left hand and touching the bookshelf this entire time with my right. While I was drawing her attention to the book, I was focusing all my powers on the bookshelf to make it vanish from her sight. Then, I enhanced my muscular strength and leaned against the bookshelf with all my might to shove it over. Before she knew it, Richelotte had been pinned down by the gigantic metal bookshelf.


      “Do you really think this means you’ve settled things?” Richelotte dropped an ominous line from underneath the bookshelf. She slashed the gigantic slab of metal into seven pieces and emerged from under the pile of books and papers. “I thought I made it clear that I am an automaton. An attack like this isn’t sufficient to damage my exterior.”


      “It would seem so.”


      “That ability... Who are you?”


      “Curious?”


      “I...cannot deny it.”


      Richelotte seemed to be an honest person. Even as I asked about her identity, she readily confessed that she was the Sword Maiden, so I decided to respond with complete sincerity of my own.


      “I’m pretty sure it’s my turn to ask a question.”


      “Feel free to ask. However, I cannot guarantee that I will wait for you to ask. While I am curious about your identity, you are still an intruder. In accordance with my contract, I shall eliminate you.”


      “Your contract, huh? I wonder if you can fulfill that.”


      “I now fully comprehend your abilities from your explanation. Even though you vanish from my sight, you are still in the same position. Which means that I can track your presence and determine where you are.” Richelotte leaped off the floor. In an instant, she managed to place herself right beside me with the tip of her pitch-black sword pointed straight at me.


      “Will you not make yourself vanish this time?”


      “There’s no need. After all, you’re now curious about my abilities. That curiosity is overwhelming your intent to eliminate me.”


      “I cannot prioritize my curiosity over the terms of my contract.”


      “Even though your contract has been voided?”


      “Huh?” The tip of Richelotte’s sword stopped short of piercing my neck. A gust of wind blew and ruffled my clothes, but my head remained attached to my body.


      “Thank you for stopping your attack.”


      “How did you—”


      “That’s your contract, right?” I motioned to the picture frame hanging off the wall that I’d spotted shortly after finding Richelotte. Letters written in an ancient language were scrawled across it. The second line had faded and become indecipherable over the years.


      “While you were pinned under that bookshelf, I Abducted some of the text on that contract. I think it said ‘Eliminate all intruders’ or something.”


      “You can read ancient languages?” Richelotte asked.


      “I studied it during a bout of severe boredom back in the castle.”


      The text appeared to be some sort of magical contract. When I’d asked her if she was willing to answer questions, she rejected me at first, but suddenly changed her mind. Her behavior seemed unstable. The contract must have lost some of its effectiveness over the years. While it was difficult to void it completely, I could at least Abduct some of the text on it.


      “With that, you no longer need to eliminate me. And—” I approached the frame holding the contract and touched it with both hands. The text gradually faded away, and the contract became a blank piece of paper. “I didn’t have time to Abduct all of the text, but now you no longer have anything tying you down. My powers won’t last for very long, so it looks like I’ll have to reapply it every now and then.”


      “Wh-Why would you—” Richelotte froze out of bewilderment.


      “I suppose I did it out of a sense of kinship. I just couldn’t stand seeing someone get locked up because of some orders.”


      Just like how I had been trapped in the castle, Richelotte had been bound to this room by her contract, doomed to continue eliminating intruders for over a century.


      “Well then, a deal is a deal. Now it’s your turn to answer my question. Who is your creator?”


      “My creator—” Richelotte was about to answer, but she looked at the picture frame out of instinct. After seeing that the text on the contract had disappeared, she continued, “My creator had the same abilities as you.”


      “Is that why you were so surprised to see me use them? In other words, they were a Hermit, right?”


      “I believe so.”


      One of House Lumel’s ancestors became a Hermit and was expelled from the family. It would seem that this place was used by that person as a hideout. After being expelled, they had secluded themselves deep in the mountains, constructed this labyrinth under an old graveyard, and even created this mechanical maid.


      “And where is this person now?”


      “I do not know. My creator left over a hundred years ago and never returned.”


      It was likely that her creator had passed away long ago. They must have been involved in some sort of accident and become unable to return, leaving Richelotte and her contract behind.


      “Um... Mr. Intruder?”


      “I don’t mind being called that, but I do have a name. It’s Tenes.”


      “Master Tenes, may I ask you one more question?”


      I nodded.


      “May I serve under you?” she asked.


      “Huh? Why?”


      “I was created by my former master and left to wait for over a century. No matter how lonely and weary I became, my contract ensured I could not act out of my free will. And now, you have freed me. I wish to reward you for your act.”


      “I’d really appreciate your cooperation, but I just released you from your contract. You’re free to do anything you want, you know?”


      Having the Sword Maiden as an ally was invaluable in my quest to be the mastermind behind my sister’s success in the Succession War. But as someone who had been in a similar position as Richelotte, my conscience couldn’t handle tying someone down in the same way.


      “I am not saying this out of obligation.” Richelotte shook her head. Then, she gave me a smile befitting a lovely girl of her apparent age. “I am saying this because this is what I want.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Bandit King in the Eternal Prison


      The next day, I woke up on a fluffy bed. The gigantic labyrinth under the graveyard had several rooms besides the library. I’d decided to use one of them as my bedroom, and once morning came, the first thing I saw through my blurry vision was a gorgeous maid looking down at me.


      “Good morning, milord,” Richelotte greeted.


      “Riche, good morning,” I answered groggily. “Actually, is it morning already?”


      “Indeed it is.”


      The magic stones illuminating the ceiling seemed to synchronize with the sun outside.


      “Can I ask you another thing?”


      “Please, go ahead.”


      “Um... Why am I sleeping on your lap?”


      “I clean the bedrooms every day. The pillows are all old and musty, so I threw all of them out.”


      Come to think of it, there were no pillows on the bed, though I hadn’t really minded when I fell asleep. Richelotte was an automaton, but I felt an uncharacteristically soft and smooth sensation under my head.


      “Have I been using your lap as a pillow all night?”


      “I apologize for the disappointment, but I did not act as your pillow for the entire night.”


      “Right.”


      “I had to excuse myself for a moment to prepare your breakfast.”


      “So you were my pillow except for that time?”


      “Anyway, here is your breakfast.”


      “Am I supposed to eat while lying on your lap?”


      “Here. Say aah.”


      Richelotte was offering me a peeled grape.


      “That’s a bit—”


      “Aah.”


      “Wait— Mmph?!”


      Richelotte shoved the grape into my mouth, and I had no choice but to chew and swallow it.


      “How is the taste?”


      “Hmm... Sweet.”


      Oh no. This was too comfy. I was already a shut-in and general failure of a person, but now I was being dragged into the depths of decadence! I was dangerously close to crossing the point of no return, so I forced myself to sit up from Richelotte’s lap pillow.


      “Where’d you get these grapes anyway?” I asked Richelotte, who had a dismayed pout on her face.


      “There is a large farm deeper underground. All sorts of fruits and vegetables are being grown there. I can show you the way.”


      This underground structure had several ventilation ducts that connected to the surface. Apparently, some of those functioned to amplify sunlight from the surface and funnel it down into the farm. The water used for the farm, however, was drawn underground. It would seem that there were several mechanisms designed to facilitate living down here as a shut-in. As a fellow Hermit, I had to hand it to Richelotte’s creator—my ancestor.


      In any case, it would seem that Richelotte had several chores on her plate between making the beds, maintaining the farm, and eliminating intruders. I expressed my concern to her, and she gave it some thought before answering.


      “My creator had originally planned to create three automata—one for household needs, one for maintaining the facilities, and one in charge of security. However, I was the only successful automaton, so all those roles were assigned to me.”


      Richelotte was originally created to guard this place. Using the vast library of books and documents, her creator had provided her data regarding weapons and fighting styles throughout the world. Thus, the legendary Sword Maiden was born.


      “Weapons and fighting styles throughout the world?” I echoed.


      “I have data from people known as Swordsaints across history,” Richelotte explained. “However, due to my creator’s absence, there has been no new input into the database for the last century.”


      How terrifying. Should I really be down here sleeping on her lap?


      “My creator also planned to input a variety of sexual techniques used around the world into the automaton designed to handle household needs and perform lustful acts with it.”


      “Oh. I see.”


      “However, I was the only successful automaton. I was put in charge of security, and my contract stipulated that I eliminate anyone who attempted to touch me. In the end, his dream never came to fruition.”


      “Poor guy.”


      But if my ancestor was a Hermit like me, he should have been able to erase that portion of the contract.


      “My creator wept as he explained that he could not alter the contract until he stabilized his control over it,” Richelotte continued. “Eventually, he vanished without a trace before that ever happened.”


      “What a pity,” I remarked.


      “Now that you have nullified my contract, I am able to perform those acts anytime you please.”


      I wasn’t sure how to react when told that with a straight face.


      That aside, Richelotte appeared to be enjoying the sensation of touching someone else. She had been rubbing my cheek since she fed me.


      “Woof!”


      “Oh, Prill!” The Black Fenrir pup was curled up on the bed by my foot.


      “This creature has been living here for a while now. Milord, is this your pet?” Richelotte asked.


      “Well, I guess it is. Prill led me to this place.”


      Prill perked up when it realized we were talking about it. Apparently, it didn’t count as an intruder to Richelotte.


      “I believe my contract specified that only humans counted as intruders. My creator seemed to have ‘messed up,’ as he put it.”


      My ancestor seemed to be a peerless talent in the field of biosynthesis, as proven by his success in creating an automaton. But after hearing stories from one of his own creations, like his attempt at creating a sex doll, it would seem that he was also quite the eccentric.


      “In any case, there is a barrier at the entrance, so normal fellbeasts are unable to enter,” Richelotte said.


      “I figured as much.”


      The graveyard was already a Hazard Zone filled with wandering fellbeasts, so the entrance to this underground structure must have been concealed with the Hermit’s powers. Outsiders would struggle to find this place.


      “Okay then.” I stood up from the bed. I’d obtained a base of operations, along with my first underling as a bonus. I’d told Richelotte—Riche for short—about my plans last night. But if I were to challenge the other elite nobles in the Succession War, my fledgling syndicate needed manpower, among other things. I still had many holes to fill in, but for now, I had other things to worry about.


      I looked at my watch and let out a sigh. “It’s time to go to work.”


      ***


      “Hmm...”


      I was reading the newspaper in the guild storeroom when Felicia came over to start a conversation.


      “Tenes, is something wrong? You look troubled.”


      “Oh, Miss Felicia. I need to ask you something.”


      “Like? Huh, I’m getting déjà vu from this conversation. Oh right, why are you in here reading the newspaper like an esteemed gentleman?”


      “I’m done with my work for the day.”


      “You were working on auditing the guild’s expenses, right? Wasn’t there a huge load of paperwork? I thought it might take you a while.”


      “It didn’t take all that long. I spotted three errors of note, but I already finished correcting them.”


      “Gweh.” Felicia sounded a bit like she’d just choked on something, but she managed to compose herself immediately after. “So, what did you want to ask me about? Is it about abandoned buildings again?”


      “I was just wondering if these are the only newspapers here at the guild.”


      “Newspapers? Yeah, those are the only ones we get around here.”


      The newspapers on the desk included the official imperial newspaper read throughout the whole empire, Lumel’s regional newspaper that had local news, and a paper catering to adventurers that listed useful information such as regional fellbeast distribution and new quests.


      I had no shot at meddling with the Succession War with just information available to the general public. I needed to recruit someone adept at gathering intelligence.


      “Miss Felicia, do you know any capable Thieves around here?” I asked.


      Thieves specialized in investigating dungeons, dismantling traps and dangerous contraptions along the way. During wartime, they also worked as spies and scouts.


      “A Thief? I think there are a few of them in our branch.” Felicia took out an address book containing information on registered adventurers. I skimmed through the section for Thieves.


      “Among the adventurers throughout Lavos, the highest-ranked ones went up to Rank Six...”


      Adventurers were assigned Ranks from One to Ten according to their achievements. The higher the number, the higher the rank. Even though I had read the Adventurer Code from front to back, I couldn’t quite tell just how strong a Rank Six was supposed to be, so I decided to ask Felicia.


      “Rank Six is already pretty amazing,” Felicia said.


      “Really?”


      “Rank Six means that you’re a veteran with several achievements under your belt. You’d be able to handle almost any kind of request at that point.”


      “Any kind of request?”


      “You don’t seem very convinced. What kind of request are you going to put out for them?”


      There was no way I could tell her that it was for intelligence gathering so I could manipulate events from the shadows. “I was just curious. But what if I want to ask for a Rank Ten adventurer?”


      “Heh heh heh. Tenes, you’re still new so I don’t think you know about this, but Rank Ten adventurers might as well only exist in name.” Felicia let out a smug laugh, really driving it home that I was still her junior. “Adventurers with that rank are legends. A region would be lucky to have even one. It’s very, very rare to encounter them.”


      “I see. That’s quite helpful.”


      “Heh heh.” Felicia looked quite happy.


      “So where can I find one of those legendary adventurers?”


      “Were you listening to anything I just said?!”


      “Of course. If at least one of them actually exists, then I’d like to know what kind of person they are.”


      Felicia sighed. “Well, Lumel once had a Rank Ten Thief, but they’re no longer around.”


      “No longer around?”


      “They quit adventuring. Some time later, their license was revoked.”


      “Revoked? What did they do?”


      “Wait, you don’t know about it?” Felicia looked incredulous.


      “Nope. I’ve been a shut-in for a pretty long time, after all.”


      “Oh... R-Right. You’re so competent at your job that all this time I was under the impression that you came from some elite institution. You’ve had your share of troubles, huh? I’m sorry for trying to flex my seniority.” Felicia looked rather dejected. She’s too kind for her own good.


      “It’s okay, I don’t really mind it when you do that,” I said.


      “R-Really? That does make me a little sad though.”


      Once she settled down, Felicia led me to an inner part of the storeroom. She took out a book with a prominent red X on the cover from a locked cabinet.


      “This book contains a list of adventurers whose licenses were revoked as well as the reasons why,” she explained.


      I flipped through the book and found the page on the person I was looking for. The name was Millie Loulou, also known as the Bandit King. Their race was marked as “beastkin,” but there were no photos of the person in question.


      “Didn’t the Adventurer Code specify that an adventurer should have a photograph from a camera magica upon registration?” I asked. Perhaps they’d refused to have their photograph taken on account of being a Thief specializing in subversive activities, though I couldn’t recall any such exception.


      Felicia’s expression turned grim. “There’s no exception to that rule. It’s just that at some point, all photographs of this person vanished from the guild’s records.”


      “Huh.” I was starting to get more intrigued. I figured that after becoming an adventurer, this person must have sneaked into the guild and erased all of their photos. In that case, they must have been incredibly adept.


      “And then that incident happened—”


      “Incident?”


      Felicia kept quiet and just pointed at the remarks section on the adventurer’s file.


      “Expelled and imprisoned on account of severe violations of the Adventurer Code... You mean this person is in jail?”


      “That’s right.”


      The file even specified where they were imprisoned: Alba Los Prison, where the most dangerous criminals in the whole Empire were confined.


      “What did they do to get jailed?”


      “Even I don’t know. The reason for their imprisonment was never made public.”


      A former Rank Ten Thief and a high-profile criminal. I had no idea what this person did to get imprisoned, but if nothing else, they were highly proficient, and they were someone who would never show themselves in public on account of their position. They were exactly the sort of person I wanted to have on my side.


      However, I had to make my move soon if I wanted their cooperation. This person’s scheduled date of execution was written on the file...and it was in three days.


      “Miss Felicia, do you know how to get to Alba Los Prison?”


      “Huh? What for?”


      “Oh, you know. We have a long weekend starting tomorrow, right?” I smiled. “Touring prisons happens to be one of my hobbies.”


      ***


      Alba Los Prison—a maximum security prison designed to hold Class S criminals. According to Felicia, it was located in Begilas, a barren wildland right outside the Empire’s capital.


      “All right then.”


      I used my long weekend and a bit of extra time off work to head to the prison. It took two days by carriage. Of course, there was no direct route to the prison, so we needed to stop at the nearest town.


      “It would seem that the world has barely changed over the last century,” Riche remarked as she stared out the carriage window.


      “How’s the outside world so far?” I asked.


      “The brightness, temperature, and humidity are quite different compared to being underground,” she answered. A mechanical answer from a mechanical being.


      “Do you prefer being up here or underground?”


      “I have no qualms about living underground. After all, I was created with that purpose in mind.”


      “I can relate to that. I’ve lived in a dark, cramped space for all my life.”


      That was quite possibly the most introverted conversation ever spoken. I would love to have my organization composed solely of such fellows.


      “You didn’t have to come with me, you know.”


      “It is my will to serve you, milord.”


      Some old man across from us gave us a wolf whistle. This amusing scene happened as we crossed the endless desert.


      “My good passengers, Alba Los Prison is right behind that great stone wall,” the driver announced.


      The passengers all looked out the window. Beyond the clouds of sand and dust obscuring our vision, I could make out a great stone structure stretching throughout the desert. Alba Los Prison was right behind those walls. There were no places to hide around the area, and a magical barrier stood in the way of anyone trying to scale the walls from within. There were no escapees and no prisoners who had been released after serving their sentence. Those who entered were either sentenced for life or sentenced to death.


      Alba Los Prison was a one-way ticket to hell.


      The driver, seeing that the passengers had gone silent, tried to lighten up the mood. “Y’all don’t need to worry one bit. Long as ya don’t commit crimes that’ll make even God cry from Heaven, ya ain’t doin’ time in there.”


      Hearing this, the passengers let out a sigh of relief and resumed their conversations.


      What in the world did this so-called Bandit King do to get sent there? I wondered.


      The carriage crossed the great desert and arrived at the town closest to the prison. I bought skewers—a local specialty—from a stall off the main road and sat down at a table to eat.


      “Riche, do you eat anything?” I asked out of curiosity.


      “I am an automaton, so I am able to survive without any food. However, I have the capacity to consume meals.”


      “Why don’t you have some? You don’t have to, of course.”


      “I am quite curious as to the kind of food you consume, milord.” Riche timidly brought a skewer to her mouth and took a bite. “A poultry-based proteinaceous meal. The sauce appears to have a high saline content.”


      “You’re analyzing the nutrition in the food?”


      “Sh-Should I stop?”


      “You don’t have to, but I’d prefer if you told me your impressions on its flavor instead.”


      As a child, I had been served nothing but dry, tasteless food with the bare minimum nutritional value. As a result, I often had no interest in food beyond its nutritional content myself. But Fiona would often sneak various dishes into my room and feed them to me—sometimes by force—and ask me for my opinion on them. Because of that, I had learned how to be more discerning when it came to flavor.


      Riche took another bite of the skewer. “It’s delicious. I think.”


      “I see.”


      “Why are you smiling?”


      “You just reminded me of the first time I gave my opinion on food.”


      Back then, I had no idea how to distinguish flavors, so I’d given my sister the same answer as Riche gave me—I recalled Fiona looking perplexed at the time. I hoped that Riche would eventually learn how to distinguish flavors as well.


      Riche changed the subject. “Milord, I would like to know your plans on how to proceed from here.”


      “Well, proceed as planned. We’re going to sneak into Alba Los and meet with the Bandit King,” I said.


      “I have heard that the security there is top class. How do you plan to infiltrate the prison?”


      “I have a few ideas.”


      Riche clapped. “Milord, I am impressed. I could only come up with one idea.”


      “Let me hear yours.”


      “By committing a severe crime, you would be able to enter prison without much trouble.”


      “That’s a horrifying plan.”


      “I apologize. I merely thought that it was one way to accomplish entry into the facility.”


      “I did think about doing that, but it might be too slow. The Bandit King’s execution is scheduled for tomorrow. It’s also not good for the long term since getting imprisoned will put me on the government’s records. Not exactly conducive to our goal, no?”


      I had to do everything in the shadows and with the utmost secrecy.


      Riche bowed apologetically. “It would seem that I did not plan far enough ahead.”


      “No, it’s okay. I appreciate hearing your ideas.”


      Decisions made by humans were always bound to be restricted by biases and emotions. Being unbound by those restrictions could be called an advantage of being an automaton.


      “Milord, I would like to hear your plan.”


      “The main idea hinges on one thing. Even though the prison is usually secluded from the outside world, that’s not always the case.” There had to be times when the prison would be connected to the rest of the world.


      “Like when new prisoners are brought in?”


      “That was your plan, correct? Committing a crime would get us into prison.”


      “Indeed. Are there other ways?”


      “Criminals aren’t the only people in there. There are guards and staff too.”


      “I see. Do you mean to become prison staff, or otherwise disguise yourself as one?” Riche asked.


      “That would have been the plan if we had time. They’re probably rather understaffed too.”


      “Then what is the plan?”


      “Places like these need food and supplies to keep running.”


      Riche nodded in response, seemingly having gotten on the same page.


      The prison had to be getting supplies from where we were now—that is, the town nearest to the prison. Despite being in the middle of a barren wasteland, it was quite the busy place, meaning that it had a stable supply line. I went around town to gather information, and used my abilities as a Hermit to sneak into shops. In the end, I managed to figure out the supply route to the prison and the time of the next shipment.


      By dusk, there was a supply caravan heading to the prison to deliver food. An employee at one of the stores went out through the back door and started hauling crates onto the caravan. I watched this scene unfold with Riche from afar.


      “Okay, I’m heading out,” I said to Riche with a wave.


      “Milord, are you not bringing me with you?”


      “Covert operations are best performed solo.” Riche looked dissatisfied, but I handed her an item I’d bought at a clothing store. “Don’t worry. I have something I need you to do.”




      That’s phase one cleared. I held my breath and erased my presence with Enshroud. I sneaked into the caravan and let out a soft sigh. I was wearing a pitch-black robe I had found in my underground bedroom. It was lightweight and ideal for concealing myself.


      The caravan was moving at a leisurely pace, presumably to prevent damage to its cargo. The setting sun dyed the desert in a deep red hue while the wind carried sand across the vast expanse.


      The caravan crossed the desert for a while before it stopped. The horse hauling the vehicle let out a loud whinny.


      Seems like I made it.


      “Hello there. Eaton Trading Company merchandise coming through.”


      “Halt,” a sharp voice commanded. I heard several metallic footsteps approach the caravan. Five uniformed men entered the vehicle. “Thank you for your service. We will be inspecting your cargo.”


      One by one, the men opened every single box. They removed each item, inspected them thoroughly, then put them back in place.


      Having gotten sick of the long ride, I had already alighted from the vehicle and was staring down the prison that towered in front of me. The stone walls stretched for the sky almost without end. The walls were smooth, with no usable footholds for climbing. Scaling the walls seemed like an impossible task, so that was out of the question for me.


      The prison guards watched as the caravan turned and headed back to town before placing their hands on the closed entrance. A moment later, there was a great hum as some mechanism activated and the gigantic doors parted. The guards then hauled the boxes one by one into the prison’s premises.


      I held my breath and slipped in through the front door.


      Phase two was complete. I had successfully infiltrated Alba Los Prison.


      Still, I could only hold my breath for so long. After crossing a huge courtyard, I swiftly ducked into every blind spot and corner I could find to catch my breath. As soon as I recovered, I sucked in some more air and held it to erase my presence, again and again. I was starting to feel the fatigue set in, but there was no turning back after having made it so far.


      Just a bit more.


      I let out a big sigh. Maneuvering from the shadows was backbreaking work.


      ***


      Alba Los Prison was home to the most dangerous and high-profile criminals throughout the empire. Night had already fallen outside, but the prison cells on death row had no windows and were dimly lit throughout the whole day, completely distorting the prisoners’ sense of time.


      Inside one of those holding cells, a woman was sitting with her back against the wall and her legs outstretched. She had messy, reddish-brown hair and eyes the color of a roaring flame. Her limbs were all cuffed, and sharp claws protruded from her hands and feet. Her beastly ears twitched atop her head, seemingly attempting to pick up sensations from her surroundings. She was Millie Loulou the Bandit King, a beastkin and former Rank Ten Thief.


      Millie’s cage was made of orichalcum, a valuable metal impervious to even the most advanced types of magic. She stared into the darkness of the hallway through the bars of her jail cell.
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      She suddenly sensed a slight movement in the shadows.


      “Who’s there?!”


      “I’m impressed you managed to detect me. Those are some sharp senses.”


      A figure wearing a pitch-black robe emerged from the darkness. Millie could not see the person’s face underneath the hood, and their presence was so scarce that it seemed they might vanish if she so much as blinked.


      “You’re no prison guard. Who are you?!”


      “Can I catch my breath first? I’m not very athletic.” The hooded figure inhaled and exhaled repeatedly before turning their attention back to Millie. “I’m just a shut-in who dropped in while taking a stroll.”


      “This ain’t no place for a stroll. How’d you get all the way here?”


      “With a whole lot of effort. They sure aren’t making it easy, I’ll tell you that. I never want to do that again.” The hooded figure sighed.


      Millie felt a chill run down her back. This mysterious intruder had managed to infiltrate a holding cell in the topmost floor of the most heavily guarded prison on the continent—a prison which no inmate had ever escaped. And yet they were truly acting as if they were out on a stroll, completely calm and indifferent to their own accomplishments.


      “Who the hell are you? What do you want from me?”


      “I have a goal I’m looking to achieve, and I need allies to make it happen.”


      “Why me?”


      “I’m looking for the most competent and capable allies I can get my hands on. Makes my life easier, you know.”


      “You’re talking to a high-profile criminal with a revoked adventurer license. I ain’t showin’ my face in public anytime soon. Kinda sus to recruit someone like that, don’tcha think?”


      Millie’s answer was dripping with sarcasm, but the hooded figure didn’t even flinch. “That’s the best part,” they said.


      “Heh. You’re a weird one. Guess that’s just the sort I’m bound to pick up.” Millie crossed her legs and issued a challenge to the mysterious figure. “Okay then. Get me outta here. I’m about to die tomorrow anyway. I’ll help you out if you can do that.”


      “Can I ask you a question first?”


      “What?”


      “Why are you imprisoned here?”


      Millie felt the hooded figure’s gaze trying to evaluate her worth.


      “And why do you wanna know that?” she asked.


      “Just curious. Besides, you might not be that reliable if you messed up and got caught.”


      “Snrk.” Millie stifled a heavy laugh. She leaned her head back against the wall and gave a deep sigh. “Lots of beastkin like me were born in the slums. Horrible place, y’know? One day I went to the Oracle hopin’ for some big change. And you know what the damn thing did? The Job it gave me wasn’t Thief. It was Robber, like some kind of sick joke. I was destined to live like a criminal my entire life.”


      The hooded figure remained silent.


      “I didn’t want to listen to what some damned Oracle told me, so I went adventuring as a Thief. I polished my skills, got to Rank Ten, then quit.”


      “Why’d you quit?”


      “I didn’t like how the world wasn’t getting any better. So I turned to stealin’ from the rich and dastardly and givin’ away their wealth to the slums. Some respect to my roots, y’know?”


      “And that’s how you got caught?”


      “Nah. While I was doing my noble thief thing, I started to wonder about somethin’. Why is there such a huge gap between the rich and poor? And then that whole Succession War started and the whole world started going to the dogs. So I figured, ain’t it messed up that some shitty rock’s runnin’ the whole world?”


      “Okay. And then?” The hooded figure seemed to be urging her to keep going.


      “I wanted to destroy it.”


      “Destroy what?”


      “That damn stone giving all those revelations or whatever. It’s the whole damn reason everyone is bound to whatever it says. One day, I stole into the Grand Temple.”


      Millie had managed to sneak all the way to the grand hall containing the Oracle’s stone tablet. But the moment she opened the door and entered, the whole room was bathed in a bright light and her feet froze on the spot. Several Divine Guards arrived at the scene, caught her, and threw her into prison.


      “Biggest fumble of my life. That was some weird power—something I ain’t ever encountered. I’ll need to prepare for it if I wanna have a go at it again. Well? You satisfied?”


      “I see. You tried to fight God, huh? You’re really something.”


      “You disappointed?”


      The figure took off their hood, and underneath the robe was a beautiful, androgynous-looking young man. For a moment, Millie mistook him for a young woman.


      The young man smiled. “Not at all. In fact, you’re even more perfect than I thought. Let me help you out.”


      “Hah! What’s your plan? You ain’t gettin’ me outta here that easy.” Millie cackled and motioned to the metal bars of her jail cell. “This jail’s made of orichalcum. You ain’t gettin’ a scratch on this thing. Besides, see that white panel over there? That don’t open unless there’s five guards workin’ on it.”


      “I see. But this jail cell only has one door.”


      “Oh, and there should be guards patrollin’ each one of these holding cells. How the hell did you even get this far?”


      “Wouldn’t you know it, they all started sleeping on the job when I walked by.”


      “Huh?! The next patrol’s gonna find out!”


      The robed man answered calmly, showing no signs of panic despite the imminent danger. “That’s right.”


      Not far from the cell, Millie heard the guards yelling. “Hey, are you okay?! What happened?!” Soon enough, they heard footsteps approaching.


      Millie glared at the intruder. “I knew it! Get outta here! You ain’t ever leavin’ if you get caught.”


      “You seem like a kind person. You’re worrying about me even in a situation like this.” The robed young man then extended his hand into the cell.


      “Wh-What’s this about?”


      “Take my hand.”


      “Wh-Why—”


      “We don’t have much time. Those cuffs won’t stop you from hobbling over here, right?”


      The hostile voices and heavy footsteps were rapidly closing in. The young man spoke calmly yet clearly. “You might not believe in God, but you could at least believe in me.”


      ***


      “Sh-She’s not here!”


      “Where did she go?!”


      The guards were gathered around the holding cell in disbelief. Millie Loulou the Bandit King was supposed to be executed tomorrow, but the highly secure orichalcum cell that was supposed to contain her was completely empty. She had vanished.


      “H-How?!”


      The guards whispered among one another with pale faces.


      “D-Did the prison door malfunction?! Check it! Quickly!”


      Five prison guards placed their hands on the white panel beside the cell. A mechanical noise echoed and a portion of the metal cell slowly slid upward, making enough room for two people to walk through.


      “That’s strange. It’s functioning properly.”


      “Check the cell too.”


      A number of guards went inside and looked around. But there was nothing different about the walls, floor, or ceiling. Only the prisoner, who had vanished into thin air.


      “What the hell is going on?!”


      The head guard slammed a fist into the wall. He didn’t even make a dent. Even the walls were made of high-quality material.


      “All hands on deck! Secure all entrances and exits! Search the entire premises!”


      Alarms went off throughout the entire prison. The head guard walked back to his headquarters and scratched his head. This was unthinkable. A high-profile criminal who attempted to destroy the Oracle’s stone tablet had escaped her orichalcum prison the day before her execution.


      Some prisoners would attempt to coax prison guards into doing their bidding, so guards were deliberately not stationed in front of the jail cells all day. Instead, the guards patrolled the premises every twenty minutes, and they had to cross three checkpoints before even reaching any holding cell. Despite that, the guards on patrol had been knocked out without a sound. They were even stripped of their clothing, so they couldn’t chase after the perpetrators immediately after waking up.


      The holding cells had no simple lock in which to insert a key. The only way to open a cell door was to have five guards operate the security panel simultaneously. It only reacted to biological stimuli from living beings. It would not work even if someone cut off the arms of five guards. Regardless, the guards who were knocked out had all four limbs intact.


      “How... How did she escape?!”


      The head guard racked his brain for ideas, but a part of him remained calm and tried to analyze the situation. After slapping the guards awake and interrogating them, they’d confirmed that the Bandit King was still in her cell during their patrol. Someone had knocked out the guards during the time between patrols, and she used that time to escape. Still, they couldn’t have gone far. There was only one entrance, and it was closed off for the majority of the day.


      The criminal had to be on the premises—


      “Chief! There’s something suspicious outside the prison!”


      “What?!”


      The head guard made a run for the observation deck on the roof. Tonight was overcast and the moon was nowhere to be seen. A spotlight that made use of a gigantic magic stone lit the desert surrounding the prison.


      The head guard peered into a manascope on the deck and managed to catch a suspicious figure at a spot the light could barely illuminate. They were wearing a pitch-black hooded robe that covered their face, but the head guard could make out the figure waving at the manascope. Then, they turned around and fled into the night.


      “A-After them!” the head guard shouted into a magic amplifier, making his voice heard throughout the entire prison. Unbelievably, the criminal had managed to reach the gate and breach the impenetrable walls in under ten minutes.


      What a massive failure. Since the criminal had managed to escape her cell, she surely must have had a way to breach the gates as well.


      The gates opened and several guards bolted out into the desert. They desperately searched for the hooded figure, but it was too late. No matter how they scattered and scanned, their search ended in vain, and they returned to the prison with only their wounded pride to show for it.


      That night, Millie Loulou the Bandit King became the first ever escapee from the once impenetrable fortress that was Alba Los Prison.




      “Okay, shall we head back?”


      The next day, the three of us were on the first carriage back to Lavos. My leave from work was about to end, so we had to rush back to base.


      “Um, milord?” Riche, who was sitting to my right, turned to me and asked a question.


      “What is it?”


      “Was I of any use to you?”


      “Of course. It was all thanks to you that we succeeded.”


      “I see.” Riche smiled. “But how did you open the gate?”


      “I didn’t open it. They opened it for me.”


      Riche looked perplexed so I started explaining what had transpired. “The prison has a lot of obstacles and security measures—the biggest one being the mechanism locking the inmates in their holding cells.”


      The mechanism required five guards to open and didn’t respond to outsiders. To facilitate the escape, Millie grabbed my outstretched hand through the prison’s bars. I Abducted her to hide her presence, then held my breath and used Enshroud to vanish myself. The guards, thinking that Millie had escaped, panicked, unlocked the prison cell, and gave us the perfect opening to escape.


      “And that’s how I got Millie out of the cell.”


      “What about the prison gate?”


      “That was all thanks to you.”


      I had disrobed the guards not to make it more difficult for them to chase us, but to steal the clothes. Stealing only one set would have spoiled the trick, so I’d gone out of my way to knock out all five of them and steal their uniforms.


      While the guards were panicking about the missing inmate, I slipped into the employee restroom and put on the guard uniform. I carried Millie on my back since the cuffs on her limbs slowed her down, and since she was touching me, she was invisible to everyone else. I then Enshrouded myself, and whenever I needed to take a breath, I hid in corners and briefly made myself visible to refresh. Since everyone was distressed, they wouldn’t have thought to look twice at someone wearing a uniform.


      “Then, all I had to do was make it to the gate and wait for you to make your move.”


      Before leaving for the prison, I had requested of Riche two things: first, to hide herself somewhere she could closely observe the prison; and second, to show up in the black robe I had handed her once the alarms started ringing, just barely in range of the spotlights. The prison guard, spotting a suspicious figure in the distance, would mistake it for the Bandit King, then open the gate and have the guards chase after her. Getting out with Millie in tow was child’s play from there.


      To my left, Millie swung her arm around my shoulders. “Great job out there, Tenes, my man! You might look like a wimpy girl with that face of yours, but that was a wild escape!”


      Riche glared at the Bandit King. “Refrain from holding my master so casually.”


      “Take that stick outta your ass, girl!” Millie exclaimed, then turned to me. “I’m impressed. I used to be a Rank Ten Thief, but even I wouldn’t have dared to sneak into Alba Los Prison.”


      “I don’t ever want to do that again though,” I said. Having to hold my breath several times throughout the escape had been brutal, especially while carrying Millie on my back on the way out. My stamina was already pathetic, but this operation had really tested my limits. My Enshroud must have turned off multiple times from my ragged breathing, but it seemed that the prison’s reputation for being impregnable had made security quite lax.


      “Did you like havin’ my sexy body so close to you?” Millie teased.


      “Unfortunately,” I replied, “I was a bit too busy to relish the moment.”


      “Tch, that’s so lame! Wanna have another go?”


      “I believe I warned you to stay away from my master.” I suddenly sensed bloodlust coming from Riche. “Besides, is it even safe to have such a high-profile criminal riding with us in a public vehicle? There should be wanted posters circulating throughout the towns by now.”


      “I have lots’a followers and allies all over the place. They’ll take care of those posters before anyone even sees ’em.”


      A thought crossed my mind after hearing Millie’s response. “Did your followers erase your records at the adventurer’s guild?”


      “Yup. I did some of that myself too.”


      “You sure are connected.”


      Millie shrugged without a care, even as Riche made her intent to kill clear as day. “After doin’ that noble thief thing, I got lots of folks wantin’ to return the favor. I couldn’t get my hands on the photos they took in Alba Los though.”


      “Worry not. I took care of those myself,” I told her.


      Millie’s eyes went wide. “You serious?”


      “You’re going to be working for me now. It would be inconvenient having your photos all over, don’t you think?”


      While infiltrating the prison, I’d taken a detour to the security headquarters and erased all information pertaining to the Bandit King from the prison’s files.


      Millie looked flabbergasted, but she soon broke into huge guffaws. She swung her arm around me again. “Hah hah! What a guy! No need to get formal ’round me anymore, aight? You’re the man now, Tenes!”


      Riche looked like she was about to pop a vein. “I should never have removed your cuffs if you were going to act like that.”


      Up until we’d gotten to safety, Millie’s cuffs had to stay on—we simply had no time to remove them. Once we met up with Riche, however, she had sliced through them like butter. If I had taken her to the prison, she might have been able to cut through even those orichalcum bars.


      Millie stared at Riche. “I can’t believe the legendary Sword Maiden is an automaton. It’s my first time seein’ one. Are they usually this...expressive?”


      “I have no emotional circuits installed in my body. I was a doll made to follow a contract, but I gained free will thanks to my master.”


      “No emotions, huh? I’m definitely feelin’ your bloodlust right now though.”


      “I have determined that you are a threat to my master.”


      “Hey, Tenes. I’m out of death row, but why do I still feel like my life’s at risk here?”


      I felt an oppressive tension building from both sides. I was about to intervene when Millie sighed and shrugged. “Hey, Sword Maiden. Let’s get along, okay? You don’t need to eliminate me if I make myself useful to Tenes, right?”


      “Well...” Riche nodded and let up on the pressure. “Yes, you are correct.”


      With the situation defused as quickly as it’d been lit, Millie grinned. “Leave the snooping to me. That’s the Bandit King’s job.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Elf of the Ancient Forest


      Millie Loulou the Bandit King had escaped Alba Los Prison. The news spread like wildfire throughout the whole empire. Word of how she vanished from the impregnable fortress on the eve of her execution had reached even Lavos’s adventurers’ guild.


      “I was really shocked by that news,” Felicia told me as I perused the newspaper in my usual corner of the guild storehouse. She was munching on her homemade lunch, a well-presented meal filled with vegetables plated meticulously.


      “Well, I’m happy they’re out,” Humid said. He was sitting next to Felicia as he ate his own lunch, which consisted of various fried foods that he’d bought from a nearby cafeteria. I had picked this storehouse as a hangout because of the dark and cramped atmosphere, but for some reason, Felicia had decided to join me whenever lunch came around. Humid, who wanted to get closer to Felicia, naturally followed suit.


      “Why is that?” I asked Humid without peeling my eyes off the paper.


      “Millie Loulou made their name for being a noble thief, stealin’ from those no-good nobles and givin’ their wealth to the people. An ally of the common folk if there ever was one.”


      I see, I thought. So the Bandit King appears to be quite popular among the people.


      “Hey, why am I even answerin’ your question? When did you start taking breaks here? Are you even done sortin’ out those quest papers?”


      “I finished sorting them this morning,” I answered, patting the stack of papers next to me.


      “Huh?” Humid snatched up the whole stack to comb it for errors. “No way you’re done with it already!”


      Meanwhile, Felicia continued to read the newspaper in my hand. “There’s very little information about the Bandit King. Even while they were an adventurer, they rarely showed their face in public, always wearing masks or hats to hide themselves. Nobody knows what they really look like.”


      Apparently, she’d taken care not to stand out in public even before the criminal stint—I could relate—which meant no newspapers were able to reveal her face. It looked like we’d succeeded in erasing all information pertaining to her appearance.


      “That reminds me, Tenes, you went to Alba Los during your vacation, right?”


      “I did. The escape happened on the night I went there.”


      “Wow, what a coincidence! That must have been chaotic.”


      “It really was.”


      “I wonder where the Bandit King could be hiding right now.”


      I nodded pensively to Felicia’s mutterings. “Yeah, I wonder.” Not even I knew where Millie was at the moment. She had agreed to use the underground graveyard as her base of operations, but she went out to gather information in no time. Though I did warn her to be cautious since she was a wanted criminal.


      I recalled my conversation with Millie the previous night.




      “Looks like everyone out there’s gettin’ ready for the Succession War,” Millie said as she sat on the edge of my desk. “By the way, nice crib ya got here. I got some nice ones myself, but this one’s got so much more space! It’s like a whole underground labyrinth!”


      Millie couldn’t hide her excitement as she looked around the secret base for the first time. My Hermit ancestor had built this base underneath the graveyard, far from prying eyes. The ten doors connected to hallways that branched from the round central hall. Each of these passageways split into more paths farther in. Without a guide, one could easily lose their bearings and lose track of their location in the maze of halls. I had been living here for a while now, but I’d yet to fully comprehend the structure of this place. There were rooms that even Riche, who had been living here for over a century, had yet to enter.


      I’d decided to make use of the small room in the corner of the library as my living quarters. It was small enough that I would hit the wall after a few steps—the perfect size for my comfort.


      “This place is so huge. Why don’tcha use a bigger room?” Millie asked.


      “I like cramped places,” I replied.


      “You’re a weirdo, you know that? Wouldn’t have guessed after you pulled off a bold escape like that.”


      “So what’s the situation with the Succession War?”


      “Right. This is what I know from before I got caught. The biggest movement’s from House Balzac, eighth in rank among the Dynasties.”


      That was information I’d already read from the papers. House Balzac had invaded the territory of House Exlord, tenth in rank among the Dynasties.


      “Is that not information available to the public?” Riche, who was standing by the door, pointed out.


      “I’m just gettin’ to the good stuff,” Millie assured. “The Oracle gave a revelation, and after that, the successor Ignis Balzac went out to reinforce their armies. His Job is Flame Emperor, so flame magic is his bread and butter.”


      “A wielder of flame magic, huh.”


      “He’s pretty belligerent compared to the other successors. He acts like a fireball. Simple, but hard to control.”


      “I see.”


      Fiona had met some of the other successors at parties and formal events, but considering that I couldn’t appear in public, I had never met any of them in person. In that sense, this was useful information to me.


      “On top of that...”


      Millie dictated House Balzac’s war expenditures and the size of their army off the top of her head. This information was not only unavailable to the public, but it was highly likely that House Lumel had yet to get their hands on this intel. Millie’s network was already proving to be quite far-reaching.


      “Well? How’s that for useful info?”


      “It would seem that I need to reevaluate my assessment of you,” Riche said, pouting. She seemed a bit frustrated, but she would never lie. “I shall accept you as an ally as long as you are of use to my master’s conquest.”


      “Conquest? I’m not planning anything that grand,” I protested. I just wanted to help out my sister.


      Millie seemed quite gung ho at Riche’s statement. “You can count on me. I did my noble thief shtick so I could right the wrongs I saw in the world. Meddlin’ in the Succession War is just another way of changing the world, right? I owe Tenes my life, so I’m here to help him out.”


      “Come on, it’s not that serious!”


      “For my master’s conquest.”


      “For the world revolution.”


      “Hey, are you two even listening?” The two bumped fists with each other as I failed to get a word in edgewise, and a strange atmosphere filled the room.


      Millie got off the desk and stretched. “Anyway, it looks like House Balzac’s forces have gotten a big boost since then. I haven’t heard anythin’ since I got thrown into jail, so I’m gonna head out and update my intel.”


      The Bandit King started to head out, but she stopped as the small animal lapping up a bowl of milk in a corner of the room caught her eye.


      “Hey, you got a pet here?”


      “Yeah. Prill’s the name,” I told her.


      “Prill, huh? Here bo—” Millie approached the creature, then suddenly backed off. “Wait, is that a Black Fenrir?!”


      “Yeah.”


      “Don’t ‘yeah’ me! That thing’s a baby Rank S fellbeast!”


      “So I’ve heard.”


      “So you’ve heard?!” Millie put her hands on her hips and let out an exasperated sigh. “Man, you really are a weirdo. Okay, I’m out to find somethin’ useful.”




      The light of the early afternoon sun poured through the storeroom window.


      “Tenes, are you okay?” Felicia asked.


      “O-Oh, no, everything’s fine. I just had something on my mind.” Felicia’s voice snapped me back into reality. Next to her, Humid was staring intently at the stack of papers on the desk and slamming his hand in frustration.


      “Dammit! I can’t see anything wrong with these! How the hell did you pull that off?!”


      “Of course! Tenes is pretty excellent at his job!” Felicia praised while cleaning up her packed lunch.


      I bowed to her to show respect. “It’s all thanks to your guidance, Miss Felicia.”


      “I-I didn’t do that much!”


      “No, really, your instructions are quite clear and helpful.”


      “R-Really?”


      “Yes, really. I hope you keep teaching me the ropes.”


      “Heh heh.” Felicia broke into a big grin.


      “Felicia, don’t get caught up in this guy’s flattery!” Humid grabbed Felicia’s shoulders and frantically shook her to snap her out of her euphoria.


      “It’s okay! I’m not so easily flattered, even if my wonderful junior happens to compliment me! Heh heh heh!”


      “Oh no. She’s too far gone!”


      What a peaceful day. But behind this peace, the high nobles known as the Ten Noble Dynasties were plotting against one another to assume the throne of the Holy Emperor. This was merely the calm before the storm.


      Humid gave up on finding any mistakes in the quest listings, so I grabbed the stack of papers and flipped through them.


      The quest listings were sorted according to the difficulty rank of the fellbeast and the reward money. The head office periodically sent new information, so these documents had to be updated accordingly. As I sorted through the listings, I spotted a Black Fenrir. Like Millie had said, it really was a Rank S creature.


      A near-mythical creature said to have destroyed a small nation overnight. Though exceedingly rare, if encountered, immediately vacate the area.


      I started pondering my current situation while reading through the Black Fenrir’s entry. I had obtained a base of operations, gained a maid as an ally, and now I had a way to gather intel.


      Next, I had to boost our combat capacity. While Riche was the legendary Sword Maiden who took down over a thousand soldiers on her own, we were up against the Ten Noble Dynasties. They ruled over the continent and held immense power and influence. The higher the house’s rank, the greater their wealth, authority, and military might. Even if I had the Bandit King gathering intelligence for me, it was useless if I couldn’t make use of it. We needed more strength on our side. Ideally, I needed someone who was at least as powerful as Riche.


      “That reminds me.” I looked through the documents again. As I was organizing the quest lists, one of the marks caught my eye. “Miss Felicia, I was curious about something.”


      “Of course!” Felicia bubbled. “My guidance is as clear and helpful as ever, so ask away!”


      “She’s letting the flattery get to her head!” Humid dropped his head into his hands.


      I showed the two of them one of the quest lists. “This one.”


      “Oh, this is a request to hunt down a dark elf!”


      “Are dark elves supposed to be hunted?”


      Elves primarily lived in forests and were naturally born with a high affinity for magic. They were a different species from humans, but they weren’t particularly hostile. It was strange for one to show up in a quest list primarily reserved for fellbeasts.


      Felicia broke into a smile. “Oh? Tenes, were you not aware? Perhaps I, your senior, should teach you all about dark elves! Hoh hoh hoh!”


      Felicia’s speech patterns and laughter were getting weirder by the moment. I might have flattered her too much. Still, I liked that she was honest to a fault. She really was a good person.


      Felicia returned to her usual self and cleared her throat. “Ahem. You know that dark elves are incredibly rare even among elves, right?”


      “Yeah, I’ve heard as much.”


      “Dark elves are a rare mutation, and they possess mana far beyond that of regular elves.”


      A normal elf already had mana that greatly exceeded the capacity of a human, which made dark elves practically transcendent creatures compared to humans. They were borderline mythical in nature, and the one I saw on the quest list was Rank S—same as the Black Fenrir. While some Rank S creatures were rarer or more dangerous than others, any creature that could obliterate an entire army on its own was automatically classified under the Rank S umbrella.


      “So why is this dark elf being hunted down?” I asked again.


      Elves were intelligent beings and weren’t particularly hostile to those outside their kind. They communicated with humans, and shouldn’t have been considered a threat if left alone.


      Felicia raised a finger and began answering my question. “I said it earlier, but dark elves are rare even among elves, and they hold vast magical power.”


      “Right.”


      “To the point that some people worship them because of their power and near-mythical status.”


      “Worship?”


      It wouldn’t be strange for an individual holding that much power to be worshipped. I started to see what was going on.


      “So someone didn’t like that?”


      “Yeah. Folk religions are a threat to public order, so the Holy Emperor ordered a ban on the worship of dark elves.”


      And not only did they ban the worship of dark elves—they reduced them to mere targets for adventurers. It was cruel treatment.


      And one being was behind this cruel order—God. The existence that guided the conqueror of this continent and founder of the Holy Empire of Novalis. That same God refused to allow Their subjects to worship any being other than Themselves. Did the Oracle give the Holy Emperor a revelation? Or did the Holy Emperor just want to please God? Either way, the end result was the same: The legendary dark elves became no more than fellbeasts to be hunted down.


      “Not very inclusive, I’d say,” I muttered.


      “Huh?”


      “Oh, don’t mind me. So, where is this dark elf now?”


      A powerful being oppressed by God. What a perfect find. I’d love to have this dark elf in my organization.


      Felicia gazed into space as she racked her brain. “Um... If I remember right, when the ban was decreed, a dark elf living in a village was captured, but they got away not long after.”


      “They escaped? Perfect.”


      “P-Perfect?”


      “So when did this escape happen?”


      “U-Um... It should be around a hundred years ago according to the records.”


      “A-A hundred—” I was caught off guard at first by that ridiculous number, but I remembered that elves were a long-lived race. It was too early to give up. “Has that dark elf been spotted since then?”


      “I haven’t heard anything, really... Tenes, why are you so interested in dark elves all of a sudden?”


      “I mean, there’s a rare and legendary being out there. Doesn’t it spark your curiosity? I’d love to meet one.”


      “First it was abandoned buildings, then it’s prisons... Tenes, you sure have some strange interests.”


      “I... Okay, I can’t deny that.” My gaze turned wistfully to the window, looking off somewhere in the distance. “Abandoned buildings, prisons, rare species hunted down by adventurers—I can’t help but think that there’s some value to be found in these people, places, and objects discarded by everyone else.”


      “Tenes...”


      “You’re such a mark! I don’t wanna see any flirtin’ around here, got it?!” Humid interrupted. “Anyway, I heard some rumors about a dark elf.”


      “Really?!” Felicia and I turned to Humid almost simultaneously.


      Humid’s mood seemed to have improved thanks to that, and he crossed his arms and grinned. “Aww, what should I do? I don’t really wanna give this info for free.”


      “How much do you want?”


      “Hey, aren’t you being too hasty with the negotiations?”


      “I’m the type to spend money on my hobbies.”


      Humid clicked his tongue and scratched his head. “Keep your money. This is just something I overheard this morning.”


      Apparently, a group of adventurers had visited the guild and requested directions to the Forest of Elza. This forest was located in the western portion of Lavos, and it was designated as a protected sanctuary on account of ancient creatures living there.


      Since he was the receptionist on duty, Humid had asked the adventurers their reason to visit, and their curt response was, “We’re tourists, obviously.” They’d refused to say anything more than that.


      Before leaving, one of them had apparently muttered, “Can this puny backwater guild even shell out the reward for that dark elf?”


      Another one of the adventurers had slapped his companion’s head. “Shut your trap. They can get that money from the head office anytime.”


      I stared at the quest list for the dark elf. “Did they know where they could find the dark elf?” I asked.


      “Judging from their conversation, I’d say they do.”


      “Um, I’m—”


      “Heading out early? Sure, go ahead.”


      “Humid, are you sure?” Felicia looked surprised.


      Humid grinned and gave a thumbs-up. “That’s your hobby, right? And you finished your work today without any mistakes. I’ll take care of the guys up the chain for ya.”


      “Thank you so much. I’ll get you two souvenirs.”


      I stood up and prepared to leave work. I needed to track down those adventurers to find the dark elf’s whereabouts. If I remembered right, there was a regular tourist carriage that traveled from the main road to the Forest of Elza.


      “Okay, I’ll see you two.”




      The newbie handyman left the guild in a hurry, and Felicia looked perplexed. “I didn’t expect you to let him leave early today, Humid.”


      “Is that weird?”


      “No, it’s just that you’re usually a bit harsh on Tenes.”


      “He’s still young. We gotta guide him while he’s still new, y’know?”


      “So why—”


      “But sometimes, there’s just some things that we gotta prioritize over work. I’m pretty understanding, see? You can trust me on that, Felicia.”


      “O-Of course!”


      Humid brushed back his hair as he looked out the door and smirked.


      Heh heh. Hope you run into trouble with those adventurers.


      ***


      “I’ll pay extra, so please go as fast as you can.”


      “All righty. Don’t fall off, lassie.”


      “I’m a man.”


      “O-Oops. Sorry ’bout that.”


      Waiting for the next regular tourist carriage would have taken too much time, so I decided to head to the carriage company’s headquarters and negotiate a direct ride to the Forest of Elza. I mentioned that I would pay ten times the regular fare, and a rider decided to take me there on the back of a very fast horse. It was a bit tight on the pocket with just the salary of a regular guild employee, but I could just squeeze by with the parting fee my sister provided me out of pity when I had gotten exiled.


      I might need to hire a financial advisor at some point.


      “Let’s go! Hiyah!” The hazel-maned horse whinnied and set off.


      I could use lightning magic to boost my muscles and run faster than a horse, but I didn’t have the stamina to make it all the way to the forest on foot. I might have been able to enhance my lung capacity with wind magic, but I was about to face off against a dark elf—a being with an immense amount of mana. I had to conserve my own until I arrived at the forest.


      “By the way, why’s a las—er, lad like you in such a hurry to go to that forest?” the driver asked out of curiosity.


      “I have someone I want to meet,” I answered.


      “Phew! Ahhh, youth! How long have you been in love?”


      “Hmm... About a hundred years.”


      “A hundred years?! Dunno what’s goin’ on between you two, but that’s passion! I’m burnin’ up for you two!” This middle-aged rider was getting unnecessarily excited.


      “Out of curiosity, do you know anything about the Gorio brothers? They’re adventurers,” I asked.


      I had found Humid’s attitude before I left a little strange, so right before leaving the guild, I erased my presence and checked the visitor logbook. I found that the adventurers Humid had talked to that morning were the three Gorio brothers.


      “The Gorio brothers?” the rider echoed. A seasoned carriage driver would have met various adventurers throughout their career. I figured that someone like this old man would’ve heard a word or two about them, and just as expected, he had plenty to say.


      “Yeah, I’ve heard a thing or two, and those things ain’t good. Those three brothers always travel together and make money from adventuring. They’re pretty competent, but I heard they have some nasty connections in the underworld. Word’s that they do some illegal hunts from time to time. They’re from the east, but they got expelled, and now they’re here in Lumel.”


      The rider didn’t seem to have a positive opinion of them, because he continued to bad-mouth the brothers for a good while. “Anyway, they’re unpleasant fellows. They treat everyone around ’em like they’re servants or somethin’. They don’t have manners like you do, lad.”


      “I see.” That meant Humid had sent me out knowing about their reputation. “I’ll have to put in some more money for this info.”


      Encountering the Gorio brothers was a perfect opportunity for me. They had connections to the underworld like Millie, so they must have had their own network for gathering intel. The dark elf sighting suddenly started to sound more believable.


      “Okay, we gotta run faster for the sake of your century-long romance!” the old man exclaimed as he tightened his grip on the horse’s reins.


      The trip to the Forest of Elza would have taken over two hours on the regular tourist carriage, but the old man’s horse got there in under an hour.


      “Good luck, boy! Here’s hopin’ you meet your sweetheart!”


      “Thanks,” I said to the enthusiastic old man as I alighted at the station. While scanning the place I checked the clock and found that the regular morning carriage had arrived only slightly earlier than I had. If I hurried I could definitely catch up to the Gorio brothers. With that in mind, I left the station and walked the path for tourists—of which there weren’t many, since today was a weekday.


      Thick conifers towered on both sides of the path, and a light mist covered the entire forest. These woods were a sanctuary to ancient organisms and rare plants, and tourists could only enter a small portion of the whole area. Deeper in was a solemn expanse of unadulterated greenery.


      Luckily, I had a tourist not far from me. “Excuse me, have you seen an unfriendly-looking group of three around here?”


      “Unfriendly-looking group, you say? Ah, yeah, those three. I saw them standing by a narrow path looking at a map.”


      I’d only given a description of the brothers based on how I imagined them to look, but it appeared that I was on the mark.


      The tourist path had lookouts with rangers stationed at regular intervals watching out for trespassers. I went ahead to the place the tourist had described and found one of those rangers lying face down on the ground.


      I rushed over to the ranger and shook him awake. “Hey, are you okay?”


      “U-Ugh...” The man’s face twisted in pain as he opened his eyes and rubbed his head. “Ow... What the hell?”


      “What happened?” I asked.


      “There were some men trying to enter the sanctuary a second ago. I called out to them, then they came over and beat me senseless.”


      This was definitely the work of the Gorio brothers. How reckless of them. The tourist path was cordoned off with rope, but there was a narrow, rugged path branching off the main road that went deeper into the sanctuary. Farther along that path, I spotted a small group that seemed to be equipped like typical adventurers.


      “That’s not good,” I groaned, shaking my head. “I’ll try to bring them back.”


      “No, that’s too dangerous... I’ll call backup—”


      “The men will get away before anyone else gets here. Please let me help out.”


      “Hey, wait—”


      “I’ll be back!” Leaving the ranger with that I entered the narrow path, doing my best to act like a concerned citizen. Then once I was clear, I exhaled lightly and started to conceal my presence.


      The Hermit ability Enshroud worked in several stages. By default, I had a very weak presence that made me less noticeable. By consciously slowing down my breathing and lightening my footsteps, I could make it so my presence was totally ignored. It was possible to catch others off guard with this, but this wasn’t yet the same as vanishing into thin air. This was the first stage.


      Next, I would calm myself down and halt my breathing. This allowed me to vanish from sight. But this wasn’t a complete disappearance either; my presence was just imperceptible to others. This was stage two.


      Furthermore, by stopping my breathing and standing completely still, focusing on erasing my whole presence, I could make anyone forget about my existence. This was stage three.


      As I went up the stages of my abilities, it took up more and more of my energy, and it could only last for a short period of time. This meant that I had to be smart about its use. I was aware of two of my other abilities: Abduct, the power to hide objects I touched, and Clairvoyance, the ability to find hidden objects. These two abilities seemed to have stages of their own, and I had plans to explore both later on.


      For now, I used the first stage of my Enshroud to stalk my targets. The Gorio brothers periodically stopped to check their map, and they appeared to be using what looked like a compass to get their bearings. They had come with a clear goal in mind. Since they were entering a sanctuary, they might have gotten their information from poachers.


      I followed the brothers’ movements for about an hour, climbing a mossy rock face, climbing over fallen tree trunks, and treading through thick clumps of vines. They were quite the persistent trio. I had to take occasional breaks on account of my poor stamina, and without the brothers cutting through the path ahead, I’d have never been able to keep up.


      We walked for about an hour until the brothers stopped at a small clearing. The conifers towered over the empty space, leaving a hole in the forest canopy for the sky to peek through.


      I adjusted my breathing and melded into the faint mist as I observed the three brothers.


      “It should be around here,” said one.


      “I ain’t seein’ shit, bro,” another complained.


      “What, you thought it was gonna fall out of the sky into your waiting arms? Use your eyes and start looking,” chided the third.


      Just based on that conversation, they had apparently reached their destination, but were finding no trace of what they were actually looking for.


      One of the brothers clicked his tongue in frustration and kicked the ground. “Tch. Did we get duped?”


      “No way. We got the info from a black guild. Ain’t no way they’re dupin’ us.”


      “But there’s nothin’ here!”


      “Did it move out already? This forest’s too damn big! Shit!”


      Aww, nuts! I was as disheartened as they were. I now owed Humid one, and I’d walked for over two hours for nothing.


      Suddenly, the brother who appeared to be the youngest yelled, “Hey, bros!”


      “What, did you find it?”


      The three stooges and I started to get excited.


      “There’s some swallow hornets up on that branch!”


      “You dolt! We’re looking for a dark elf, not some stupid hornets!”


      “I-I know that! But they get really violent during this season!”


      “Who cares! Don’t get me all excited for nothin’!”


      “Hey, bro!” Next, the second brother tapped the eldest’s shoulder.


      “Well? Did you find the elf?”


      “Look at the tree hollow. There’s a jade rabbit inside.” The second brother pointed at a hollow. Inside was a rabbit with gorgeous, bright green fur.


      “Are you both dumbasses?! I said we’re looking for a dark elf!”


      “Y-Yeah, but that rabbit’s a really rare creature! We can sell it for lots!”


      “Tch. Yeah, I guess. We’ll take that thing with us.”


      Just as I was about to sit down out of impatience—


      “Turn back.”


      A voice echoed from everywhere around us, yet nowhere at the same time. It was a low but intense voice that almost seemed to reach straight into the eardrums.


      “Who’s there?!” The eldest brother, whose hair was combed backward like a rooster’s crown, was the first to respond. But the owner of the voice didn’t show themselves.


      “Do not desecrate this forest. Leave at once.”


      The voice echoed throughout the forest. It was a warning that came from all directions at once.


      “Bro, is that the dark elf?!”


      “I-It really exists!”


      “Who the hell’s gonna leave? C’mon, you dumbasses, we’re doin’ this!”


      The three brothers started to show their bloodlust, brandishing knives and other blades.


      “Well then. I shall make you leave by force,” the voice announced coolly. The next moment, a gigantic ball of bright light launched straight at the three men at blinding speed.


      “Ough?!”


      The ball of light hit the youngest brother with a loud thud. He was blown away by the shock of the impact, spinning through the air as he flew deep into the forest. His back eventually hit a tree branch, and he fell into the forest undergrowth.


      “What the hell?!”


      “Was that magic?!”


      Balls of light showered down onto the forest intruders without pause, causing an explosive crash as each of them hit the ground.


      “Bro!”


      “Hide behind those trees!”


      The eldest, quick on the uptake, grabbed the middle brother by his collar and dragged him behind a large tree. The rain of light stopped for a moment, and the brothers took this time to talk.


      “B-Bro, what do we do now?”


      “Tch. I’ve never seen that kind of magic before. What lineage is that from?”


      “I-I dunno! Bro... I can’t stop shaking!”


      “Yeah, don’t think I’ve seen that much force being rained down on us before.”


      “Sh-Should we leave?”


      “You dolt! We’ve come all the way here! I ain’t goin’ back empty-handed. Our mark’s right over there where the attacks are coming from. C’mon, get out there!” The eldest brother kicked his brother’s butt out into the clearing. The middle brother was instantly greeted by a blast of light, blowing him off into the distance.


      “Leave,” the voice warned sternly, but with a hint of concern.


      “I knew it,” the eldest Gorio brother muttered. At some point, he had stepped out from behind the tree he had been using as cover. In his left hand was the jade rabbit that had been hiding in the tree hollow.


      The brother smirked. “You could’ve just stayed hidden, but then you had to go and warn us to stay away. Now that’s weird, don’t you think?”


      He gripped the rabbit by the throat with his free hand. “This rabbit’s important to you, ain’t it?”


      There was only silence.


      “Your attacks were pretty weak for a legendary dark elf. You could’ve just blasted me away along with the tree, but you didn’t. You elves are protectors of the forest, right? I’m sure you don’t wanna hurt these trees and animals for no reason. Right?”


      The eldest brother turned out to be a lot sharper than he’d initially let on. While baiting the dark elf’s attacks with his younger brother, he had snatched the jade rabbit from its hiding place. It looked like his skills as a bounty hunter were top-class.


      “Show yourself, you damn elf! You don’t wanna see what I’m gonna do to this rabbit if you don’t, do you?”


      After a short pause, there was some ruffling of leaves, and a gorgeous woman emerged from the top of the conifers across the clearing. Her ears were pointed, and her long, silver hair sparkled under the sunlight. Her dark skin melded into the shadows of the forest. And her cold, silver eyes glared at the invader.
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      “A-A dark elf!” The bounty hunter stared dumbfounded at the legendary Rank S mark standing before him. “Y-You really exist! Gah ha ha! Now I have to capture you! I’ll get all the money I’ll ever need for the rest of my life!”


      “That was not what you promised. I have shown myself. Now, release the rabbit,” the dark elf demanded.


      The bounty hunter only smirked. “Hah! Who said I was gonna let this thing go? Come closer. You know what happens to this rabbit if you make the wrong move, right? If you try to hurt me, I might just break this rabbit’s neck by accident.”


      The dark elf closed her eyes and sighed. She grabbed her left arm with her right as if restraining it. “You humans have no shame. Nothing has changed over the last hundred years,” she muttered.


      “Um, excuse me,” I said.


      The eldest Gorio brother leaped in surprise upon seeing me emerge from the trees. “Wh-Who the hell are you?! How long have you been here?!”


      “I’ve been here from the start.”


      “H-Hey, what are you—”


      I raised a hand to silence the bounty hunter, saying, “Can this wait? I have business with the dark elf here.” After he went silent, I turned to the elf in question. “You don’t seem as surprised.”


      “The forest warned me of another intruder,” she replied. “But I do not sense any ill will from you. I have no business with you.”


      “I see. The forest, huh?”


      Did she mean that she could converse with the forest itself? I hadn’t even considered that as a possibility. She must have obtained that knowledge from her being in harmony with the place.


      I gazed straight into the dark elf’s eyes. “You might not have business with me, but I do with you.”


      “Damn it, stop ignoring me!” the bounty hunter grunted.


      “Miss Dark Elf, how would you like to ally with me?” I offered, ignoring the Gorio brother’s protests.


      “Huh?! The hell are you on about?”


      “Ally with you? Did you think I would just nod and say yes?”


      “I am offering this as a bargain.”


      “Elaborate.”


      “I would like to solve one of the problems tormenting you.”


      The dark elf and I both turned to the man holding the jade rabbit.


      “First off, why don’t I free that poor rabbit from that man’s grasp?”


      “What?!” The Gorio brother’s voice turned hostile. I continued ignoring him.


      “Well?” I asked the dark elf again. “Would you like to consider my offer?”


      “You would have me ally with a human in exchange for the life of a mere rabbit? What an impertinent offer. You are not giving me anything of equal value.”


      “Really now. You’ve hidden yourself from humans for over a century, and yet you’re here showing yourself for a ‘mere rabbit.’ I would wager that the rabbit holds a lot of value to you.”


      The dark elf was silent for a moment, then groaned. “You’re an odd one.”


      “I get that a lot.”


      “The rabbit is not valuable to me, but it is of great value to the forest.”


      The dark elf looked to the ancient grove. “The jade rabbit consumes pests that feed on the insides of trees. It serves as an excellent cleaner of the forest. However, it has been hunted down to the brink of extinction. And this creature is currently pregnant. It bears the future protectors of this forest.”


      “I see. So that’s what you meant.”


      I turned my gaze to the bounty hunter, who was glaring at me with growing rage, though thankfully the rabbit was still alive and well in his left hand.


      “You...little...twerp. You don’t know who you’re talking to? I’ll make sure you never forget.”


      “I don’t know who you are, but I do know you’re up to no good. Nobody seems to like you.”


      “You’re gonna bow down, lick my boots, and beg me for forgiveness. Or else—” The Gorio brother unsheathed his sword with his right hand and brandished it at me. The glint of its blade made it clear that it had bathed in the blood of hundreds of victims.


      I once again ignored the bounty hunter and turned my attention back to the dark elf. “What do you say? Do we have a deal?”


      The dark elf looked at the bounty hunter, then at me, then let out a sigh. “Very well. Impress me.”


      “Okay then.” At this point, the bounty hunter had already moved in and was ready to swing.


      “Looks like you have a death wish, you little brat!” he yelled. Then he stopped mid-swing and started looking around, perplexed. “H-Huh? Where’d he go?!”


      Enshroud Level 2. I’d halted my breathing to vanish from my opponent’s line of sight. A moment later, I reappeared some distance away.


      “Where— Huh? Wha—? How did you—”


      I addressed the dark elf instead of answering him. “I’ve got the jade rabbit.”


      “What?!” the bounty hunter exclaimed, and his mouth dropped wide open in shock. The dark elf’s eyes shot open as well. I was cradling the rabbit in my right arm, and its soft, fluffy fur was comforting to touch. It reminded me of Prill.


      “Wait, how—”


      The man stared at his left hand. He had been holding the rabbit just moments ago, but in its place, he found a rough, reddish-black object that vaguely looked like a basket.


      It was a nest full of swallow hornets.


      “Gaaaah!” The bounty hunter flailed around and screamed as he was promptly assaulted by a colony of giant swallow hornets from the nest. I had exchanged the rabbit for the nest while Enshrouded.


      While the man’s screams echoed throughout the clearing, I placed the rabbit on the ground. It immediately made a full turn, then scurried away into the forest.


      I let out a sigh of relief watching it go, then turned to the dark elf on the treetop once more.


      “I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain. Now—”


      “You wait just a damn minute, you!”


      The bounty hunter, who had apparently been quick to escape his stinging assailants, looked more than a little worse for wear as he interrupted me. His face and shoulders were all swollen and flushed, and he was panting like a wounded beast.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “What do you mean, ‘What is it’?! You nearly killed me, you brat!”


      “Indeed. That was quite dangerous, wasn’t it? Nature sure is terrifying, don’t you think?”


      “You sicced those hornets on me!”


      “Careful now. Hornet venom travels faster through the body when you’re excited.”


      “Shaddup! I swear I’m gonna murder you dead!”


      The eldest Gorio was looking really out of breath. In his fury, he seemed to have forgotten that his original target was the dark elf and not me.


      I crouched down and picked up the sword the middle brother had dropped. I could have just vanished along with the sword and taken him down by surprise, but I intentionally adopted a fighting stance and steadied the sword at him.


      Since I was about to meddle in the Succession War, I figured that I needed to learn the limits of my abilities when fighting humans. I imagined a situation where I had no mana and no allies, and was unable to use my abilities against a skilled opponent. Of course, such a situation was unlikely to happen, but one could never be too careful. I was painfully aware that life was a fickle mistress.


      My cousin Matthew had only ever underestimated me, and he’d never once taken me seriously—using my sessions with him as reference was therefore unhelpful. Since my time was at a premium lately, I’d also been unable to carefully evaluate my skills against Richelotte the Sword Maiden.


      However, the eldest Gorio brother here—he was a terrible human being, but his skills were undoubtedly top-notch, and he sure wanted me dead—was the perfect opponent.


      “Graaah!” The bounty hunter roared and swung his sword straight for my head. Due to his blind rage, his swordplay was sloppy and amateurish, so I swung my sword to the side and met his attack. My opponent was taller, so I put some extra strength into my weapon to disperse the force of his swing. This was a basic combat skill.


      Zarma-style. Ollein-style. Eastern Debaton-style. I was nowhere as proficient as Riche, but I had studied several sword fighting styles during my time at Castle Lumel. I’d started from the basic forms, then repeated them over and over in my small, cramped room until my body remembered them all. After that, I hid in the shadows and watched the Lumel army train, and adjusted their training regimen for myself. Once I had become confident in my basic skills, I’d headed to the Hazard Zone and fought fellbeasts to apply everything I had learned, adapting it to real combat.


      “Damn you!” The bounty hunter pursued me with another haphazard slash accompanied by a loud slam. Unlike Matthew, he didn’t stick to any particular style. Perhaps it was his own unique way of fighting. Despite everything, his beastlike instincts and raw strength made him a very effective warrior. To fight someone with a unique and formless style, it was best to stick to the basics. In contrast, someone like Matthew, who stuck to particular forms, was best dealt with by using unconventional techniques to pick at their blind spots.


      Stillness versus motion.


      Deception versus sincerity.


      Sluggishness versus swiftness.


      I observed my opponent’s movements and attacked him with the opposite motion.


      “Shit! Stay...still! Let me...hit you!” The eldest Gorio, unable to follow me, growled in frustration and pushed his brutish offensive.


      He stepped too far.


      I shifted my weight to avoid his strike and his blade grazed my side. His center of gravity leaned too far forward, making it difficult for him to quickly recover.


      It was time to end this battle. I twisted my body and slammed the dull portion of my blade into his stomach.


      “Gwah!” He took the strike directly, then fell to his knees, clutching his stomach and groaning in pain.


      “You piece of—” The eldest Gorio brother glared at me with bloodshot eyes as he writhed and moaned in agony.


      Thanks to him, I’d learned that just the sword skills I had already learned were enough to manage against an experienced opponent. “Now, if you’ve had enough, I’d like it if you stopped desecrating this forest,” I said.


      “Wh-Who the hell would—”


      “Get down.” At some point, the dark elf had descended from the treetops and was now right behind me. She confronted the rowdy adventurer, and he glared at her like that would be enough to kill her. “Men like you would never listen to any reasonable request.”


      The dark elf raised her right hand and the adventurer followed it with his gaze toward the sky, unable to hide his shock.


      A gigantic ball of light had appeared in the sky—large enough to envelop a massive portion of the forest clearing. Bolts of mana emanated from the ball, almost as if it were discharging lightning. The sheer amount of energy was palpable.


      Was it lightning magic? No.


      Light magic? Also no.


      I was able to use all of the magical attributes to some degree, but the ball in the sky felt like something completely different.


      “No attribute? Is that...pure mana?”


      The dark elf wordlessly acknowledged my mutterings. Mana was the spark needed for magic, but it was unstable and dispersed quickly. It needed an attribute applied to it in order to stabilize and materialize into magic when released outside the body.


      But the dark elf had no need to do that. She had so much mana in her body that she could just let loose, and that would be enough to cause massive amounts of destruction.


      This was the power of the legendary Rank S elf once worshipped as a deity by humans.


      “Here is your punishment for profaning this forest. Get out of my sight.” The dark elf clenched her hand into a fist and launched the mass of mana at the elder Gorio brother.


      “N-No— Gaaaaah!!!” The man’s scream filled the forest as the ball of light approached him, and he lost consciousness. The ball dispersed before it hit him.


      I looked upon the man, his eyes rolling back into his head and something soiling his lower body. Then I asked the dark elf, “Why did you disperse the mana?”


      “That ball would have destroyed the whole forest,” she sighed.


      I turned to face her. “So, about our deal...”


      “I am grateful to you for releasing the jade rabbit.”


      “So—”


      “But I shall not ally myself with a human.”


      It was a clear-cut rejection.


      “Huh? But you promised—”


      “You humans broke your promises first.” The dark elf glared at me. Her voice was deep, solemn, and cold enough to freeze anything with ears.


      “What do you mean by that?”


      “Do you know why I am hiding myself in this forest?”


      “I heard that the Holy Emperor designated you as a target to hunt down about a century ago.”


      “Elves are the sages of the forest. They provide the wisdom of the forest to humans, and humans use this wisdom to lead their people into prosperity. The prosperity brought about by humans brings blessings back to the forest. That was how we used to live in harmony.”


      The dark elf continued in a stern tone. “Once the Holy Emperor ordered the hunt, you humans were blinded by the rewards. Bounty hunters attacked and captured me. I was unaware that I had been designated as a mark.”


      Then, while she’d managed to escape captivity, she had continued being pursued relentlessly by adventurers and bounty hunters all this time. Even now, the chase had yet to end.


      “You didn’t ask for sanctuary from the other elves?” I asked.


      “My presence would have brought nothing but a burden upon them. And some of the elves have taken to allying with humans.”


      The dark elf approached the elder Gorio brother and looked down on him with disdain. “I have been found by humans once again,” she muttered.


      “Information about your whereabouts here in the forest leaked to the black guilds,” I informed her.


      “Then I have stayed here for far too long. I was supposed to change my hiding place anyway. Leave this place. I have no more business with you.” The dark elf turned around and began to walk away.


      “Wait,” I called out to her. She didn’t stop even after hearing my plea. I called out to her again. “So you’re unable to trust humans?”


      “Correct.”


      “Well then, we might just get along after all.”


      The dark elf’s next step came slower than the last. I continued to talk to her. “Fortunately, I dislike humans as well.”


      “Hmph.” The elf snorted and continued to leave, but I kept trying to get her attention.


      “I can provide a place for you to hide. You will be free from being pursued by hunters day after day.”


      The dark elf finally stopped. She spun and glared at me with eyes full of cold fury. “I know humans who fear me. I know humans who revered me. And I know humans who were blinded by greed and coin. But you are none of those. What do you want from me? Why do you wish to ally with me?”


      “I need your help to overturn the rules of this world.”


      “The rules of this world, you say?”


      “I will tell you more if you decide to cooperate with me.”


      The elf remained cold and aloof in tone. “You are an odd one.”


      “I get that a lot.”


      “I cannot fathom your intent. How can you expect me to trust someone like yourself?”


      “I also get that a lot, but I am quite serious about my objective. Like I said earlier, if you cooperate with me, I am willing to solve one of the problems tormenting you.”


      “You may try to coax me with words, but I have seen so many who said the same as you over the years.”


      The dark elf was about to turn away once more. I dropped my final offer. “I will remove that crest on your left arm.”


      Those words finally grabbed the dark elf’s full attention. A mix of shock, confusion, and fear was in her face. “How—”


      “When you showed yourself to those adventurers—those humans—I noticed that you were covering up your left arm. I’m rather sensitive to things that others are trying to hide.”


      Clairvoyance—the ability to find hidden objects.


      “You had once been captured by humans as a Rank S bounty. When high-rank fellbeasts are captured alive, they’re usually marked with a crest that acts as a unique identifier. I figured that one had been placed on you as well.”


      This was knowledge I’d learned in my job as a guild handyman.


      The dark elf went silent for a moment, then removed the brace on her left arm. A complex circular pattern had been branded on her flesh like a burn mark.


      “This brand was applied to me by a man known as the most powerful magus on the continent. It restricted my mana and reacted to a special tracking device. It is a crest constructed with powerful magecraft. Even if I attempt to cut off my arm, I am repelled by some invisible force.”


      Magic and magecraft were different concepts. “Magic” was a supernatural phenomenon brought about by applying elemental attributes from the natural world to mana and releasing it on the spot. Meanwhile, “magecraft” was used to denote spells constructed using complex procedures and contracts, bringing about a desired effect under certain conditions. Riche’s contract was one such spell.


      “A tracking device? So the information on your whereabouts—”


      “Normally, I restrain this crest by force using mana, but on occasion I am unable to do so. In that case, someone possessing a highly sensitive device would be able to detect this crest.”


      Even with her mana restrained by the crest, she was still able to suppress it with her remaining store. And she was able to produce that huge ball of mana on top of that. What an absurd amount of power.


      I approached the dark elf. “That means you can’t be free as long as you have this crest.”


      I sensed a smoldering fury in her silver eyes. It was a mark of her subjugation by humans, a constant reminder to her that they were her enemy.


      I placed my hand on her arm. “I might not be able to completely remove the crest.”


      “What?!” The elf suddenly turned hostile.


      “However,” I continued, “I could at least Abduct it.”


      I visualized heat gathering in the palm of my hand, slowly burning away the crest in the dark elf’s arm and dispersing it into the air. I did it the same way I’d hidden the contract with Riche, making it as if it had never existed in the first place. Due to the strength of the crest, it took a long time to complete, and when I finally removed my hand, the part of her arm that used to bear the mark looked no different from the rest of her skin.


      “It... It vanished?” There was a hint of bewilderment in the dark elf’s voice. She raised her left arm and balled it into a fist. A powerful wave of mana blew back my bangs. The dark elf stared at me, dumbfounded.


      “Like I said earlier, the crest hasn’t completely vanished,” I clarified. “My ability can only hide it away temporarily.”


      At the very least, with the crest restrained, its power would be too. Still, it had been created with very powerful magecraft, so there was no guarantee it wouldn’t reappear, and I explained as much to her.


      “I think it would be best if you stay by my side so that we can deal with that when it happens.”


      “Excuse me?” The dark elf glared at me. “Wh-What did you say just now?”


      “Like I said, it might be best if you would stay by my side—”


      Huh? The dark elf’s glare terrified me, but her face went beet red.


      “A-Are you...proposing to me?”


      “Huh?”


      “I am asking if you are proposing to me.”


      “N-No, not really—”


      “I loathe humans,” she growled.


      “U-Uh, yeah, me too.”


      “But you... You protected the forest. You released me from this century-old curse. You ended my endless solitude.” The dark elf blushed and closed her eyes. “So I don’t hate you...my dear.”


      My dear? When did she start calling me that?


      The dark elf looked at me with determination. “I accept your proposal. I shall offer my body, my soul, and my entire life to you.”


      “Wait, you don’t have to go that far—”


      Things had suddenly taken a turn for the weirder. I felt some unease about the dark elf’s strange shift in attitude, but for the time being, I seemed to have accomplished my goal of allying with her. At least, that’s how I decided to interpret it.


      “My name is Aizel. Shall we depart, my master?” Rather than calming down after her declaration, she was getting visibly excited.


      Is that what she meant by offering her entire life to me? I decided not to think about it too hard.


      Just as we were about to depart the clearing, I spotted the unconscious elder Gorio brother lying on the ground.


      “Oh yes, my master, why did you not end this man’s life?”


      During my battle with the bounty hunter, I hadn’t used the sharp edge of the blade, instead only taking him down with the blunt edge. I hadn’t intended to grant him mercy, nor was I a pacifist of any sort. Honestly, I had no qualms with killing him right there. I didn’t intend to be a noble prince. I wanted to be an executor in the shadows.


      “I figured you wouldn’t want his filthy blood to stain this forest,” I answered.


      “I love you...”


      “Huh?”


      I couldn’t quite hear what she’d just said, but Aizel blushed, and she had both hands clutching her chest. Is she feeling sick or something? I wondered. But she seemed fine, so I urged her to leave the forest with me.


      But—


      I stopped in my tracks. This adventurer had seen my face. Even though we were going to change her hiding place, I had been spotted with a dark elf. I couldn’t let this risk go unchecked. I crossed my arms and gave it some thought, then turned to Aizel.


      “I want to try something out. Could you give me a hand?”


      ***


      At lunchtime the next day, Felicia approached me while I was eating at the guild’s storehouse. “Tenes, did you get to meet the dark elf yesterday?”


      “I did indeed.”


      “Whoa, really?! What were they like?”


      “She was a bit strange, but she was really nice to me.”


      “Wow, amazing! I can’t believe dark elves really exist!” Felicia gushed.


      Next to him, Humid shook his head. “Nah, Felicia, he’s definitely pullin’ your leg! Don’t fall for his tall tales! Oh, right, Tenes, you went after the Gorio brothers, right? Did you see them?”


      “Yeah, I did.”


      “Were they acting weird or anything?”


      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.


      Humid looked perplexed. “Thing is, the Forest of Elza’s caretakers contacted us this morning. Said they found the brothers lyin’ unconscious in a restricted part of the woods. The younger two were heavily injured, and the oldest was stung all over by hornets. Heard it was a huge commotion, and on top of that, they can’t seem to remember a thing about what happened to ’em. They said they went deep into the forest to look for a dark elf, but they can’t remember anything after that.”


      “Huh, really?” I listened intently to everything he said and found confirmation that my experiment had worked.


      Like my ability to Enshroud, Abduct also seemed to have several levels to it. The first level was enough to hide physical objects in contact with me—Abduct Level 1. Level 2 could erase objects that even went beyond their physical aspects, like Riche’s magical contract and Aizel’s crest.


      In either case, the bigger or more powerful the object, the longer it took to perform. Both levels only lasted temporarily as well, so it was important to find the right opportunity to use them.


      Finally, what I had attempted yesterday was what I’d dubbed Abduct Level 3—the ability to hide memories. I had to touch the target’s head, and I could only hide memories in proportion to how long I had been in contact, so it was hardly practical. But when used properly, I could use it to erase our tracks even from people’s consciousness. I had no idea how long it lasted, but by the time it faded away, the memories would have gone with it. I had the feeling this was going to be a valuable tool in my arsenal.


      All my preparations were complete. I only had one thing left to confirm.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The Unopenable Room


      Flames were scorching the sky above. The blaze devoured homes and farmland like a writhing animal in its wake, leaving behind nothing but black smoke and ash. The head of House Balzac, Ignis Balzac, was leading his army deep into the territory of House Exlord. They were now at a point where they could see the capital’s walls and the castle of the territory’s lord.


      “Why’d you burn everything to the ground?” the petite woman carrying a gigantic axe on her back asked the man with swept-back red hair riding on horseback.


      “Huh? Winnie, you complainin’ ’bout how I run things out here?”


      “Not really—just checkin’. I mean, that village was abandoned, y’know?”


      “Yeah. Damned cowards.” The Flame Emperor clicked his tongue in disappointment. Word of the invasion had already spread throughout House Exlord’s territory, and towns and villages in the invading army’s path had been long evacuated.


      “Looks like they all left in a hurry. See? They even left all their supplies!”


      “Gah ha ha!” Ignis cackled. “Guess they were all scared of me!”


      “We got all the way here with just brute force,” Winnie said. “We don’t have enough supplies for everyone. We could’ve fed everyone with the villagers’ supplies, but you went and burned everything to the ground. We’re on our last legs here.”


      Even if they managed to mount an assault on the capital, a prolonged siege would be costly.


      “Now that you mention it... Yeah, you’re right,” Ignis pondered. Then, he broke out into a grin. “But burnin’ everything to the ground’s more flashy, yeah? I gotta get God to notice me from up there, y’know? Am I right or am I right?”


      Winnie shook her head. “Yeah, you ain’t wrong there.”


      Burning everything to the ground would not be a smart move in a normal war. But this war was one that would determine the Holy Empire’s next ruler. This was a war to take control over the whole continent. For a family that sat eighth in rank among the Ten Noble Dynasties, winning through normal means to take the top spot was unfeasible. Their family must therefore give the impression that their head of house had more than a few screws loose.


      In that sense, our current head is the perfect candidate, Winnie thought.


      “The smoke and flames here will signal the beginning of our war against the entire continent.” The Flame Emperor looked up at the Exlord capital’s walls and smirked. “Send an emissary to the castle! Tell them to choose: surrender the Jewel, or surrender their citizens’ lives.”


      ***


      “House Exlord has surrendered.”


      That was the first thing Millie reported as she sat down on my work desk. We were in my study next to the main library in our underground base.


      “Surrendered? Meaning—”


      “They handed over their Jewel.”


      The ownership of a Jewel, a magical artifact bestowed by God to the first Holy Emperor, could not be transferred without the consent of its owner. It was the mark of being one of the Ten Noble Dynasties, and House Exlord had willingly given it up.


      House Balzac had occupied House Exlord’s castle with their elite guards and soldiers, putting the latter under the former’s control. The Succession War had moved on to its next phase; it had blown up from small skirmishes to a full-scale conflict with clear winners and losers. With this clear shift in the balance of power, the other Noble Dynasties could no longer just sit back and observe.


      “Things are moving faster than I’d anticipated,” I muttered, resting my elbows on the desk.


      I had simulated the situation in my head several times. House Balzac and House Exlord had no significant gap in their capital, resources, or manpower. A stalemate should have occurred between the two houses, and they would have had to negotiate. Based on that, I had expected it to take much longer for a victor to emerge.


      In this case, the individuals participating in the battle must have had a huge effect on the result.


      “Ignis Balzac, the Flame Emperor,” I mused. That man was the spark that had landed on the grasslands, causing a blaze that raged far and wide until it burned House Exlord to the ground.


      Millie was sitting in front of me, her tail swishing left and right. “So, Tenes, what’s your next move?” she asked.


      “Honestly, I really wanted to sit back for a bit and observe how things would unfold.”


      At this point, the other lords were now well aware of the Flame Emperor’s actions. The Eighth House had taken one of the Jewels from another house. It was enough reason for the other Houses to invade House Balzac’s territory, as well as a pretext to eliminate the threat of the Flame Emperor.


      “But ya can’t afford to do that, can ya?”


      I could only shrug at Millie’s teasing. “Unfortunately not.”


      The Eighth House had knocked out the Tenth. The two houses were fairly close in rank, and they must have been itching to test their prowess. It would also serve as a warm-up to fighting the higher-ranked houses.


      “And going by the order of the houses, their next target would be the Ninth—House Lumel.”


      On top of that, the Flame Emperor moved quickly once he got moving. It was only a matter of time until the blaze reached House Lumel’s doorstep. This was not the time to sit back and watch.


      “By the way, Tenes, can I ask you somethin’?”


      “Go ahead.”


      Millie stood up from the desk and turned her gaze to the dark elf standing against the wall with her arms crossed. “Who the hell is that?” she asked.


      “That’s Aizel,” I answered. “She’s a dark elf.”


      “Well, I can see she’s a dark elf... But ain’t she a Rank S mark? Why’s that mythical creature hanging around down here with us?”


      “A bunch of stuff happened, and now she’s helping us out.”


      “That’s gotta be a lot of stuff for someone like her to ally with us. Besides, dark elves are so rare I didn’t even think they existed! Tenes, you’re really somethin’, you know that?”


      Richelotte the Sword Maiden.


      Millie Loulou the Bandit King.


      Aizel the Dark Elf.


      Somehow, I’d managed to gather multiple legendary individuals in this underground base. Riche had been sealed away here by her contract, Millie imprisoned for her crime of attempting to destroy the Oracle, and Aizel had become the enemy of all mankind for incurring the wrath of God. All three of them had various circumstances that caused them to never see the light of the sun. It was the perfect setup for an introvert like me. I had assembled the ideal team.


      As I relished in my immaculate decision-making, Aizel glared at Millie with her arms folded. “And who are you? What is your relation to my master? I have promised him my entire life. Do you have the same resolve as I do?”


      “Uhhh, Tenes, did you happen to pick up another freak?”


      “Ha ha, we’re all freaks here.”


      “Guess so... Hey wait a minute!”


      Millie was a great sport when it came to this kind of banter. Meanwhile, Aizel let out a sigh and shook her head.


      “I had no idea my husband and master practiced polygamy.”


      “Wait, when did I start practicing polygamy? That’s news to me.”


      “Be that as it may, I am rather fond of bold and heroic men like you. I shall pay it no heed. Anyone who wishes to be my husband must have such qualities. But I shall not yield my seat as the main wife.”


      “I shall be the one taking care of my lord,” Riche coldly warned her as she stood guard by the door. “Do not forget this.”


      The tension in the study was growing so thick you could have cut it. The Sword Maiden versus the Dark Elf. Their overwhelming presence filled the room, and cracks began appearing on the walls.


      I might have to reconsider the idea that I’d gathered the perfect team.


      “Woof!” A furry gray puppy nudged the door ajar and trotted into the room.


      “Oh no,” Riche clasped her hands. “I forgot to feed Prill their milk.”


      “Oh, a Black Fenrir pup? I see that infants are adorable across all species,” Aizel remarked. “A shame that this one grows into a creature that would scorch the world in its black flames.”


      The tension in the room quickly dispersed and was replaced with a more lighthearted atmosphere. Perhaps children did tie everyone closer together.


      Amid the commotion, Millie sighed and muttered under her breath, “A Black Fenrir as an adorable, lighthearted creature? The freakiness of this place just keeps goin’ up.”




      After everyone settled down, we walked in a line through one of the base’s narrow stone passageways. Several hallways and passages made of stone spread in all directions from the central round hallway, and this one was lit with magic stones embedded in the ceiling. The footsteps of four people and one fellbeast echoed against the walls.


      “The unopenable room?” Riche asked as she led the way.


      “Yeah. I remember you mentioning it before. There’s a room that even you couldn’t enter, right?”


      Until now, I had been focusing my efforts on gathering members for my organization and consolidating them. But now that the Succession War was inching closer to our doorstep, I decided to start digging deeper into this gigantic labyrinth that my ancestor, the previous Hermit, had built.


      Riche turned around and shook her head. “Indeed. I could not open it on my own. However, a single room being inaccessible to me did not present any problems throughout my stay here.”


      “Yeah, I guess it wouldn’t.”


      Other than the spookiness of this secret base being located under a graveyard and the inconvenience of being located deep in the mountains, this place was incredibly comfortable to live in. It had a library, bedroom, kitchen, and a dining hall. It had clean toilets and, as far as I was aware, five different baths with water drawn from deeper underground. There was an entertainment room, a swimming pool, and an exercise room. There were even vast farms that amplified the meager amount of sunlight underground.


      Riche was unable to maintain everything on her own, and there were several rooms that we couldn’t use immediately. But with all these facilities available for use, this place was a veritable paradise for shut-ins like myself.


      “So why’d your maker build this huge crib when it was just the two of you?” Millie asked as she looked around, placing her arms behind her head. “Is it so that intruders would get lost and not attack you all at once?”


      “No,” Riche answered. “My previous master wanted to build a harem of several automata and create a lecherous paradise of debauchery underground. He spoke of his dreams with sparkles in his eyes. Though none of it came to fruition.”


      “Forget I asked.”


      Riche turned her attention to me. “Milord, why are you interested in the unopenable room?”


      “Well, this place seems to have everything. There’s more than enough to turn anyone into a shut-in for a couple years.”


      “Indeed.”


      “But Riche, while listening to you, I realized that there was something very important that should be here but doesn’t seem to be.”


      “Something that should be here?”


      We arrived at the unopenable room just as I was about to start elaborating on my point. It was a cold metallic door, no different from any other at first glance.


      “We have arrived. I am completely unable to open this door.”


      Riche attempted to push the door open, but it didn’t budge an inch. She seemed to have applied an immense force, judging by the sound of the surrounding wall creaking, but the door refused to open.


      “Can I try that?” Millie stepped forward and investigated the door. She placed an ear on the surface and tried to insert a needlelike object into a tiny gap between the door and the wall. After a few moments, she gave up and scratched her head. “Nah, not happening. I thought I could open any door, but it doesn’t even have a keyhole. What’s goin’ on with this thing?”


      “I shall attempt to open it.” Aizel stepped forward and placed her right hand on the door. She closed her eyes, then announced her findings. “Hmm... It appears that a complex spell has been placed on this door.”


      “You can tell?”


      “I can... But dispelling it is a completely different matter. Let me try.”


      The next moment, a powerful shock wave accompanied by a deafening explosion rattled the entire hallway. The resulting pulse of mana traveled through the air, and I was almost blasted off my feet. I felt waves ripple through the floor, and fragments of stone and dust started falling off the ceiling.


      When the dust cleared, Aizel stood unfazed, as did the door. “I applied to it an amount of mana far beyond what a regular door can withstand, but it appears that a particularly special barrier is protecting it.”


      “What the hell was that for?! Are you trying to kill everyone in here?!”


      “I see that wild elves like you need good manners and proper conduct to be drilled into your heads.”


      Millie and Riche were ready to throw hands at any moment.


      “Worry not,” Aizel said coolly. “I will make sure that my master survives.”


      “Hey, hey, this lady’s really got some screws loose!”


      “I see now that words will not get through that thick skull of yours.”


      I thought that they’d finally start to get along, but I guess not. At least Millie and Riche seem to have bonded over this experience.


      I slipped in between the three women who were about to attack one another. “Can I try?” I said.


      “But—”


      “Don’t worry. It’ll open.”


      “Huh?”


      I smiled at Riche, whose confusion was only growing. After seeing the three of them attempt it, the theory I’d come up with was looking more and more solid. I placed my hand on the door, and a faint light started shining on the surface. The lights formed what appeared to be glyphs, and soon enough the door opened inward.


      As I peered into the dark room, my three allies stood there with their mouths agape.


      “It really opened.”


      “Phew. Nice one, Tenes.”


      “A feat to be expected from my husband.”


      “Woof!”


      I walked forward while talking to the three behind me. “The unopenable room. Nobody could open it, but my ancestor sure was able to enter. That means that only a Hermit would have been able to open this door. There must’ve been a mechanism that made it that way.”


      After a few steps inside, a faint light started to illuminate the room. I began to make out a desk, shelves, scattered papers on the floor, and a number of thick books. There were glass flasks and mysterious devices as well. Several other objects were lying around on the floor of this sterile, inorganic room. Aside from the various objects strewn about, there were also several different magic circles inscribed on the floor.


      Millie looked intrigued as she inspected the room. “So, Tenes, what’s all this?”


      “It’s exactly what I was trying to describe earlier. A room that should have been here but couldn’t be found until now.”


      “Milord... What are you—”


      “It’s a laboratory,” I explained to my three comrades.


      My ancestor, after becoming a Hermit, had been expelled by House Lumel for bearing the title of one abandoned by God. He had managed to create an automaton, a living mechanical being that no one else had yet succeeded in creating. To do that, he would have needed an extensive amount of research and experimentation. I knew that he had to have a laboratory somewhere, and now I’ve found it.


      I picked up one of the documents scattered on the floor. It was all chicken scratch at a glance, but I could tell that it was full of magical theories that even the most advanced grimoires couldn’t cover. Deciphering this would take an incredible amount of work.


      I started looking through the cabinets next and found a pitch-black robe and mask sitting inside.


      “Riche, this is—”


      “Oh, yes. My former master would sometimes go out while wearing this outfit.”


      This must have been what he used to conceal himself. Come to think of it, I had found a similar robe in one of the bedrooms and brought it to Alba Los Prison. It seemed to have been made of a special material. It was lightweight but very sturdy. Most of all—and this was something I’d only noticed upon donning it—it seemed to conceal the wearer’s presence and magically obscure their appearance. It must have been some kind of magical artifact.


      Did my ancestor also lurk in the shadows and manipulate events? I wondered.


      “This place looks excellent. We’ll start using it,” I said.


      “Hey, Tenes!” Millie called out. “There’s some paintings over here.”


      I went into the room Millie had found and saw a number of well-preserved paintings lined up on the wall. The motifs varied from mountains, flowers, and other natural objects, to man-made places like towns or castles. However, one of the paintings in the corner was completely painted over with black paint.


      “Paintings, huh?” I muttered. While I had been in the castle, I’d used to paint to pass the time as well. It looked like I would get along well with my ancestor. “I’m gonna stay here tonight.”


      “I shall prepare a bed and meal for you,” Riche said. Her expression looked anxious. “Umm... This is my former master’s laboratory, correct? Milord, will you be attempting to create an automaton like your ancestor?”


      “You don’t want me to?”


      “I cannot say no to your decisions, milord.”


      “You can tell me your honest opinion, you know. You’re not bound to your contract anymore.”


      “Y-Yes, of course.” Riche crossed her arms in front of her, looking forlorn. “To be honest... I do not like the idea of being replaced by a different automaton.”


      I smiled at Riche. “Don’t worry, I’m not planning to replace you. My ancestor created this entire underground base, but he could only produce one of you after pouring his heart and soul into it. It would take way too much time to catch up to him, and there’s no guarantee that I would succeed.”


      “I see...” Riche sighed in relief. “But why are you planning to stay here, then?”


      Millie spoke out while still looking around the research room. “Yeah, I was wonderin’ about that. I thought we didn’t have much time left until House Balzac invades House Lumel.”


      “It’s exactly because we don’t have much time left.” I started digging through the documents and books on the shelf, perusing them for information. “Surely my ancestor didn’t build this entire facility just for automata.”


      Millie looked perplexed.


      “For now, I need to start decoding these documents. Aizel, could you give me a hand?”


      “Gladly.” The dark elf took a deep bow. When she looked up, she was blushing. “H-However, though I have lived a long life, I do not have much experience when it comes to these matters. I would like it if you could be gentle—”


      “Hey Tenes, this lady’s bad news!”


      “This is an emergency. Immediate elimination of the threat is now under consideration.”


      “Oh? Try me.”


      Bloodlust and a massive pool of mana started swirling around the room. Once again, I intervened. “Hold it right there, you three. Aizel, I want you to give me a hand with my research.”


      “O-Oh, I see.” Aizel’s shoulders dropped in disappointment, and I handed her one of the tomes I’d been grabbing.


      “Let’s start. Aizel and I will be decoding these documents. Riche, prepare our supplies so we can head out at a moment’s notice. And Millie, investigate the movements of House Balzac. The Flame Emperor will probably make his move sooner than we expect.”


      All four of us were shut-ins to some degree. We lived in the darkness on the fringes of the world where the light of God could not reach. But living in the darkness meant that we could do things that others could not.


      Just a few short days later, an emissary arrived at Castle Lumel.


      ***


      Choose. Surrender, or death.


      The letter from the Flame Emperor brought by the emissary contained only those words. But those simple words stirred much controversy among the counselors of House Lumel.


      “Those fools are just one rank above us, but look at their arrogance! We’ll make them pay for this.”


      “We cannot afford to underestimate their strength. They managed to conquer the Exlords in an instant.”


      “You cower before them? We already knew that we’d be involved in the conflict when the Oracle made its revelation.”


      “Indeed. But ever since the unification of the continent, we have been at peace for far too long. I remain doubtful of our ability to wage war.”


      “What do you suggest, then? Hand over our Jewel to the Balzacs on a silver platter?”


      “I am not saying that. I am saying that we can let them run with their arrogance and scoop them up from under their noses.”


      “There is no need to rush to conclusions. We must weigh all our options through debate—”


      This heated discussion had been going on in the castle’s main hall for several days and nights at this point. The arguments were sometimes belligerent and sometimes timorous, but ultimately futile as the debates led to no solid conclusion about the family’s plan of action.


      “Milord, your thoughts?”


      The current head of house, Douglas Lumel, remained silent and turned his gaze to his successor Fiona. She bore the fate of House Lumel on her shoulders in this Succession War. She stood up from her seat and looked at her counselors.


      “Being too tense will get us nowhere. We’ll take a recess for an hour and resume once we all return,” Fiona declared. Her words eased the tension building up in the room, and the counselors left the hall one by one.


      Fiona retreated to her room, and her attendant brought her a hot cup of tea.


      “Milady, how did the discussions go?”


      “Nothing good came of it. They all have their own plans. They can’t decide on anything together.”


      “I have no idea what kind of discussion is going on in there, but please do not overexert yourself.”


      “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.” Fiona smiled and took a sip of her tea. But at this moment, she had to overexert herself. House Balzac had sent them a threat. This was something only the family’s advisors were aware of, but if they made one wrong step, Fiona’s citizens, including the attendant right next to her, would all be devoured by the flames of war. That also included her half-sibling that she herself had exiled.


      “Lady Fiona, is something the matter?”


      “O-Oh, it’s nothing.” Fiona had been staring at her reflection in the window with the cup of tea in her hand. The curtain of night had fallen, draping the scenery outside in inky black darkness. “While I was presiding over that mess of a meeting, I was wondering what he would’ve done.”


      “Master Tenes, you mean?” The attendant looked surprised. “My apologies to him, but he does not seem to be well suited to dealing with other people, much less presiding over such an important meeting.”


      “That applies to me too, you know.”


      The house’s advisors were only listening to her because of her position as the family’s successor and her Job as a Saint. They only followed her title. No one saw the sixteen-year-old girl Fiona Lumel. Even as the Succession War raged on outside, her enemies weren’t limited to those beyond the castle’s walls. She must never forget that fact.


      “Tenes might be misanthropic, cynical, frail, and a shut-in. And I’m very much worried about him as his big sister. But—” Fiona set her teacup down. “But he was always calm and collected.”


      “Lady Fiona...”


      “His attitude to life was brought about by his environment. And I had a part to play in that as well.”


      “Milady, that’s not—”


      “But then I had a thought. If our positions were reversed, I wouldn’t have stayed as composed as he did. Tenes never lamented his unfortunate circumstances, and he never cursed his fate. He always looked at everything with an objective eye. Or at least, that’s how I saw it.”


      Hostility, malice, and indifference. Tenes had had nothing but negativity aimed at his entire existence while trapped in his small cage. Even so, it had seemed like he was calmly watching over everything happening in the castle with cold impartiality.


      “Even now, I feel like Tenes is still watching over everything from somewhere,” Fiona shared.


      “Milady, that is nonsense.”


      “I’m aware of that. I know that, but—”


      Fiona had been keeping tabs on her brother through the adventurer guild’s headquarters. He would occasionally leave early and take long leaves from work, but he would always come in and do his job. She had been concerned upon learning he had canceled his lease and moved out of the residence prepared for him, but she thought this to be a positive development overall.


      Right now, Tenes was surely spending his days at a place he’d found for himself, sleeping peacefully without worrying about enemies. As his big sister, Fiona now had to put herself on the line and protect the hard-earned peace that her brother had obtained.


      Once the meeting between the counselors resumed, Fiona announced at the very start, “We will not surrender to House Balzac.”


      The counselors began whispering among themselves upon hearing her proclamation. She confirmed the belligerent faction’s satisfied faces and the conservative faction’s pained expressions before continuing. “But we will not make war with them either.”


      This time, both factions had tepid reactions to her proclamation. Fiona looked at her father’s face, then continued. “I propose to negotiate with Ignis Balzac directly.”


      The counselors looked skeptical and incredulous at her proposal.


      “Negotiate?”


      “Lady Fiona, that is not—”


      Fiona put some more force into her voice so as to not get overwhelmed by the sea of silent dissatisfaction. “I am quite aware that this proposal must seem naive, especially after seeing what happened to House Exlord. But I believe that the best path to take would be one where we are not conquered and our people are safe from the fires of war. Is there anyone here who would disagree?”


      None of the counselors raised their hand. No one would dare to object to an argument worded that way. The problem now was whether that was a realistic option to take.


      Fiona took a deep breath and clutched tight the reins of the discussion. “Ignis and I are no strangers to each other. Thus, I will be negotiating with him to stop his invasion of our territory.”


      House Lumel did not wish to engage in a pointless conflict. There was an old fort that stood between the territories of House Lumel and House Balzac. The two houses would engage in negotiations there on the sixteenth day of the fifth month. There, both parties would only bring the bare minimum of personnel for security. Fiona drafted House Lumel’s response with those conditions with her counsel and adjourned the meeting.


      “Are you satisfied?” Fiona’s father asked, showing neither support nor rejection for her.


      “Father, to be honest, with Ignis’s personality in mind, I do not think that this plan has a good chance of succeeding. But if we take up arms, the war will devour the entire continent. Yet we cannot afford to surrender here. If we do, House Balzac will move on to the next of the Noble Dynasties. We would just be delaying the inevitable.”


      House Exlord had chosen to surrender to protect their citizens. That must have been a painful choice to make, and one that must have taken a lot of courage. But that choice did not resolve the core of the problem at hand. The spark had been lit, and the flames would eventually reach House Lumel’s doorstep. This conflict would never end until only one house remained.


      “Ideally, I would like to resolve this conflict through dialogue.”


      Still, Fiona wouldn’t let it end with mere sophistry. She was prepared to spill blood if it came to that.


      “I know that we can’t avoid conflict forever. But until then, if there is a different path that we could take, then I will always choose that over violence.”


      Fiona’s father remained silent. His expression was hidden from the dim light of the meeting room. He might have been satisfied by her response, or perhaps disappointed in her choice. He’d never been the kind to be transparent with his thoughts. In that regard, he was quite similar to her brother Tenes, whose thoughts were equally difficult to grasp. That was one of the few aspects that made them seem like a proper father and son.


      Fiona took the letter to the Flame Emperor with her to her room. She would have an emissary deliver it to him tomorrow. After watching the night scenery outside her window for a time, she confirmed that the letter was on her desk, then went to sleep.


      The curtains fluttered gently while Fiona was fast asleep. Tenes silently approached Fiona’s bed and gazed at his sister’s sleeping face. She looked far more haggard to him now than before she’d declared his exile. Perhaps it was inevitable from the weight she was carrying on her frail shoulders.


      “I hope you have sweet dreams tonight, sis,” Tenes muttered. He then placed his right hand on the letter lying on the table.


      ***


      The territory of House Balzac lay to the south of Lumel. The family had never been fond of excessive aesthetics, and the castle prioritized function at the expense of all else.


      The Flame Emperor sat waiting in one of the castle’s rooms. Then, a petite girl carrying an axe about the same size as her body appeared, waving an envelope in her right hand.


      “Lord Ignis, we got a response from House Lumel.”


      “Heya, Winnie.”


      “Why are you standin’ upside down?”


      “’Cause I’m a dumbass, y’know? Everyone says I ain’t got blood runnin’ in my head. But I need some smarts to win this whole Succession War thing, right? Maybe I’ll get smarter once I’ve got some blood up there.”


      “Well, they sure ain’t wrong about that.”


      The Flame Emperor clicked his tongue at his retainer’s quip. “So what’d they pick? Did they surrender? Or do I get to burn ’em down to the ground?”


      “Well—”


      “Wait. Now that I’ve got some blood flowin’, I’m gonna take a guess.” Ignis crossed his arms while balancing his body on his head. “I’ve met that Lumel girl a buncha times when we were kids. She’s got the looks, and she looks like she’s got more blood runnin’ up in that head of hers than me. She ain’t the type to throw hands. I bet she surrendered, like those chickens from the Tenth.”


      “Nope.”


      “Whaddaya mean, ‘nope’?!” The Flame Emperor clicked his tongue again and flipped himself upright. “What’s goin’ on? I ain’t gettin’ any smarter even with all my blood goin’ to my brain.”


      “It’s way too late for that, milord. But that’s what’s great about ya.”


      “I don’t get it. So the Lumels want war? I mean I ain’t complainin’, but—”


      “That’s also wrong,” Winnie said.


      “Huh?”


      Winnie spread open the letter and showed its contents to her lord. “They wanna negotiate.”


      “Negotiate? Wazzat mean?”


      “It means they wanna talk with words, not fists. There’s that old fort at the border, right? They want us to bring just a small force and talk things out.”


      The Flame Emperor went silent for a moment, then let out a long sigh. “That’s the most boring answer they could’ve given me. Ready the army. We’re gonna crush the Lumels.”


      “What about the negotiations?”


      “I’m a dumbass, see? I dunno how to talk things out if it ain’t with my fists. Tell them if they wanna shut me up, they gotta use their fists, not their mouths.”


      Crimson flames burst from Ignis’s fist, spreading embers all over the floor. They landed on the carpet, scorching their way over the fibers as if it were an omen of the war to come. Winnie broke into a grin as she watched the carpet go up in flames.


      It was difficult to imagine House Lumel taking such a naive option after learning of the fate of House Exlord. They must have had something up their sleeves.


      Unfortunately for them, my lord ain’t one to fall for such tricks, Winnie thought. He’s gonna keep moving forward and burn everything in his way.


      The Flame Emperor snapped his fingers. “We’re gonna take the whole damn army to those negotiations and invade ’em. See if they still wanna talk things out once we get there. When is this thing happening?”


      Winnie read the letter again to confirm. “It says the fifteenth of the fifth month.”


      ***


      When I had returned to the base, I explained my plan to everyone in the study.


      “You’re makin’ ’em arrive to the negotiations a day early?” Millie asked while sitting on the corner of my desk, her tail swishing left and right. It looked like she’d decided this was her usual spot. “Tenes, what do you mean by that?”


      “I meant it literally. I found the letter my sister wrote to the Flame Emperor, so I Abducted the text that said ‘the sixteenth,’ replaced it with ‘the fifteenth,’ then resealed it.”


      “That’s not what I meant. I need to know what you’re gonna accomplish by doin’ that.”


      “That means the Flame Emperor will arrive at the venue a day early.”


      “Yeah, but your sister’s arrivin’ on the sixteenth, right? What’re you planning to do once the Balzacs arrive early—” Millie cut off her words, seemingly having arrived at a realization. “You serious? You’re gonna ambush them?”


      I shook my head. “Judging from the information you gave me, I don’t think the Flame Emperor will sit there quietly and talk things out. He’s gonna bring his army to intimidate his enemies. We’re going to annihilate the Balzac army, pacify the Flame Emperor, and bring him to the negotiation table.”


      “Nah, no way. Have you seen their army? Just how many do you think they’ll bring?”


      “They’re only bringing the army for intimidation. They’re not planning for an all-out war. With their supply lines in mind, I believe the most they can bring is a thousand.”


      “There’s only four of us here!” Millie turned her attention to the maid standing by the door and the dark elf leaning against the wall. “Hey, why don’t you two knock some sense into this guy?”


      Riche and Aizel shook their heads in response to Millie’s plea for assistance.


      “Are there any problems? I have no problems fighting a thousand or ten thousand on my lord’s orders,” said Riche.


      “It is a wife’s duty to assist her husband,” replied Aizel.


      “Oh boy. These two are too far gone. Ain’t there anyone with their head on their shoulders here?”


      “Ha ha, you should give up on finding anyone normal between the four of us,” I told her.


      “I know that!” Millie let out a big sigh. Then she picked up Prill, who’d been curled up on the floor, and ruffled its head. “I sure made friends with some real freaks here. Don’tcha think?”


      When she was done dosing up on fluff, her expression turned grim. “So, what do you want me to do?”


      “Glad we’re all on the same page.” I smiled and gave all four of them their tasks, ultimately finishing by saying, “That’s everything.”


      “Tenes, hold up,” Millie interjected, having crossed her legs atop the desk at some point during the explanation. “Before we go, this is our first operation, right? Why don’tcha give us some words of encouragement for a morale boost?”


      “Huh?” I looked at Riche and Aizel. Both of them seemed to be expecting something from me as well. Even Prill looked at me with eyes seemingly full of expectation.


      “Umm...” I scratched my cheek. “I’m, uh... I’m a shut-in and a misanthrope. I’ve always hated standing out. But, here we have Riche the automaton, Millie the beastkin, Aizel the dark elf, and Prill the Black Fenrir. It’s thanks to you four that I’m here living stress-free. Thank you for indulging in all my selfish requests.”


      “The hell kinda speech is that?” Millie snickered and hopped off the desk. “C’mon, you rescued me from an inescapable prison, remember?”


      “Milord, you were the one who freed me from my contract,” Riche said.


      “And you liberated me from the chains of this brand,” Aizel added.


      “Woof!”


      The four of them were looking straight at me.


      “The five of us have been abandoned by God. We are bereft of light, now denizens of the dark abyss. It is from that darkness that we are able to do what we do. Now, as we walk in the shadows, let us change everything.”


      We will turn this Succession War on its head.


      We will trash the scenario that God has prepared for us.


      And we will destroy the laws of this world.


      I left them with those words, and the five of us silently departed from our underground base.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: A Silent Clash


      “Hey Winnie, that the old fort over there?”


      “Think so.”


      On the fifteenth day of the fifth month of Year 826 of the Holy Calendar, the army of Ignis Balzac the Flame Emperor arrived at the border of Balzac and Lumel. Ahead of them were towering mountains connected by dense forests, and close to the top of the nearest peak stood an old fortress.


      The Holy Empire of Novalis consisted of the capital—the Holy Emperor’s residence—and the ten regions administered by each of the Ten Noble Dynasties. Several buffer zones existed along the borders between the regions. Most of these were inhospitable areas such as mountains, forests, or rivers, and Lumel had specified the negotiations to take place in one such zone.


      “Why’s there a fort up there anyway? Are they keepin’ watch?”


      “Nah, that place don’t belong to either region. It’s in the middle of nowhere, and it’s so hard to take care of that it’s pretty much abandoned. Apparently that fort’s a remnant of the country that used to be there before the empire’s unification.”


      “Huh, okay then.” The Flame Emperor folded his arms in thought. “So, what’s a ‘remnant’?”


      Winnie sighed. “You don’t need to think about it.”


      “Eh, whatever. Let’s get goin’.” The Flame Emperor turned to his army. “Ready to move yet, you runts?!”


      The soldiers yelled enthusiastically in response to Ignis’s call.


      “The letter said to bring just enough people to the meeting place,” Winnie reminded. “We’re gonna get found out with everyone yellin’ like that.”


      “It’s fine,” Ignis replied. “We get to stand out even more like this.”


      “You really like to stand out, huh?”


      “Ya got that right. Gotta get my name out there while I’m alive and kickin’.”


      Of the full Balzac Army, those present numbered approximately seven hundred. It wasn’t enough to wage a proper war, but there were several hotheaded men among their ranks. Depending on how the assault on the fortress would go, it wasn’t impossible for them to push all the way to Lumel’s capital and take their Jewel.


      But right now, there was nothing happening.


      Winnie stared at the fort full of suspicion. She had thought that a show of force from the army would have garnered a response from Lumel, but the fort continued to look as ancient and abandoned as ever. At first, she had thought that their enemies were already waiting inside, but it looked like their army had arrived earlier.


      There’s no way. Winnie shook her head in disbelief. If they attacked up front, Lumel would be at a disadvantage considering their lower rank. These negotiations must have been a pretense for an ambush, and they were using that fort to hide their forces.


      But those tricks ain’t gonna work on my boss. That’s why we’re bringin’ the army up front. He probably didn’t think this through at all, but his instincts are as sharp as ever.


      Lumel had an army of its own, but it was supposedly for self-defense, and they had little combat experience to speak of. Winnie hadn’t heard of them having any special forces dedicated to subterfuge, and they should fold to sheer numbers.


      The only problem they faced now was time. If they messed this up, the other lords wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to strike. The Balzacs had to conquer their neighbors before that could happen and strengthen their foothold—they had to strike while the iron was hot. They had no time to spend on the Lumels’ petty distractions.


      “Boss, what’s our plan of attack?” Winnie asked.


      “We hit ’em up front,” answered Ignis. “We’re gonna go straight up that mountain.”


      “That’s what I thought you’d say.”


      The fortress was sitting atop a mountain surrounded by dense forest. It was unsuited for an army to pass through, but making detours and chopping down trees to clear a path would just waste time and play straight into the enemy’s hand. Despite the difficulty, a frontal assault was the shortest path to conquering the mountain fort.


      “Let’s get going, you runts! We ain’t got time to dawdle!”


      “Yeaaaaah!!!”


      The roar of the army and the neighs of horses echoed all the way to the heavens. The Balzac army marched onward. They pressed along the dirt road until they reached the foot of the mountain.


      Suddenly, the Flame Emperor, who was leading the march, stopped. “What’s that?”


      Winnie looked straight at the trees ahead. There was something—no, someone hiding in the shade. They were cloaked from head to toe in a pitch-black robe, and it was difficult to discern their identity. But they were unmistakably someone from Lumel.


      A scout? But I thought they didn’t have a squad dedicated to intelligence.


      As Winnie stood perplexed, the robed figure turned and vanished into the woods.


      “Ya ain’t gettin’ away from me!”


      “Boss, stop that!”


      Winnie frantically held Ignis back right as he ignited a fire in his right hand. This mountain was surrounded by wood—dry and highly flammable. Ignis letting loose would have only caused a wildfire that stopped their assault and trapped the army. In that sense, bringing such a huge force had backfired on them.


      Were they expecting us? The thought passed through Winnie’s head for a moment, but she dismissed it. The Flame Emperor’s march would not stop just because the enemy had anticipated their actions.


      Winnie warned Ignis, who was still holding a ball of flame as big as his head in his right hand. “You better not launch that huge-ass fireball if ya don’t wanna burn our whole army down with this forest!”


      “Shaddup! I might be a dumbass, but even I know that much!” Ignis retorted.


      “So what’s that big ball of fire in your hand, then?”


      “It’s a threat, duh! Anyone comin’ after me’s gonna squeal if they see me holdin’ this huge ball of fire in my hand, right? They ain’t makin’ good decisions while they’re busy pissin’ their pants. Whatever they’re plannin’, it’s gonna be a bust. Perfect, right?”


      “Impeccable logic, boss.” Despite Winnie’s complaints, her boss was calm, collected, and completely off his rocker. She couldn’t imagine them losing to the peace freaks of House Lumel.


      Lord Ignis’s greatest strength is the way he just blasts through everything like a fireball.


      Winnie’s boss despised scheming, but as long as he punched first, no schemes would matter; his priority was to beat all the other houses to the punch. They’d had no time to gather intelligence regarding House Lumel, but at the very least, there weren’t any individuals who could fight back against the Flame Emperor’s might.


      “Attack!” commanded Ignis.


      The army let out a loud roar and charged into the mountain. Horses were ill-suited to traveling on mountainous territory, so the soldiers dismounted and traversed the dirt path on foot. Only the Flame Emperor remained on horseback, burning vines and roots that blocked his path. His horse moved with such ease that the slopes appeared almost no different from flat ground as far as it was concerned.


      “I dunno who you are, but you better show yourself!” Ignis was looking all over for a trace of the robes.


      “Boss, you’re going too fast—” Winnie yelled, but she was interrupted by noises from behind.


      “Whoa!”


      “Guah!”


      More and more of the Balzac soldiers were shouting and swearing, pulling Winnie’s attention to her rear. When she turned around, a group of her men were hanging upside down from tree branches. Their legs had been caught in nooses, and they were frantically trying to undo the knots.


      “What the hell is going—”


      “Gah!”


      “Bwah!”


      This time, a different group vanished into the ground, and Winnie soon heard some of them crying out for help. They had walked right into a pitfall.


      “Traps?” Winnie muttered and stopped her advance. She had expected some sort of catch to the negotiations, but she did not anticipate the existence of a guerrilla unit within Lumel. Regardless, this was hardly an obstacle to them. The only thing it would accomplish was to delay their inevitable conquest.


      “Wait...” Suddenly, Winnie felt that something was off. She immediately yelled an order. “Elite squad! After the boss, now! Do not let him out of your sight!”


      “Yes, ma’am!” A hundred elite soldiers serving under Ignis’s direct command ran past Winnie and chased after their boss.


      A robed figure from out of thin air, and traps set all over the mountain. “So they’re trying to separate us from the boss?” Winnie muttered while biting down on the nail of her thumb. “Fiona Lumel, you sly fox. You’re a lot sharper than I thought.”


      Meanwhile, the squad trying to catch up with the Flame Emperor was being obstructed with every step. The enemy had anticipated that House Balzac would bring in their army while also keeping the personality of their hotheaded leader in mind. Winnie had pegged House Lumel’s head as a half-hearted pacifist, but now she had to revise her initial impressions.


      “But you’re just a bit too naive.” Winnie broke into a grin even as she chewed her nails. The members of the elite squad were experts in mountain combat. They were sure to catch up to her boss. And most of all, the Flame Emperor’s power alone was enough to take on a whole army. In fact, he was liable to burn everything around him to ash.


      “Well then, I gotta catch up to the boss before he turns this mountain into a sea of hellfire.” Winnie looked relaxed as she swung her axe onto her shoulder. “He’s always hated being made to wait.”


      ***


      “Tch. Where the hell did that guy go?”


      The Flame Emperor had led his army into the mountain, clicking his tongue from atop his horse. In his pursuit, he scorched tree branches and leaped over fallen trees, but he had lost his mark.


      Ignis tugged at his horse’s reins and halted his advance. The mountain was silent, and the air of the forest was hazy from the heat. He examined his surroundings and came to a realization.


      “Where...”


      Neither Winnie nor his seven hundred soldiers were anywhere to be found. But the Flame Emperor showed no signs of panic.


      “What’s taking ’em so long? I hate waiting.”


      Ignis turned his horse to the direction of the summit. Once he started ascending the slope, a voice called out to him.


      “Lord Ignis!”


      “Please, wait for us!”


      The elite soldiers of the Balzac army were running toward him. They slowly came into view. Soon, the men caught up to the Flame Emperor and paused to catch their breath.


      “You’re all late,” the Flame Emperor chided.


      “My apologies, Lord Ignis,” said one of the elite soldiers. “There were traps set along the path, and we had to deal with them.”


      “Traps?! Where’s Winnie?”


      “I believe she is gathering the troops that were split off from the main force. We have been ordered to stay by your side and protect you.”


      “Hmph. I don’t need any protectin’, but maybe thirty of ya’s gonna be enough to scare ’em.”


      The soldiers briefly froze, the various looks on their faces replaced with utter confusion. “Thirty? I thought there were a hundred of us.”


      The Flame Emperor silently watched over his soldiers’ confusion. “Somethin’ weird’s goin’ on in these mountains, huh?”


      “H-How shall we proceed?”


      “Just ignore it.”


      “Ignore— Huh?”


      The Flame Emperor picked at his ear with his pinky and blew on it after. “Why’re we wastin’ time with these stupid schemes? The fort’s right over there. We just gotta beat up the Lumels before anythin’ else happens.”


      The Flame Emperor and his escorts had gotten very close to the designated venue for the negotiations. They were even able to make out the fort’s broken windows.


      However, the fort was totally deserted.


      “All this damn trickin’ and schemin’... I hate it.” The Flame Emperor growled and balled his fist, then gave his horse a light kick to nudge it toward their destination. As he began his approach, he glared at the flames emanating from his hand. “I said, if you want to shut me up, you better come at me with your fists.”




      The Flame Emperor’s group arrived at the summit about half an hour later. There were fewer trees, which made it easier to view the fort’s surroundings, and just as Winnie had said, the fort itself was ancient. Its stone walls were laden with several cracks and fissures, with vines creeping through them as if they were sutures. The building appeared to have been abandoned for a very long time.


      The Flame Emperor and his group of thirty elite soldiers dismounted a few short steps away from the fort.


      “Welcome.”


      Two robed figures stood right before the old fort’s main gate. They had their hoods pulled well over their faces, and their masks further concealed their identities.


      The one who’d spoken appeared to be the one standing in front. Their voice sounded mechanical and muffled, making it difficult to discern their gender. They were standing right in front of him, and yet it was like they weren’t there at all. Their lack of presence gave the Flame Emperor chills.


      “You’re... Fiona Lumel?”


      “Does it look like I am?”


      “Nah, you’re not her. Who the hell are ya?”


      “We’re just a couple of shut-ins who happened to pass by.”


      “Huh? So what the hell do ya want?” The Flame Emperor stood on guard.


      The robed figure continued. “We wish to live quietly and peacefully. We do not wish to be involved in pointless conflict. I mean, we can’t exactly stay in the comfort of our rooms when there’s a war involving the entire continent, right?”


      “The hell are you tryin’ to say?”


      “I heard that House Lumel wishes to have a peaceful negotiation. We would like you to sit at the table and discuss their terms.”


      “Hah!” The Flame Emperor snorted. “Didja hit your head or somethin’? You’re makin’ demands of me?”


      “That is indeed the case,” answered the robed figure.


      “I might be a dumbass, but even I know that only the strong get to demand things from the weak.”


      “And I’m well aware of that.”


      “Quiet, you!” one of Ignis’s soldiers growled. “There’s two of you against seven hundred of our elite soldiers. Lord Ignis is saying that you have no chance!”


      The robed figure made a quizzical gesture. “Seven hundred? I only see maybe thirty of you guys.”


      “Hmph,” another soldier interjected. “So you were responsible for those pathetic traps. You didn’t accomplish anything except to slow us down. The rest of the army will get here soon enough. We’ll see if you’re still as smug then.”


      The robed figure appeared unfazed. “Slow you down? That’s more than enough for us.”


      “Huh?” The Flame Emperor glared at the robed figure.


      “They’re never gonna make it up here.”


      ***


      “Lady Winnie. Something strange is going on,” a soldier remarked.


      “Yeah,” Winnie nodded.


      Winnie’s squad had managed to gather their fellow soldiers caught in the various traps set in the forest and regroup. They were trudging through the mountain to catch up to their lord, but even after a lengthy march, they didn’t seem to get any closer to their destination. Their goal was the ancient fort at the summit that peeked through the thick clusters of trees and vines, but at some point, they had only managed to find their way deeper into the woods.


      A thin mist had started to set in, and there was nothing but identical-looking evergreen trees all around them. When they tried to climb uphill, they suddenly found themselves downhill. And when they pursued the downward slope, they were suddenly on elevated ground once more.


      Soon enough, the fort at the summit disappeared from sight. It was as if the path to the summit was being hidden from them. Several hundred soldiers were now stuck in the middle of nowhere.


      “Milady, what shall we do?”


      Winnie didn’t answer and bit on the nail of her thumb. “I don’t like this one bit,” she groaned.


      They were slowed down by traps. They were separated from their lord. And now they were lost in the forest. It was as if they were being manipulated by some unknown force.


      Winnie let out a big sigh. “Nothin’ we can do. Let’s turn back.”


      Panicking’s the worst thing we could do here. Gonna be a pain, but if we turn back, we can find the same place where we spotted the fort.


      A soldier was anxiously scanning his surroundings. “M-Milady, b-but...where do we turn back?”


      “You dumb?” Winnie snarked as she lifted the large axe on her shoulder to show it off. “I’ve been markin’ the trees as we go.”


      “Milady, you’re a genius!”


      Winnie sighed once more. The hundred soldiers that she had sent to the Flame Emperor were experts in maneuvering through mountainous territory, but the rest of the army had nothing going for them but their brawn. They were only here to prove their physical prowess. Many of them were full of bluster and often acted before they thought, leading to them falling into even the simplest of traps.


      Did the enemy read that far into us? An anxious thought crossed Winnie’s mind, but she shook it off. Her priority was to make it back to their planned route as soon as possible.


      “Milady, there are marks on this tree!” a soldier called out.


      Winnie turned around.


      “There’s one here too.”


      “The next one’s over here!”


      “All right, hurry it up, then,” Winnie ordered. They followed the path as the soldiers found more and more of the tree marks. After some time, they passed through an overgrown thicket and found themselves at a clearing.


      “Huh?” Winnie stopped in her tracks. Her eyes widened in disbelief. They had ended up at a wide-open space where they could see the clear blue sky above them. They were also able to see the fort they’d been marching toward...at the peak of the next mountain over.


      Somehow, they had ended up on a different mountain entirely.


      “How—”


      They had managed to confirm their location, but now a bigger problem had presented itself. On top of that, despite following the tree markings, they had ended up at a clearing that they’d never passed through on their initial ascent to the fort.


      “L-Lady Winnie, what is going on?” a soldier asked.


      “Looks like we’ve been had,” Winnie said as another nail fell victim to her teeth. Someone had seen her mark the trees along their path, and the army had been led down a path with fake markings.


      “But why would—”


      Winnie cut herself off as she noticed a figure in a black robe standing at the center of the clearing. They were illuminated by the sun’s rays as they elegantly lifted their hem and curtsied.


      “Welcome, honored guest. I am pleased to serve you.”


      ***


      “Never gonna make it up here? The hell are you yappin’ about?”


      At the mountain summit right in front of the old fort, we were being approached by the Flame Emperor. Despite wearing a mask and robe, I could feel the heat and pressure emanating from him on my skin. His swept-back crimson red hair was emphasizing his entire existence—the complete antithesis of my personality. I knew, deep inside, I just couldn’t handle people like him.


      “I meant it literally,” I told the Flame Emperor. “Your soldiers will never make it up here.”


      Millie, the Rank Ten Thief, had set up traps all over the mountain and picked off the elite soldiers one by one. After that, I’d Abducted one of the main paths to the summit, causing some of the soldiers to get lost. I had hoped that they would wander around indefinitely, but if there was a soldier clever enough to turn around and go back to their original path, she would have led the enemy to the next spot.


      The Flame Emperor showed no signs of worry or panic. He cracked his neck to either side. “So ya mean you got more of ’em traps up your sleeve? Ga ha ha!”


      “What’s so funny?” I asked.


      Do extroverts like him really laugh like that out of nowhere? I wondered. I really don’t like his type.


      “I’m gonna tell you now: Winnie’s ten times stronger than any ol’ soldier out there,” the Flame Emperor warned. “She’s on a whole nother level.”


      “Really now?” I replied, making sure not to budge or show any hesitation. “Unfortunately for you, my folks are a thousand times stronger.”


      ***


      “Who are you?” Winnie glared at the robed figure standing still at the center of the clearing and readied her axe. The figure had a strange aura about them, standing motionless in the face of several enemy soldiers.


      “Please turn back and return to your territory. We do not wish to engage in such a pointless bloodbath.”


      “Hah.” Winnie spat. “Who the hell are ya talkin’ to?”


      “I believe I am trying to address you, correct?”


      “You don’t need to state the obvious!” Winnie yelled over her opponent. The masked figure was getting on her nerves. “I have six hundred soldiers on my side. What do you think you’re gonna accomplish on your own?”


      “You are mistaken.”


      “Huh?”


      “I can confirm 523 soldiers within my visual range. Even accounting for those hiding behind the trees, I doubt that you have any more than 550. Thus, you do not have 600 soldiers.”


      I don’t understand, Winnie thought. They had followed the tree markings to this clearing, so they were definitely lured here. But there was no ambush waiting for them, nor was there a rain of arrows falling down upon them. Even if she strained her ears, she couldn’t detect anyone lying in wait behind the trees. There was just the sole, dainty, robed woman standing in the middle of the clearing.


      A soldier who noticed Winnie’s hesitation spoke up from behind her. “Lady Winnie, she is the enemy. We should capture her and make her talk.”


      “Well, yeah, you’re right,” Winnie replied. The enemy’s plan must have been to cause confusion and buy time. She was starting to be suspicious of everything, owing to the string of unforeseen incidents that had befallen them.


      “Capture her!” yelled Winnie. Fifty of the frontline soldiers took up arms and moved in.


      Winnie carefully observed the enemy, who didn’t attempt to run away. She thought that there might have been a pitfall on the way, but the soldiers didn’t trip, slip or flip into any holes. In fact, they were only closing in. They were now ten steps away.


      The soldiers were so close now, but the masked figure still hadn’t moved an inch. Perhaps because she couldn’t move an inch.


      Five steps.


      Four.


      Three.


      Two.


      One step away.


      “I knew I was overthinking—”


      Winnie cut herself off. For a moment, she thought that a strong wind had blown, but it was the group of soldiers surrounding the masked figure being blown away. A powerful blast erupted from the figure, expanding in all directions and knocking down stalks of grass and flowers along the way. The men flew upward, backward, and outward, each groaning in pain as they hit the ground. The sound of the blast came later and almost blew her eardrums out.


      Amid the rain of soldiers, the robed figure stood calm and silent. In her right hand was a pitch-black sword that looked as if it had been steeped in darkness for decades.


      “All of you! Take her down!” Winnie yelled. The soldiers roared and attacked the masked figure all at once. Their shouts, yells, and footsteps rumbled the ground as they approached. But the enemy refused to move. Despite all the bloodlust aimed at her, she never so much as flinched.


      At that point, Winnie finally realized what was so wrong about all of this. There were no traps lying in wait for them—no ambushes, snares, or holes. But they’d still been lured straight into an obstacle, and it was the biggest one of all.


      “Gueh!”


      “Gah!”


      “Ugh!”


      All the groans and screams from the sky were coming from Winnie’s soldiers. Their enemy had not even a wrinkle on her robe. Meanwhile, the trained soldiers of the Balzac army were folding like paper and being blasted every which way, and one by one, they dropped out of the fight.


      The enemy was so fast that Winnie couldn’t even see her move.


      “Who the hell are you?” Winnie muttered, chewing her nails again.


      A single person was fighting hundreds of soldiers without taking a scratch. It was as if she were the Sword Maiden of legend.


      “Whatever. Whoever you are, I ain’t losin’.”


      Winnie had no chance of winning if she were to fight the real Sword Maiden. However, that was the stuff of legends—a tall tale from over a century ago, and rumors fueled by years upon years of exaggeration.


      At some point, most of the soldiers were defeated and lying on the ground. The last fifty soldiers were just about to strike the masked figure.


      I have to strike here. Winnie gripped her axe and leaped. “An opening!”


      Winnie slipped in between the gaps of her soldiers getting blown away and swung her axe down on her opponent. There was a shock wave as the axe and the black sword clashed. The wave traveled down through the masked figure and into the ground, and the earth around her feet split open. Blinding sparks and a massive amount of energy erupted from the blades themselves, blowing back Winnie’s hair and the sleeves of the masked figure’s robe. The tree branches surrounding the clearing wobbled, and the birds resting on the branches fled the scene.


      Tch.


      Winnie had managed to land a surprise attack, but the enemy met her blow. Still, she’d managed to put her enemy on the defensive.


      It was the first time the masked figure moved to defend herself. Whoever this was, she was no legend, no ghost, and no mirage. She was a real, physical person. Therefore, Winnie reasoned, she could be beaten.


      “I counted 523 soldiers earlier,” the robed figure said to Winnie as she leaped back. “If I add the men hiding behind the trees and those I could not see behind the taller men, there are 573 in total. Of those, I have defeated 572. In other words, you are the only one remaining. Will this be enough to make you turn back?”


      “Ten years.”


      The robed figure tilted her head in confusion.


      Winnie continued. “When I was a kid, I was abandoned on an underground road right outside Balzac. I had no money, no clothes, no work, and no tomorrow. The only thing I had goin’ for me was my brute strength. I fished for leftovers and beat up everyone gettin’ in my way. I was livin’ like a stray dog.”


      “What might you be referring to?”


      “I lived without hope, without a future for ten long years. Ten years, until that man picked me up.”


      At some point, Winnie had committed too many crimes. She’d gotten captured by an organization of townsfolk and beaten black and blue as retribution. It was then that she had met Ignis, the successor of House Balzac.


      “You got a good glare on ya,” Ignis had told her, and with that, she became one of his henchmen. She’d had no idea how to talk to nobles, so she’d kept talking like a ruffian, but worked hard to earn his trust and acknowledgment. Eventually, she had managed to climb all the way to the post of his right-hand man.


      “And what of it?” the masked figure said.


      “I gotta repay Lord Ignis for rescuin’ me after livin’ underground for ten years. That’s why I ain’t losin’ to you!”


      Winnie stepped back into the forest surrounding the clearing and gripped her axe tight. She focused her massive strength into her arms, and proved it through the audible creaking of the handle. Then, she swung her axe sideways. She cleaved through the trunks of five trees at once, and they all toppled toward the woman in black.


      “Whatcha gonna do now?”


      The massive trees fell over as one a split second after Winnie swung her axe. It didn’t matter what her enemy did in response, be it evade, cut them to shreds, or somehow block their fall. Winnie would use that opening to strike. Preparing to throw her axe this time, Winnie strengthened her grip once more.


      “Ten years...” Winnie heard her opponent mutter. “I see.”


      The next moment, the figure vanished.


      “Wha—”


      Before she knew it, the enemy was right in front of her. Evade the trees, block them, or cut them—none of those options mattered, because the woman had decided to attack Winnie instead.


      “Bwah!”


      She landed a strike to the abdomen unlike any Winnie had ever felt.
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      Winnie felt a shock wave ripple throughout her body. She felt as if her organs were trying to exit through her throat, and she collapsed onto the ground. Before she lost consciousness, she vaguely recalled her opponent saying something to her.


      “For me, it was a hundred years.”


      ***


      “Winnie?”


      For a moment, the Flame Emperor stared at the sky above the fort atop the summit. Then, his head slowly lowered back down to face me.


      “Hard to believe, but it looks like she really ain’t comin’ up here.”


      The thirty soldiers behind the Flame Emperor started to whisper among themselves.


      “M-Milord, you can tell?” asked one of the soldiers, his voice trembling.


      “Yeah, kinda.” The Flame Emperor rested a hand on his hip and sighed. “I’ve known her for a long time, y’know?”


      “Well then, that simplifies things,” I said. “Would you please sit down at the negotiating table with House Lumel?”


      “Hey, hey, didn’tcha hear me?” The Flame Emperor’s gaze hardened into a glare. “I said, only the strong get to demand things from the weak.”


      “Oh, I heard you,” I answered. “That’s exactly why I’m making demands right now.”


      “Fool!” yelled one of the Balzac soldiers. “Lady Winnie might not make it, but there’s only two of you and more of us! We still have the high ground!”


      The soldier turned to his lord and unsheathed his sword. “Lord Ignis, permit us to strike down these fools!”


      “I sure ain’t stoppin’ you,” the Flame Emperor answered nonchalantly.


      “Yessir! Charge!”


      Behind the Flame Emperor, the soldiers rushed in all at once.


      Just looking at the way they moved and held their weapons, I could tell that these men were very well trained. This must have been their elite force.


      “Can you guys move aside?” I requested. “I don’t really want to hurt any of you.”


      “Quiet! You won’t get out of this unscathed!”


      Well, can’t say I didn’t try to reason with them. I shrugged, then slowly raised my right hand.


      “Gah!”


      One of the charging soldiers was blasted away in an instant. The soldiers paused their charge for a moment, but some yelled to rally their ranks.


      “Do not falter! There are only two of them!”


      “No retreat! No surrender!”


      No signs of giving up yet—their morale and discipline were certainly elite.


      I raised my left arm next and held both hands frontward. A sharp gale whooshed past my ears, and balls of light struck down the enemy soldiers one by one.


      “Stand your ground! The enemy is right in fro— Ough?!”


      “Gwah!”


      “Bwagh!”


      The hailstorm of light rained down on the enemy and halted their tracks. None of the soldiers managed to reach my position, and they all ended up lying flat on the cold earth.


      I turned my attention back to the Flame Emperor, who had calmly watched his soldiers get toppled and trashed one by one.


      “Looks like it’s just you against the two of us now,” I said.


      “Looks like,” the Flame Emperor echoed.


      “So, are you willing to accept our demands yet?”


      “Hah. Ha ha. Ha ha ha ha ha!!!”


      Cackling as a reply was unexpected, to say the least. Extroverts really do terrify me, I thought.


      The Flame Emperor paid no heed to my aversion to him and asked, “Just who the hell are you?”


      “Like I said, I’m just a shut-in passing through the area. Or maybe you could call me a friendly stranger.”


      “I ain’t talkin’ to you,” the Flame Emperor growled. His eyes were pointed at Aizel the dark elf, who was standing behind me. Of course, she was wearing a black robe and mask like I was, so her identity was unknown to him.


      “You’re the one castin’ those spells, right?” he asked.


      Aizel remained silent.


      “Ya ain’t no third-rate mage. First time I’ve seen magic like that. Ya ain’t even chantin’ for it. No artifacts or magic circles in sight. And you’re castin’ those spells over and over without even catchin’ your breath. The hell’s that about? That ain’t normal.”


      The Flame Emperor extended his hand. “I like ya. What say you join my ranks?”


      “I refuse,” Aizel answered without hesitation.


      That’s a relief, I thought. I don’t know what I’d do if she had said yes to that.


      The Flame Emperor looked unfazed. “Huh? Why not? I’m a lot more excitin’ than that pathetic, schemin’ loser over there.”


      “I think not. An imbecile like you who dares to mock my master is a fool among fools! Know your place, whelp.”


      I didn’t disagree with the Flame Emperor’s assessment of me, but Aizel’s merciless mockery in defense of my honor felt pretty good to hear.


      “Guess I got dumped, then,” the Flame Emperor sighed with a shrug. “Whatever. I ain’t wastin’ my time on women with no taste.”


      The Flame Emperor balled both of his fists. “I don’t know who you are, but you better listen. If you wanna talk, you better do it with your fists.”


      The Flame Emperor’s fists began to burn with a bright, crimson flame. The heat distorted the air around him, and I could see the haze growing even from a good distance.


      “And I told you, right? Only the strong get to make demands of the weak. Flame Wall!”


      The Flame Emperor’s mighty voice echoed as he pushed his arms out in front of him. A wall of fire erupted between me and Aizel, and we instinctively leaped away from the heat in opposite directions.


      “Ha ha ha!” the Flame Emperor cackled. “I don’t need no dumb traps to keep my enemies apart!”


      “Master!” I heard Aizel’s panicked yell from behind the wall of fire.


      “Hey, hey, careful with that!” the Flame Emperor shouted. “You don’t wanna hit your precious master with those magic blasts of yours, right?”


      “You damned fiend!”


      The Flame Emperor slowly approached me, his hands ablaze. “Let’s settle this, here and now. Or are ya too much of a chicken without your little traps and friends?”


      I stood still and watched as the Flame Emperor’s tirade continued. “You’re a sneaky little bastard, and I hate weasels like you the most. You might have some strong allies on your side, but they ain’t worth shit the moment they chose you.”


      “Master! I will head to your side posthaste!”


      “No need to worry about me,” I told Aizel. “Just wait over there—leave it to me.”


      “Master...”


      I was no stranger to being the target of hatred and bloodlust. And I’d never really been the type whose emotions get easily swayed. I didn’t really care about insults hurled at me. But... Maybe it was because he was insulting my comrades, but I started getting agitated. It made me realize that I could feel those things too.


      I took a deep breath and glared at the Flame Emperor. “You and I might be polar opposites, but it looks like we agree on one thing.”


      “The hell are you on about?” the Flame Emperor growled.


      “I feel the same as you,” I answered. “Only the strong get to make demands of the weak.”




      “Hah. I’m gettin’ fired up. Fireball!” The Flame Emperor shouted his incantation. A great magical circle appeared in midair, and a ball of fire launched straight at me.


      “Mud Wall!” I cast a spell on the spot. The earth in front of me rose and shielded me.


      “Hah! So you’re an earth magic user, eh?” the Flame Emperor shouted. “But you ain’t stoppin’ my flames with that lousy mud.”


      The Flame Emperor launched large fireballs from his magic circle again and again. Cracks started to appear on my earthen barrier, so I turned around and ran inside the fort as sparks rained down on me.


      “Hey, hey, you’re running away already? Don’t tell me you’re all bark and no bite.”


      The Flame Emperor crept into the building behind me. This three-story fort had been built before the Holy Empire of Novalis unified the whole continent. Apparently, it had been used as a sentry point, so it didn’t have any intricate equipment or facilities inside. Other than a kitchen and a storehouse, it was just a large, vacuous space surrounded by stone walls.


      I ran up to the second floor to escape the flames approaching from behind.


      “Mud Wall!”


      I sealed off the passageway leading to the stairs with earth magic, though it wasn’t likely to buy me much time. Fissures were already starting to appear. Soon enough, the wall collapsed and rolled down the stairs in chunks, giving way to a sea of flames.


      I reached the roof of the fort, cornered by the Flame Emperor’s pursuit.


      “C’mon already,” he growled. “Let’s settle this.”


      I heard his footsteps and felt the intense heat get closer. Then he stopped.


      “Where are you?”


      The Flame Emperor stepped onto the rooftop and looked around, confused. He couldn’t find the prey he had cornered. He looked around cautiously, then let out a disappointed sigh.


      “Did he jump off? What the hell, that’s so lame!”


      The Flame Emperor walked along the rooftop’s rim, trying to see where I had landed. Of course, I hadn’t actually jumped off the building.


      Enshroud. I had been holding my breath to conceal my presence. I gripped the hilt of my sword with my right hand and thrust the blade into his back.


      “Nngh!”


      I felt the sensation of the blade piercing his right abdomen, but before I could plunge it in for a decisive blow, the Flame Emperor turned around and knocked it aside with his right arm.


      “Core Flame!”


      I managed to evade the incoming burst of flames, but it singed the hem of my robe. My breathing had been disrupted, and that left me visible to the Flame Emperor.


      “There you are!”


      The enemy launched a follow-up attack. Once more, I held my breath and kept my distance.


      The Flame Emperor was clutching his right side, breathing heavily as he glared at his surroundings.


      “You vanished again? Ya got some weird tricks up your sleeves. I thought you were an earth magic user.”


      Blood was dripping from the Flame Emperor’s side. I made sure to stay out of the range of his attacks and resumed my breathing.


      “As promised, I talked to you with my fists instead of my mouth,” I said. “We eliminated your whole army and managed to injure you. This match is over, no? It’s time for you to fulfill your end of the bargain. You must sit at the negotiation table.”


      “Just who the hell are ya? All those weird tricks... You one of those black guild guys I keep hearin’ ’bout?”


      Black guilds were secret organizations supposedly controlling the continent’s affairs from the shadows. Though much of the talk around their existence was urban legends.


      “Not at all. Like I said, I’m just a regular shut-in.”


      “Who put ya up to this?”


      “I don’t answer to anyone. You could say I’m doing volunteer work.”


      “Hah. Guess you black guild jerks ain’t spillin’ the beans that easy.”


      It baffled me how he was so staunchly refusing to believe me. I’d been telling nothing but the truth.


      The Flame Emperor suddenly cracked a smile. “But hey, you got one thing wrong.”


      “That being?”


      I suddenly smelled the odor of burning meat. Smoke was rising out of the Flame Emperor’s side. He had seared his wound shut with his flame magic.


      “Who said this match is over? Some black guild flunky ain’t beatin’ me—the next Holy Emperor.”


      My surroundings started to feel hot. The heat around me was becoming so intense that it was hard to breathe. It was as if the sun was getting closer to the earth, burning and boiling the very air around me.


      “If I can’t see ya, then I just gotta burn the whole place to the ground! Ultima Heat!”


      That had to be his most powerful spell. Flames erupted from all over the Flame Emperor’s body and rose into the sky. A tsunami of fire flooded the rooftop and devoured everything except the caster. The torrential blaze scorched everything it touched. The air popped and crackled in the heat, and once the conflagration ended, all that remained around him was soot and scorched stone.


      Except...


      “Huh?”


      The Flame Emperor’s face twisted in disbelief.


      Fortunately for me, I was unharmed. Right before the inferno had devoured the rooftop, I’d covered my whole body with ice magic. Still, the blaze was so crazy that all the ice had melted away, leaving only patches of frost, and even my flame-retardant robe had taken some serious damage. The power of the Jewel’s successors was truly on a different level.


      The Flame Emperor glared at the frost that remained on my body. “First, it was earth magic, now it’s ice? You’re pretty crafty, usin’ two elements like that.”


      He started coming closer. “But even that ain’t gonna make a difference. Ya feel me?”


      “That’s true,” I replied. I was able to use earth and ice magic with some proficiency. I was maybe slightly above average with both. But it was merely a drop in the bucket compared to the inferno that was the Flame Emperor’s flame magic. However—


      “It seems that you also got one thing wrong.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Who said that I could use only two elements?”


      “What—”


      I slowly raised my right hand. The mana emanating from my palm changed color from red to blue, yellow, and other hues.


      Flame.


      Water.


      Ice.


      Earth.


      Lightning.


      Wood.


      Wind.


      Metal.


      Poison.


      And finally, light.


      For the first time, the Flame Emperor showed genuine surprise. “Heh. A user of all ten elements? I’m actually shocked. Who knew someone like you was out there?”


      Then, he smirked. “I take everythin’ back. You’re really somethin’. But that ain’t changin’ a single thing here!”


      The air started heating up once more. The Flame Emperor was preparing to launch the same attack.


      “I’m rather shocked too,” I said. “I had no idea you could unleash magic that consumes so much mana in quick succession.”


      “I’m endin’ you with this next one. You’re gonna eat all my mana with this shot.”


      Our personalities didn’t mix very well, but the way he casually revealed he’d be using his whole mana pool? I appreciated his honesty and simplemindedness.


      To cut it short, if I survived this, I would win. If not, I was screwed.


      “Try blockin’ this one, ya runt!” the Flame Emperor roared.


      I knew exactly why the Flame Emperor was burning himself out like this.


      In my long years of being a shut-in, I had learned to control all ten attributes of magic. While I could use them all to a similar degree, I couldn’t say that I was particularly adept at any of them. Nothing stood out, and I had nothing special—results that were very appropriate for me. However, that also meant that I didn’t have the power to defend against the highest level of flame magic. I wouldn’t have stood a chance trying to get any closer, in fact.


      I sighed in resignation as I bathed in the Flame Emperor’s heat. “It’s still unstable, but when am I ever going to use it otherwise...?”


      The mana around my body split into two, then three, and eventually into ten fragments. Each fragment transformed into each of the ten elements and shone with vivid hues.


      “Hah! Nice light show ya got there, but that ain’t helpin’ ya!” The Flame Emperor scoffed, and his mana output grew more and more intense.


      Then I asked him something that caught him off guard. “By the way, do you like paintings?”


      “Huh?” I stared at his dumbfounded face as I recalled something that had happened at our secret base.


      ***


      “Master, what might you be mulling over?”


      We were in the unopenable room in our underground base. I was poring over the research papers left by my ancestor when Riche called out to me, carrying dinner in on a tray.


      “I was just thinking about how difficult it is to decode all these papers,” I replied. “Oh, and thank you for bringing dinner.”


      After thanking Riche, I put down the papers I was reading and took a mug from the tray. It was filled with soup made with chicken and chopped vegetables, with a simple salted base that stimulated my taste buds. Riche was originally equipped for her master’s protection, and she had no need for food, so her repertoire consisted of simple meals with few spices and arrangements. Still, it was a massive improvement compared to the slop I’d been served at the castle.


      “I am impressed at how well the author managed to conceptualize magic down to such fine details,” Aizel remarked with a hint of awe as she fished through the bookshelves.


      My ancestor had built this enormous underground facility in secret as his research laboratory. I didn’t fully buy into the idea that he’d created all this just to build a personal harem underground. I was sure that his research would be of use to our activities in the future.


      While a majority of the papers in his laboratory were related to the creation of automata, there were several more on various topics, such as volumes on swordsmanship styles all over the world. There were also tomes on techniques using bows, spears, axes, and various other weapons. He also had materials on agriculture and animal husbandry. Though the information was already obsolete, he also possessed atlases of the continent and materials on the histories of all the lordships of the empire.


      For now, I ignored the three women seemingly absorbed in browsing the tomes on sexual techniques from all over the world. Many of the tomes and papers in this laboratory were on magic and magecraft, so my focus went to those. Some were materials for amateurs and beginners, but some also made the grimoires on advanced magic back in Castle Lumel look like picture books for children. In any case, he had a massive stock of books and documents.


      “Tenes, you wanted me to put the books on water magic over here, right?” Millie asked.


      “Yeah, right there, please.”


      Millie was busy organizing the mess of tomes and papers by topic. At first, I had planned to do all the decoding work with Aizel, but all of us ended up hanging out in the laboratory and studying everything. Even Prill had joined us and was curled up into a ball in a corner.


      “Hmm...” I flipped over another document and curled up on top of my chair. There were a ton of papers in this laboratory. However, my ancestor’s research notes were fragmented and difficult to decipher. Judging by the fact that this room had been unopenable until recently, it seemed that my ancestor wasn’t thinking of making his work understandable to anyone other than himself. His handwriting was chicken scratch, for one. Moreover, there were incomprehensible terminologies and formulae scrawled all over. Decoding his work was nearly impossible. To add to the difficulty, the papers were also old and faded.


      For now, I disregarded the texts related to the structure of this underground facility as well as those regarding automata and proceeded with the rest. There were just stacks upon stacks of documents and loose papers, and I had no idea where to even start. The paper I was holding was something I had taken from the back of the shelves—something that I had picked up out of curiosity. It was as indecipherable as the rest of the documents, but I could tell that the number eleven kept showing up.


      I sighed and turned to my dark elf companion. “Aizel, any thoughts?”


      Elves were born with immense amounts of mana and also lived long lives. Her knowledge of magic should have far exceeded mine.


      “Thoughts? Are you referring to the tomes on sexual techniques?”


      “Nice try, but no.”


      “I see...”


      Aizel looked somewhat disappointed. She took the paper I was holding and started skimming. I watched as she flipped through the pages, her eyes going up and down as she read.


      “I think...this is a paper regarding the control of magic.”


      “Control?”


      “But there is something strange about it.”


      I gave her a puzzled glance.


      Aizel went about explaining, her eyes still glued to the paper. “Flame, water, earth... This paper writes about several different elements.”


      “Is there anything strange about that?” Millie asked while shelving some books by a table deeper in the room.


      “Normally, one would need several tomes solely dedicated to the study of a single element. In fact, the former owner of this room did use that approach. However, this particular paper talks about several different attributes at once with no discrimination.”


      I pondered Aizel’s observation. As Millie sorted the documents in the laboratory by topic, I noticed that books and papers on individual elements took up a significant amount of space.


      I took back the paper from Aizel. “So is this paper saying that it’s possible to control magic without splitting it into separate elements? Is it that simple?”


      I was able to use all ten elements at more or less the same level of proficiency. But Aizel appeared baffled and shook her head.


      “It should not be that simple. In fact, it should be close to impossible.”


      “Really?”


      “Just as we tend to be left- or right-handed, our mana tends to lean to one of the ten attributes. That is why having control over all ten elements is a difficult feat to achieve. Master, your control over magic is exceptional.”


      I realized that I had been able to use both my left and right hands without much problem for as long as I could remember. Maybe my talents were just exceptionally bland.


      “So... What is this paper saying, then?” I wondered out loud. I still hadn’t figured out why the number eleven kept appearing. “There’s ten elemental attributes, right? Is the paper saying that your nonelemental magic is the eleventh attribute?”


      Was it a paper on nonelemental magic, then? I thought, but Aizel didn’t seem convinced.


      “My magic involves launching pure mana at my enemies. It has no attributes at all. Could you even call such a nonattribute an eleventh attribute?”


      Aizel remained skeptical. I turned to Riche for her opinions. “Riche, did you hear anything from your previous master?”


      “Not at all. He would often blab about useless things, but he would never talk about anything that was actually important.”


      I sensed some venom in Riche’s evaluation of her previous master, but if anything, she was completely sincere. She only gave me her pure, unadulterated opinion.


      “Were you aware that he was researching anything other than automata?”


      Riche shook her head. “I was never able to enter this laboratory, after all.”


      “Oh, right.”


      “But during his free time, he would often paint.”


      “Paint?”


      I reflexively turned to the wall deep inside the laboratory. Several paintings were hanging off it. The subjects varied from paintings of nature and animals to scenes of city life. However, the one that caught my eye was the one lying at the corner of the wall. It was a canvas painted pitch-black, with no color or topic.


      I stared quietly at the painting.


      “Milord, is something wrong?” Riche asked.


      I took the paper in my hand and slowly stood up. “Don’t tell me...”


      ***


      “Do I like paintings? What the hell are you on about?”


      The Flame Emperor brought me back to reality. He had reached maximum output, and all that mana was about to become an all-consuming blast of hellfire with my name on it.


      “Aren’t paintings wonderful?” I asked him once more. “They’re quite refreshing to look at while trapped in a dreary, windowless room. It’s great that you can paint even while closed off from the rest of the world. The things I painted while shut in brightened my room and refreshed my dreary heart. Don’t you think that’s amazing?”


      “Seriously, the hell are ya blabbin’ about?”


      The ten fragments of mana floating around me slowly melded together.


      “Hey, when you were a kid, did you experience something like this? Have you tried to make a drawing prettier by adding more colors, only to end up with a layer of black paint?”


      The ten attributes combined together to create a ball of pitch-black mana. It looked like it was even absorbing the surrounding light into its blackness. The ball of mana pulsated, and the space around it cracked with black fissures.


      The Flame Emperor looked astounded. “A combined form of magic? But how? That’s supposed to be impossible!”


      “Normally, yes. Spells from different people produce frequencies that are slightly off from one another, causing them to repel each other. But it should be possible to mix them all together if they’re all from one person.”


      My ancestor must have been researching a combined form of magic. But one needed an exceptional amount of control so that none of the attributes stood out too much over the others.


      I’d also had my tirade on paintings to buy me some time.


      I took a deep breath and slowly extended my hands forward. “And it’s done. Look, I created a mix of all the attributes. The eleventh magic: darkness.”


      “Ultima Heat!”


      “Shadow Strike.”


      We released our spells simultaneously. Red and black mana clashed in the middle of the rooftop.
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      An oppressive heat enveloped the air. The sky flickered, and the mountain itself groaned. The old fort began to fold under the vast amounts of energy, and the stone right under my feet was starting to give way.


      “Ngh... Argh!”


      Sweat was pouring down the Flame Emperor’s head—he couldn’t push back my attack. Even though the ball of black mana was unstable and fragile, it pierced through the fire and headed straight for the Flame Emperor himself.


      The ball landed a direct hit, and darkness erupted, enveloping all of the rooftop. In the shadows, I made sure that the Flame Emperor heard my next words.


      “You said that only the strong get to make demands of the weak, right? You better keep your word.”


      ***


      The Flame Emperor was unconscious for a whole day. When he woke up, he was met by the blue sky above, a partially destroyed fort, and the cold, hard ground at his back.


      “Damn it...”


      Ignis had no idea what had happened. He closed his eyes and tried to piece together the events from the previous day. He had taken his army to intimidate House Lumel. He’d been separated from the rest of his army deep in the mountains. Then—


      He tried to remember the rest, but it was like he was groping around in the dark. He couldn’t grasp at anything solid. He felt as if he had encountered some incredible force, but he couldn’t recall just who or what he had faced.


      “Ugh...”


      Ignis tried to get up, but an immense headache assaulted him. However, he felt a gentle warmth inside his body and a swelling of energy coming from within. He looked down and saw that he was being enveloped by a soft light.


      “How are you doing?”


      When Ignis turned around to look, a girl with emerald-green eyes was crouching down and looking at him. Her golden locks sparkled underneath the sun’s light. She was a gorgeous lady, practically straight out of a painting, and he recalled her name.


      “Fiona Lumel...”


      “It’s been a while, Ignis. I think it was back during the meeting of the Ten Noble Dynasties, right?”


      The Flame Emperor stared at the light enveloping his body. “This your doing?”


      “That’s right,” Fiona said. “I’m a Saint, after all. So I’m healing you.”


      “The hell are you thinkin’? Givin’ mercy to your enemy?”


      “I don’t really think of you as my enemy, you know.”


      “Wha...”


      Fiona stood up and looked around. “I arrived just moments ago, but this fort is crumbling, and you were collapsed and heavily wounded. What in the world happened here?”


      “Didn’tcha put up all those traps?”


      “Traps?” Fiona looked confused. Her expression looked genuine, and Ignis couldn’t imagine that she was lying. He sighed and shrugged.


      “Whatever. Doesn’t matter. You won.”


      “Won what?”


      “Even if you healed me, I ain’t got no energy and I ain’t got no mana. Can’t even find my damn army. Guess God’s on your side after all. Do whatever you want to me.”


      Fiona still looked confused, but remained undaunted. “Okay, then let’s talk, shall we?”


      “Huh? Look at me. I’m alone and unarmed. Ya ain’t gettin’ a better chance than this.”


      “I’m on my own too. I had my subordinates wait at the foot of the mountain. Didn’t I say that in my letter?”


      The Flame Emperor appeared to be taken aback as he stared at Fiona’s face. Suddenly, he recalled words he’d heard before he’d lost consciousness. Even through his vague recollections, the voice felt clear and left a mark on his mind.


      You said that only the strong get to make demands of the weak, right? You better keep your word.


      “Ha ha... Ha ha ha! Aha ha ha ha!” The Flame Emperor cackled, then slowly stood up. “Okay then. Let’s do this negotiatin’ thing.”

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      “Tenes, did something good happen lately?”


      At the guild storehouse, Felicia started a conversation with me while I was reading the newspaper.


      “Was I that obvious?”


      “You were nodding along while reading the paper, so I thought something nice had happened.”


      “Oh, apparently House Balzac and House Exlord have reconciled.” I showed Felicia the article in the newspaper. It said that House Balzac had agreed to pull out the forces they had occupying Exlord territory and returned House Exlord’s Jewel.


      “Wow, really? That’s great!” Felicia looked relieved as she exhaled a sigh from her ample chest. “I really thought that the war was gonna get worse. I wonder if God stopped all the fighting.”


      “I’m sure God wants the fighting to continue,” I muttered.


      “Sorry, what did you say?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing.” I returned to reading the paper.


      Felicia changed the topic. “Oh, right. Tenes, you took a day off recently, right? Did you go anywhere?”


      “I went hiking.”


      “Wow, that sounds nice! Looks like you’re enjoying life to the fullest.”


      “Really?”


      “Really!” Felicia looked elated. “It sounds relaxing to just eat food at a nice place with a great view, right?”


      “Yeah, you’re right.” I nodded. “It’s great to have peace and quiet.”


      ***


      “Welcome back, milord.”


      “Tenes! Been waitin’ for you.”


      “I have been anticipating your return, my beloved master.”


      I returned from work to the underground base where I was greeted in three vastly different ways.


      First, Millie gave me a more detailed report than what was written in the news. Apparently, the Flame Emperor had kept his word and negotiated with Fiona. House Balzac returned House Exlord’s Jewel, withdrew their army, and agreed to a nonaggression pact between the two lordships.


      “Guess that settles this matter for now,” I said. I took a cup of tea from Riche and blew on it to cool it down.


      “For now, yeah,” Millie echoed. “But it looks like we have a long road ahead of us.”


      The belligerent House Balzac had sheathed their sword for the time being, but the Succession War between the Ten Noble Dynasties continued. House Balzac’s first assault had destabilized the continent, and another incident could happen at any time. A spark could light the powder keg that would set the whole continent ablaze.


      I started counting how many days I had left that I could take off work when Millie stood from the edge of the desk.


      “Hey Tenes, why don’tcha give us all a name?”


      “A name?”


      “We’re an underground organization, right? We should have a name for ourselves.”


      “I see...”


      Millie was right. I asked for ideas from the others.


      Riche was the first to give a suggestion. “How about ‘My Lord and the Strongest Maid’?”


      “Hey, hey, aren’tcha forgettin’ us?” Millie interjected.


      “Do automata have a defect in their memories?” Aizel commented.


      Next, Millie raised her hand. “One Shot, One Kill! Sturm und Drang Squad!”


      “Do you really think that sounds cool?” Riche chided.


      “You have the sense of a preteen boy,” Aizel remarked.


      Aizel was the last to give a suggestion. “The Tempest of Lust.”


      “Ya read too many of those erotic novels,” Millie mocked.


      “Why is the legendary dark elf like this?” Riche sighed.


      I had three of the most powerful women on the entire continent as my comrades, yet not a single one had any naming sense whatsoever.


      I looked to the side and saw Prill playing with a curtain hanging off the wall.


      “How about...the Black Curtain?”


      “I see... Sounds very much like a mastermind.”


      “Nice one! That’s right next to Sturm und Drang Squad in terms of coolness.”


      “Master, that is a wonderful name.”


      “Okay then, that settles it. It’s a bit drab, but it’s just our front anyway.”


      “Our front?” My three comrades looked confused. I looked up and stared at the ceiling.


      “I want to help my big sister and live in peace after all this. But we won’t achieve true peace as long as that is running the show.”


      “That?”


      The reason Fiona was dragged into the Succession War—


      The reason my ancestor and I were expelled by our family—


      The reason Millie was imprisoned—


      The reason Aizel became the enemy of all humanity—


      “All of that,” I said, “is because of the Oracle.”


      My ancestor must have created this giant underground facility and immersed himself in research for a specific goal.


      With that in mind, I proclaimed, “The true name of this organization is God Eater.”


      The one chosen as the next Holy Emperor was said to be granted an audience with God. Apparently, that audience included those related to the successor by blood. With my Hermit powers, it was possible for me to sneak in while Fiona was granted an audience.


      I stretched my back and leaned against my chair. “It’s kind of a pain, but we’re gonna kill God.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, Sakaku Hishikawa here. Thank you for taking the time to read Guild Handyman? More Like Mastermind! Using My Hidden Skills in the Shadows.


      Sneaking in the shadows makes for a great fantasy.


      I’ll say it again.


      Sneaking in the shadows makes for a great fantasy.


      Like the great Hissatsu series of old, many great works have shown the appeal of sneaking in the shadows and masterminding events. But lately, even those that work in the shadows have needed a more public-facing appearance. They have a face to show by day, and meld into the shadows to work at night.


      In other words, they juggle two jobs. They have work to do by day, exhaust themselves at night, and go to work the next day unfazed. I think it’s quite the feat. After all, that’s what I’m going through as a part-time writer.


      These days, juggling two jobs is becoming more commonplace. The protagonist is one of those people, working as a guild handyman by day and working hard at night sneaking around. He’ll be doing a lot more of that, so please look forward to it and cheer him on.


      I’ll be moving on to the acknowledgments. I thank my editor and all the staff at Dre Novels for working hard to get this novel published.


      The illustrator for this novel is Yu-nit. Their art for all the heroines, the protagonist, and Prill is all so cute (really cute!). Thank you for your great designs, and I look forward to working with you more in the future.


      And of course, thank you, dear reader, for picking up my work and reading to the end. I hope to see you all again someday.
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters of series like this by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership
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