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    PROLOGUE


    “The defendant Kiska is found guilty of the rape and murder of the victim Namia. I hereby sentence him to be banished to the depths of the dungeon.”


    When I heard those words, the blood rushed to my head, and the next thing I knew, I was shouting at the presiding judge.


    “I’ve been framed!”


    “Do not speak out of turn, defendant.”


    The judge heartlessly ignored my protests.


    “C’mon, stop fighting.”


    I struggled as the guards dragged me away. I still kept insisting I was innocent, but no one would listen to me.


    “Just stay in there and behave.”


    And then I was thrown into a cell.


    The next day, I would be sent to the depths of the Katarph Dungeon, an S-rank dungeon in this village. No one had ever returned from the place alive, so I was bound to lose my life to the monsters inside.


    “Fuck! This is bullshit!”


    I slammed my fist against the wall. There was a furious, hollow echo.


    


    I was born in the village of Katarph. It was famous for its S-rank dungeon, the eponymous Katarph Dungeon. The town is teeming with adventurers trying to clear this massive labyrinth.


    From a young age, I had been persecuted here for the color of my hair, which was a dull silver. At some point, people in this country began calling those with silver hair arcsians. We have a long history of being oppressed. It is said that arcsians betrayed humanity long ago and sided with the demons.


    My mom was from Katarph and had brown hair, but mine was silver. Presumably, I got my hair color from my dad. He was gone by the time I was born. Maybe he died or maybe he ran away. I didn’t know. Mom would never say a word about him.


    Because of all that, people harassed me for being arcsian, and they also mistreated my mom for having been in a relationship with an arcsian.


    People would throw rocks at me when I was a kid, and they would also tear up our field. The constant persecution kept us impoverished and hungry. Still, my mom did her best to raise me. She always used to tell me, “I’m sorry, Kiska. I have to do what I can for you.”


    Mom died last year. Nothing remarkable had happened to her; she just got sick. We were too poor to be able to buy the medicine to treat her illness.


    “Hey, silver. Heard you were short on your taxes again this year.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    The village chief’s son, Darga, started to get into it with me. Behind him were his usual gang of hangers-on. They were always in a group, especially when they came around to screw with me.


    “This ain’t the sort of problem you can fix with an apology.”


    The reason I had come up short on tax money this year was because they had wrecked my field. But I knew there was no point in bringing this up with them.


    “I’m sorry.”


    So I just apologized.


    “Hey, let’s beat the shit out of him.”


    “Oooh, yeah, great idea.”


    They started to gang up on me.


    “That’ll teach you!”


    They punched me in the face over and over.


    I couldn’t fight back. The more I resisted, the more heated they would get, and the more physical torment I would have to endure. Years of experience had taught me that things would just get worse for me if I mounted any resistance, so I let them keep whaling on me.


    “We’ll let you off with just that for today.”


    By the time Darga had said this, my face was red and swollen.


    


    “They did it again.”


    My childhood friend Namia was the daughter of a neighborhood merchant and my only friend in the village.


    “Here, sit still so I can take care of it,” she said, before putting an ointment on my wounds. “Haah, why does everyone have to bully you?”


    “Just my lot in life, I guess. Blame my hair for being silver.”


    “Hmph. I think it looks pretty, though.”


    My silver hair infuriated me, but Namia would always comment on how she liked it.


    “Hey, Kiska, I have something important to tell you,” she said, stalling.


    “Huh? What is it?”


    “My parents have decided I’m going to marry Darga.”


    I blinked in shock.


    Pretty much every marriage in this village is arranged through the parents. Namia’s folks had a strong relationship with the village chief, so maybe I should have expected that she and Darga would get married.


    “…Oh. Congratulations.”


    I’d felt like I needed to say something, but I’m sure I was grimacing awkwardly while I delivered that canned line.


    “Hey, are you all right with that, Kiska?”


    “Umm…?”


    “Are you planning to live in this village your whole life?”


    “I guess so…”


    This town was my home, so I couldn’t really leave it anyway.


    “I don’t want that! Everyone here bullies you. If you stay here, you’ll eventually break.”


    “That’s just the way things are.”


    “We should run away from here together!” Namia looked me straight in the eyes. “I’ve saved up some money. We can use that to leave the village. Let’s find a place where no one knows us and live there together.”


    I’d thought about leaving plenty of times before, but going on a journey like that cost money, and I didn’t have any. But if Namia was willing to help me, we might actually be able to pull it off.


    “Are you really okay with that, Namia…?”


    It made sense for me to leave town, but there was no pressing reason she needed to come with me.


    “Yes. I don’t want to marry Darga.”


    “Really…?”


    I had to make sure she was serious about this.


    “I love you, Namia.”


    “Mm. I love you, too.”


    I had fallen for her long ago, but I always knew it would impossible for us to be together, so I had kept these feelings to myself.


    “So when should we run away?”


    “The sooner the better.”


    “Got it. Let’s leave tonight.”


    “Mhm.”


    Then I brought my lips to hers.


    My first kiss was clumsy.


    After that, we discussed what we would do and went our separate ways. The plan was for me to come to her house at night. Afterward, I made my preparations at home and waited for nightfall.


    


    Once it was dark out, I headed to Namia’s house, relying on the light of the moon to find my way.


    We would meet up outside her home.


    “Stop!”


    I heard a scream. It belonged to Namia.
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    “Are you okay?!”


    I shouted and ran into her house without taking off my shoes. I opened the door to the room where the voices were coming from.


    “Hey! The fuck are you doing here, silver?”


    The scene before me was the ugliest I could have imagined. Darga and his crew were in the room, all half-naked, trying to tear off Namia’s clothes.


    “What are you doing…?”


    “Pretty obvious, ain’t it?” Darga answered with a repulsive smirk.


    He was right. I didn’t need to ask to know what they were doing, but it was forbidden to have sexual relations before marriage. Even ignoring that, there was no excuse for the other men in the room. Just thinking about why they were there made me sick.


    “And why the hell are you here, silver? No one told him, did they?”


    Darga looked around at his followers, but they all shook their heads.


    While that was going on, I thought about what to do. At the very least, I had to help Namia.


    “Get away.”


    “Huh?”


    “Get away from Namia now!”


    I shouted, then launched myself at them. But it was one against many. I had no hope of coming out on top, and they beat me to a pulp in no time flat.


    But Darga was not content to merely pummel me. He found it suspicious I had shown up at Namia’s at all, so he started torturing me to find out why. To make a point, he started ripping out my fingernails one by one.


    Despite the pain, there was no way I would tell him Namia and I were planning to run away with each other, so I just endured it while screaming in agony.


    “I’ll talk! I’ll talk, so just stop it already!”


    Namia was the one who broke first.


    “Don’t, Namia…”


    But she ignored my plea and told them everything.


    Darga erupted in rage. He really did not like the idea of me and Namia running away. That was when he hit her.


    I tried to stop him, but I was powerless against an entire group of people. At some point, I blacked out from their flurry of punches.


    When I woke up, I was in jail. I was charged with raping and killing Namia. Apparently, she had been found dead that morning.


    I was sure Darga had strangled her and pinned the blame on me.
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    Many adventurers came to Katarph to take on its S-rank dungeon.


    Usually, they would take the entrance right at the start of the dungeon, but there was another way inside—the teleportation sigil. When activated, the device would fling you somewhere into the depths of the Katarph Dungeon, and not a single person had ever returned alive after using it. In fact, no one had ever cleared the dungeon, period. Needless to say, if someone who wasn’t an adventurer stepped on the teleporter, there was no way they would make it back out.


    That meant using the sigil was tantamount to a death sentence.


    “C’mon, get in there!”


    The guard pushed my back, forcing me onto the sigil.


    “Shit.”


    I hated everything and everyone. Obviously, I resented Darga for killing Namia, but I felt the same for everyone in the village who had refused to listen and just pinned the crime on me. I hated them so much that I wanted to slaughter them all. But gallingly, I couldn’t do anything.


    “Hurry up already.”


    The guard kicked me in the back. Wobbling forward, I caught my balance, setting foot into the sigil. Then I was shrouded in dazzling light.


    


    Opening my eyes and looking around drove it home: This really was the S-rank Katarph Dungeon. A place from which no one has ever returned alive. A place I, as a normal civilian, had no hope of escaping.


    “Guggaaaaaaaaaaa!”


    There was a roar.


    Great, here it comes already.


    A giant bearlike monster known as a bugbear came into view. It was over five meters long and covered in a hide as hard as steel. One of the adventurers in the village had told me about it. The bugbear was one of those monsters that you never wanted to come across, because almost no one who did so lived to tell the tale. It was an A-rank monster.


    “Ugaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!”


    All of a sudden, the bugbear noticed me and charged straight at me.


    “Shit!”


    I immediately leaped backward. The bugbear’s fist slammed down right where I had been standing. Just that was enough to gouge a hole in the ground, creating a cloud of dust. It hadn’t even hit me, and the impact was still enough to make me wobble.


    This is it. I’m going to die.


    The concept of death had never felt totally real to me, but now, for the first time, it did.


    “Save me… Please…”


    Even though I know it was pointless, I screamed for help. It was the only thing I could do.


    “Someone, save me.”


    Without a thought, I was murmuring pleas for help as I turned my back to the monster and started running. Until yesterday, I had just plowed fields all my life; there was nothing I could do against a monster. So no matter how pathetic it might look, my only thought was how to live just a little longer.


    “Ugaaaaaaaaaa!!!”


    “Huh?”


    I looked back and saw the bugbear close the distance in an instant.


    How fast is it?!


    Catching up to me, the bugbear swung its arm down again.


    I’m dead.


    I knew it. I was going to die here. And for some reason, whether it was just me trying to escape reality or my life flashing before my eyes, a string of memories crossed my mind.


    Bad memories, all. People tormenting me because of my hair; the woman I loved getting killed.


    “God damn ittttttt!”


    I was bitter—bitter that the village had condemned me to death, and I couldn’t do anything to stop it. That I was just going to go out without putting up a fight in this godforsaken place.


    “Hey, do you want to be saved?”


    “Huh?”


    There was a writhing shadow. It was roughly person-shaped.


    “Who are you?”


    “I don’t think you really have time to be worrying about that now.”


    That was true. A monster was about to kill me in a moment.


    “Save me, please! I’m begging you!”


    I didn’t know what the shadow in front of me was. But I still leaped for any shelter in a storm.


    “Got it. Then I’ll give you a skill. It’s called ‘Save & Reset.’”
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    Skill Acquired: Save & Reset
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    “Huh?”


    Suddenly, a message window appeared.


    “Hey!”


    I started to say something to the shadow, wanting more of an explanation, but it had already disappeared and was nowhere to be seen.


    Nothing about my body felt different. Had I actually received a skill?


    The message window had called it “Save & Reset,” I think, but I couldn’t really picture what it did from the name alone.


    “Graaaagh!”


    The bugbear slammed down its paw and squashed me.


    I died an instant later.


    


    “Ugaaaaaaaaaa!!!”


    The bugbear was right in front of me, roaring.


    “Huh? Didn’t I just bite the dust?”


    I should have died from the bugbear swatting me with its paw. So why was I still breathing?


    “Graaaagh!”


    The bugbear smashed me with its paw once more, and I died.


    


    “Ah!”


    Again. Even though I had succumbed a second ago, I was still alive somehow.


    “Graaaagh!”


    But even though I had regained my life, I still couldn’t do anything to resist. The bugbear swung its arm and smashed me to a pulp.


    I died.


    “Ah!”


    And came back alive again.


    No, that’s not it.


    Strictly speaking, I wasn’t coming back to life; I was returning to the point in time where I’d been killed. That was probably what the skill that shadow gave me did. Save & Reset.


    “Graaaagh!”


    I knew now that time was rewinding, but that didn’t change my fate in the slightest. The bugbear’s slam was still just as good at killing me.


    “…Haah.”


    Again. I returned once more to the point before I died.


    “Graaaagh!”


    The bugbear began to swing its arm once more. And seeing that, I realized something.


    Am I just going to get killed by this monster forever?


    “Hey, what do—?”


    I was trying to ask what I was supposed to do to the shadow who had bequeathed me the skill, but I couldn’t finish the question. The bugbear killed me again.


    “…Haaah.”


    I don’t want this. Dying over and over for eternity is no different from being in hell.


    “What am I supposed to do?!”


    This time, I at least managed to finish my sentence. The shadow that gave me this crazy skill should know a way out of this situation.


    “……………”


    But there was only silence.


    “Graaaagh!”


    The next instant, I died.


    “Shit.”


    I turned away from the bugbear and made a break for it in the opposite direction.


    I wanted to do anything to avoid dying again. Every time the bugbear hit me, I experienced indescribable pain and exhaustion. And then the moment I seemed to pass out, I was summoned back and slapped awake. My mind would break if this kept up.


    So I ran in the opposite direction, trying to find the tiniest chance of survival.


    “Gugraaa!!!”


    “…Ah.”


    Even though I was now going in the opposite direction, however, the bugbear could reach me by merely stretching out its arm. The creature slammed me into the wall, and I splattered.


    Obviously, this killed me.


    “…Haaah.”


    The next moment after the terrible burst of pain, I was back at the moment just before the bugbear attacked.


    “Shit.”


    If I couldn’t run away in that direction, then this time, I just had to go right.


    “Graaaagh!”


    But doing this didn’t stop the bugbear from squashing me with its paw.


    “…Hah.”


    Going right didn’t work last time, so running to the left might—


    “Graaaagh!”


    I was slammed into the wall with a resounding thud.


    “…Aaah.”


    Time rewound again.


    If backward and right and left didn’t work, then what options did I have?


    “Graaaagh!”


    The bugbear killed me while I was thinking.


    “…Fuck off!”


    I leaped as high as I could. Not out of any particular plan, mind you. But because the only other direction I could think to go was up.


    “Graaaagh!”


    “Aaah…”


    After I jumped, the bugbear swatted me with precision.


    “…Haaah.”


    If I could die for real, then at least I would have eternal rest. How wonderful would that be!


    “Is there any way to get rid of a skill…?”


    If I delete Save & Reset, I should be freed from this hell.


    I opened the status screen.
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    Kiska


    Skill 1: Save & Reset


    Skill 2: Empty


    Skill 3: Empty


    Skill 4: Empty


    Skill 5: Empty
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    The list that appeared was blank, aside for Save & Reset.


    What do I have to do to get rid of that skill?


    The moment I touched the status screen, countless memories flashed through my head.


    Namia. The men who had raped her. Darga, the man who had killed her. And the villagers who’d pinned the crime on me.


    I hated them all. If I could, I would murder every last one of them with my own two hands. And if I managed to make it out of this dungeon alive, I could bring my wish to reality.


    Do you think my grudge is so trivial that this is enough to snuff it out? Hell no!


    “Dammitttttt!!!!”


    The choice I made was to charge forward. Because I did so blindly, I tripped over my feet and fell. In effect, I accidentally slipped in close proximity to the bugbear.


    There was a whooshing sound. For the first time, I had managed to evade the bugbear’s paw.


    “Gugaa!”


    But after I dodged this first attack, there was a second waiting for me. And it killed me.


    Even so, I felt a genuine sense of accomplishment.


    


    If I charged forward, it was possible to avoid the bugbear’s first attack. That was the knowledge I had gained after dying a dozen times in a row. Despite the fact that I had managed to dodge the first attack, a second and third attack were waiting. With enough attempts, I might be able to dodge them, too.


    But what came after that…?


    Ultimately, if I was going to make it out alive, I would have to either defeat the bugbear or escape it.


    There was an audible rush of air.


    I had already died, what, thirty times? Thanks to that, it was easy to dodge the first attack. Afterward, by twisting my body around, I was able to turn my back to it and dash.


    It was impossible for someone like me, who lacked adventuring experience, to defeat a bugbear, so I chose to run.


    There was splorch, like something had spurted from my back.


    The bugbear had mercilessly attacked when I turned around, killing me.


    


    I don’t know how many times it had been. Probably over a hundred.


    “Graaaagh!”


    First, the bugbear swung its left arm horizontally. I was able to avoid that by ducking close to it. Next, it slammed its right arm straight down from above. That attack I could avoid by rolling to the left. The bugbear froze for just an instant. Most likely, it was surprised I had avoided its attack. During that opening, I could slip between it and the wall, getting out behind it.


    “Gugaa!”


    When I moved, the bugbear tried to turn around, even though it had been caught off guard. In that opening, I sprinted away from the bugbear to get as far away from it as I could.


    That was the optimal path I discovered after repeating this scenario over a hundred times.


    But what came next was unknown territory.


    “Graaaaaaauuuugh!”


    That was because five seconds later, the bugbear kicked the ground and caught up to me in an instant.


    I stepped in hard to the right and successfully dodged the attack. At the same time, the bugbear’s stance broke.


    This is the moment. Right now, I might be able to land an attack.


    I punched the bugbear in the face.


    “Graaaagh!”


    The creature groaned and collapsed. My gambit had worked.


    But my punch had been weak. An A-rank monster was not going to roll over and die from a single mediocre blow. But I had at least bought some time until it stood back up.


    Seizing the opening, I ran as fast as I could to get away from the place.


    


    The interior of the dungeon was a complex maze of passages.


    Those passages were filled with monsters and traps, and rarely, there would be treasure chests. That was what I had heard, at least.


    “Is there anything?!”


    I was looking for treasure chests. I was completely unarmed. Staying alive here without a weapon would be impossible. So I sprinted through the dungeon while keeping an eye out for treasure chests. If a chest showed up, there might be a weapon inside.


    “Gugaa!”


    Looking back, I saw that the bugbear was right behind me. Between me punching it and knocking it down and it catching back up to me, about twenty-five seconds had elapsed.


    I would have to find something to get out of this situation in those twenty-five seconds. This time, I had come up short.


    There was a splattering sound of my organs being crushed.


    I died again.


    


    On about the 150th attempt…


    “Die!!!”


    I dodged the bugbear’s attack and punched it in the face. Once it fell over here, I would have bought myself twenty-five seconds.


    But this time around, delivering the punch had felt different. Out of sheer chance, my fist had struck the beast in the eye.


    “Gugraaaaaaaa!”


    It roared in pain.


    Anyone would be in pain after taking a blow to the eye like that.


    That was it! If I aimed for the eyes, I might be able to buy more time. I should try to hit them going forward.


    After that, I scrambled full speed through the dungeon while searching for treasure chests until the bugbear caught back up to me. Twenty-five seconds had already passed, but the bugbear had not yet attacked. It was taking longer to get back up because I had struck it in the eye.


    I came upon a passage I definitely hadn’t seen before. I’d reached a place I wouldn’t have been able to get to within the twenty-five-second time limit.


    “Ah!”


    There had been a trap right below me. A pitfall. Following the laws of nature, I fell straight down. There were a bunch of spears at the bottom of the pitfall. They ran through me with a sickening squelch.


    This time was a failure, too. But I felt a sense of exaltation. Because right before I died, I noticed there was a hidden passage at the bottom of the pitfall.


    


    I had found a hidden passage past the pitfall. But even after dying a bunch more times, I still struggled to reach it. First of all, I had to evade all the bugbear’s attacks. I had repeated this process dozens of times now, so my movements were refined. The more times I repeated things, the higher my success rate became, but I still failed one in three times.


    Then, after dodging the attacks, I needed to hit the bugbear in the eye with my fist. If I only hit its face, I would only get twenty-five seconds. If I hit its eye, my time limit increased to thirty-five seconds. By sprinting at full speed for thirty-five seconds, I could finally get back to the pitfall.


    My problems started once I was in the pit. If I just fell, the spears would skewer me. I had to adjust how I fell to avoid getting run through, but that was hard to aim for.


    On the two hundredth attempt.


    “I finally did it.”


    I managed to get to the bottom of the pitfall without being skewered.


    “Graaaagh!”


    “Ugh!”


    Looking up, I saw the bugbear stretch its arm down to try to attack me. But its arm was just barely too short. It couldn’t reach me.


    It was probably safe to assume there would be a lull in my battle with the bugbear for the time being.


    “There really is a hidden passage down here.”


    I walked down the corridor until it opened into a wide space. In the middle of this chamber was a treasure chest.


    “There!”


    Shouting with joy over finding what I had been looking for, I opened the chest.


    “What’s this? A jewel?”


    There was some sort of translucent crystal inside.
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    Wisdom Crystal Acquired


    The effect will automatically activate.
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    “Whoa!”


    The sudden message took me by surprise. While I was still caught up in my emotions, the contents of the message changed.
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    Please select one of the following skills to acquire:


    S-rank:


    <Item Box> <Enhanced Recovery> <Enhanced Mana Regeneration> <Abbreviated Casting> <Acceleration> <Stealth>


    A-rank:


    <Healing Magic> <Barrier Magic> <Fire Magic> <Water Magic> <Wind Magic> <Earth Magic> <Alchemy> <Command Magic> <Enhanced Memory>


    B-rank:


    <Sword Proficiency> <Archery Proficiency> <Ax Proficiency> <Spear Proficiency> <Shield Proficiency> <Martial Arts Proficiency> <Status Cloaking>


    C-rank:


    <Physical Enhancement> <Detection> <Mana Generation> <Fire Resistance> <Water Resistance> <Wind Resistance> <Earth Resistance> <Poison Resistance> <Paralysis Resistance> <Curse Resistance>


    D-rank:


    <Appraisal> <Taunt> <Enhanced Strength> <Enhanced Endurance> <Enhanced Agility> <Enhanced Stamina> <Enhanced Vision> <Enhanced Hearing>
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    The big list of skills was bewildering. Normally, skills were something that you were born with, and most people died without ever possessing a single one. I was one of those people who had been born lacking a skill, of course. That was why I made a living tilling a field instead of adventuring.


    But now, I could pick out any of these skills I liked that were almost impossible to acquire. When you looked at it like that, this Wisdom Crystal had a pretty extraordinary ability.


    Of course, it had come from a chest in an S-rank dungeon. The chest wouldn’t have been worth hunting down if it didn’t contain a top-tier item.


    The problem was, which should I take?


    From the outset, I could immediately write off Healing Magic and Fire Magic and all those other casting skills. In order to use magic, you first needed the Mana Generation skill. I could have picked out Mana Generation, but it wouldn’t help me at all right now on its own.


    Likewise, the weapon proficiency skills assumed you had a weapon to wield already, so they wouldn’t help, either, since I was unarmed.


    By thinking things through like that, I had already whittled down my choices.


    “The standard play would be getting an S-rank skill.”


    I focused on the S-rank skills. First of all, Item Box was right out. It was convenient, but I needed a skill that could improve my fighting power right now. Enhanced Recovery was probably useful, but taking pretty much any hit meant death for me at the moment, so it probably wasn’t necessary, either. Enhanced Mana Regeneration was out, too, since I did not have mana. Abbreviated Casting was also unnecessary, since I couldn’t use magic.


    That left Acceleration and Stealth. Presumably, Acceleration would enhance my running speed. If it would allow me to just keep fleeing from any monsters I bumped into, it wouldn’t be too bad. Stealth would let me move around while hiding from them, though, so it wasn’t bad, either.


    What I needed right now was some way to escape this dungeon without dying. Both skills would increase my survivability.


    This is tough…


    “All right, let’s go with Stealth.”


    Making my choice, I tapped STEALTH. A message window appeared.
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    Skill Acquired: Stealth
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    I chose Stealth because I thought it would let me move around while conserving more stamina than Acceleration. If I had chosen Acceleration, I might have been able to shake off monsters that found me, but it would cost some amount of stamina. And I doubted I would have the stamina to escape from every monster I was sure to encounter using Acceleration.


    As I stood there thinking, there was a sound.


    Turning around, I noticed that the entrance I had used to get into the room was closed.


    “I’m locked inside.”


    Just as I murmured this, several magic circles appeared.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    Out from the circles came bugbears. Ten in total.


    “…Huh?”


    The next instant, a bugbear pummeled me to death.


    


    “Hah!”


    I opened my eyes.


    “Graaaaaaauuuugh!”


    There was a single bugbear in front of me. It was a familiar scene.


    Apparently, I had returned all the way back to the start.


    After all that pain and suffering, I had reached the treasure chest, and it wound up being for nothing.


    No, should I even be going for it?


    The moment I opened the chest and got a skill, I would be forced to fight ten bugbears. There was probably no getting out of that room until they were all dead, too.


    “Ah.”


    While I was thinking about that, the bugbear’s paw had closed in on my face.


    The next moment, I died.


    


    “But I don’t really have any ideas for how to get out of this other than that treasure chest.”


    Using the chest, I could gain a skill. On the one hand, I didn’t have any skills other than Save & Reset, so getting one would be a big step forward. But on the other, was it even possible to take down ten bugbears just from the power of one more skill? I was already having this much trouble with the one bugbear here.


    I didn’t really remember the full list of skills from the chest, but was there really anything on it that could take down ten whole bugbears?


    Not that there was much point in dwelling on it now.


    Just get back to the treasure room again, then try to find an answer.


    “Graaaagh!”


    “Shi—!”


    My head was slammed into the wall, and I died.


    


    “All right.”


    I’ve got a plan, so let’s get to it.


    First, slip in close to avoid the first attack. Then roll to the left, dodging the next attack.


    There was a pulpy sound.


    I had repeated this series of motions over and over, so I was able to do it cleanly, but that came back and bit me in the ass, apparently. I had started moving before the bugbear had begun the attack. Because of that, it could swing its arm after seeing me move.


    I couldn’t move too fast, either. The timing was actually really precise.


    


    “Shit.”


    Every time I died, my whole body was hit with this terrible pain, so the mental strain was awful. But there was no way I could stop, either. If I let up, I would immediately get killed.


    “All right.”


    This time, I avoided the bugbear’s whole attack pattern and managed to get some distance from it. All that was left was to dodge its reckless charge and hit it in the eye.


    But I missed the eye and hit it in the nose. It really was hard to aim that precisely. I still ran at full speed for the pitfall, but the bugbear caught up and killed me.


    Am I really going to be able to even make it back to the chest?


    


    Around 220 attempts in.


    “Haaah. I finally made it back.”


    I had fallen into the pitfall while avoiding the spears at the bottom. From here, I wouldn’t be attacked by monsters until I opened the chest, so I took a rest.


    Lying down on the ground, I closed my eyes. It had been a long time since I’d done that.


    Maybe I could just stay here forever.


    At some point, I fell asleep like that.


    “Ah.”


    I opened my eyes.


    How long was I out?


    I didn’t have any way of telling time, so I had no idea. My stomach was growling.


    Right, I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since being thrown into the dungeon. That meant if I just stayed here, I would eventually starve to death.


    And I had decided to escape this dungeon in order to get revenge, so I had no intention of taking that route.


    Break time is over.


    I moved forward.
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    Please select one of the following skills to acquire:


    S-rank:


    <Item Box> <Enhanced Recovery> <Enhanced Mana Regeneration> <Abbreviated Casting> <Acceleration> <Stealth>


    A-rank:


    <Healing Magic> <Barrier Magic> <Fire Magic> <Water Magic> <Wind Magic> <Earth Magic> <Alchemy> <Command Magic> <Enhanced Memory>


    B-rank:


    <Sword Proficiency> <Archery Proficiency> <Ax Proficiency> <Spear Proficiency> <Shield Proficiency> <Martial Arts Proficiency> <Status Cloaking>


    C-rank:


    <Physical Enhancement> <Detection> <Mana Generation> <Fire Resistance> <Water Resistance> <Wind Resistance> <Earth Resistance> <Poison Resistance> <Paralysis Resistance> <Curse Resistance>


    D-rank:


    <Appraisal> <Taunt> <Enhanced Strength> <Enhanced Endurance> <Enhanced Agility> <Enhanced Stamina> <Enhanced Vision> <Enhanced Hearing>
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    I opened the chest and the skill selection screen again.


    Which skill to take, though? Stealth was no good. Even with the skill, in a confined space like this, the bugbears would still find me. And since I would have to kill them to get out, any skill that didn’t help in actual combat was a no go.


    “All right, this, then.”


    The skill I chose was Acceleration.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    The next instant, ten bugbears appeared in the room.


    Time to find out whether this is the right choice or not.


    “Graaaagh!”


    The nearest bugbear roared and closed in.


    “Accelerate!!!”


    I activated my newly acquired skill. Suddenly, I felt as though the flow of time had slowed.


    Wow, I can see them like they’re in slow motion.


    The bugbear’s paw was swinging straight down at me.


    I avoided it.


    Until now, I had struggled to follow these monsters’ movements, but with this skill, I could probably dodge their attacks perfectly.


    After that, I succeeded in continuously avoiding the ten bugbears’ furious strikes. Floating like a butterfly, I avoided every attack.


    But even if I could avoid everything, there was no point in that.


    I was sure of it after racing all around the room. I really could not find any exit. It was completely sealed off.


    Most likely, I would have to kill all the bugbears in order to get out.


    That meant there was no point in just constantly evading.


    So now I need to fight back.


    “Graaaagh!”


    I dodged a bugbear’s attack with a sidestep, then punched it in the face. It recoiled for a second.


    I had landed the punch cleanly, but there was a worrying cracking sound.


    “Ah.”


    My right arm was broken. Evidently, my arm couldn’t handle the impact of a punch delivered while I was accelerating.


    And there was another pain point, too: I’d left myself wide open when I attacked. Obviously, the bugbears would take advantage of that.


    “Argh!”


    A different bugbear struck me from the side.


    I slammed into the wall and died.


    


    “Dammit.”


    Back at the start, I cursed bitterly. I had gotten so far, but now I had to redo everything because I’d bitten the dust.


    But there was some hope, at least. Learning that I could dodge the bugbears’ every attack when I was using Acceleration was big. Offense was still a concern, but if I could keep dodging, then I should have all the chances to attack I would need.


    All right, that’s the plan. I’ll pick Acceleration, then find a way out of that room.


    Before that, however, I would have to actually get back to that room.


    “Graaaagh!”


    I died as soon as the first bugbear appeared.


    


    Around the 225th attempt.


    “I’m finally back.”


    I reached the room with the chest again. It really was so much effort to get back there. I’d died five times in the process. Not that I was keeping a close count, so that number probably wasn’t quite right.


    “All right, now to grab Acceleration.”


    Opening the chest, I selected Acceleration without any hesitation.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    The bugbears roared.


    All right, let’s do this.


    


    “Fuuuuuuck! Why won’t it work?!”


    It was around my three hundredth try.


    In all those attempts, I had picked Acceleration sixteen times. And on the sixteenth try, I had died surrounded by bugbears.


    At first, I’d optimistically assumed that I would eventually be able to make it out of the room if I chose Acceleration. But the more times I tried, the more hopeless I became.


    “Haaah… Haaah… Haaah… Haaah…”


    At some point, I had started breathing heavily.


    The weakness of Acceleration was that it drained stamina really fast. I could only use it to its limit for about three minutes. During that time, I would have to defeat the ten bugbears. And so far, I hadn’t managed to kill even one of them.


    There were several problems.


    First of all, it was a huge issue that the skill didn’t increase my attack power, no matter how fast I moved. I had assumed that an attack that was weak to begin with would at least be capable of doing something if it was delivered fast enough, but every single time I attacked at speed, my arm broke. At that rate, I couldn’t really attack very many times.


    The next idea I had was to aim for weak points. Acceleration worked for my brain and my visual acuity, too, allowing me to attack precisely with perfect aim. So I could, for example, hit them directly in the eye. The bugbear shrieked and writhed in pain. But, to be frank, that was it. It wasn’t blinded, and once the pain subsided some, it resumed its assault. I could attack their eyes, but that was nowhere near a lethal wound.


    I also attempted circling behind them and trying to strangle the bugbears, but even if I managed to get one in a stranglehold, one of the others would just kill me.


    But I kept struggling with it, thinking there must be some way ahead. I tried it over and over.


    Thinking back, I was afraid to admit it. I was scared to acknowledge the reality that even with an S-rank skill, I couldn’t really deal any damage.


    Would it really be possible for me to escape this dungeon when I couldn’t do anything with even an S-rank skill?


    Perhaps because of that, I kept taking Acceleration during the back half of my runs that reached the chest, even though I was not making any progress. I kept thinking there had to be some way out.


    But I needed to just accept it: I could not kill the bugbears with Acceleration.


    That was my conclusion on the three hundredth attempt.


    I had to redo everything from the start.


    


    “Fuuuuuck…!”


    Recognizing that I couldn’t kill the bugbears with Acceleration, I got desperate.


    I had been so excited by the skill’s awesome effect at first, but it was seriously draining knowing that all those times I had chosen it were for naught.


    But I wasn’t allowed to stop moving forward, since the moment I died, I was put back to right before the first bugbear attacked.


    Even if I was rattled, I would just drop dead again if I did nothing.


    But even so, it was really hard to get into gear.


    “Hate…”


    So I thought back to it all. To Namia, to Darga, and to the villagers who framed me.


    “Hate, hate, hate…!”


    Resentment was my motivation. Without it, I would have broken already for sure.


    “I will get out of this dungeon and take revenge with my own two hands.”


    Renewing my resolve, I started moving forward again.


    Around the 350th attempt.


    I reached the room with the treasure chest again.
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    Please select one of the following skills to acquire:


    S-rank:


    <Item Box> <Enhanced Recovery> <Enhanced Mana Regeneration> <Abbreviated Casting> <Acceleration> <Stealth>


    A-rank:


    <Healing Magic> <Barrier Magic> <Fire Magic> <Water Magic> <Wind Magic> <Earth Magic> <Alchemy> <Command Magic> <Enhanced Memory>


    B-rank:


    <Sword Proficiency> <Archery Proficiency> <Ax Proficiency> <Spear Proficiency> <Shield Proficiency> <Martial Arts Proficiency> <Status Cloaking>


    C-rank:


    <Physical Enhancement> <Detection> <Mana Generation> <Fire Resistance> <Water Resistance> <Wind Resistance> <Earth Resistance> <Poison Resistance> <Paralysis Resistance> <Curse Resistance>


    D-rank:


    <Appraisal> <Taunt> <Enhanced Strength> <Enhanced Endurance> <Enhanced Agility> <Enhanced Stamina> <Enhanced Vision> <Enhanced Hearing>
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    Okay, Acceleration and Stealth are both out, so what do I take next?


    The only S-rank skill that looked maybe useful was Enhanced Recovery. It probably let you heal quickly from injuries, but most of the time, I was dying in a single hit. It really felt kind of pointless to be taking.


    That meant searching lower on the list.


    First up were the A-rank skills, but they were mostly magic-oriented. Without the Mana Generation skill to actually generate mana in your body, they were all pointless, so they were naturally out of consideration. Memory Enhancement was the one A-rank skill that didn’t deal with magic, but I couldn’t think of any helpful applications of that skill in this situation.


    This meant I had to drop to the B-rank skills, but these mostly assumed you had some kind of weapon. Sword Proficiency wasn’t going to have an effect if you didn’t have a sword to wield. Those were all boondoggles for me, since I didn’t have any weapons. But there was one skill in B rank that didn’t require a weapon.


    “If I’m going in order, then I guess I’ll pick this.”


    That skill was Martial Arts Proficiency.
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    Skill Acquired: Martial Arts Proficiency
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    There was a message the moment I selected it. Just to be sure I actually got it, I opened the status screen.
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    Kiska


    Skill 1: Save & Reset


    Skill 2: Martial Arts Proficiency Lv 1


    Skill 3: Empty


    Skill 4: Empty


    Skill 5: Empty
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    Yeah, it’s there. And I guess I’ll read the skill description, too.
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    Martial Arts Proficiency Lv 1


    Activates when unarmed or wielding weapons with minimal reach.


    Gain martial arts ability.


    Enhances some physical abilities.
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    It was pretty much what I imagined. Having my physical abilities enhanced would be nice. That should boost my attack power.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    I heard the bugbears roar.


    All right, let’s do this.


    Three seconds later, I died.


    “Dammit!”


    Well, I kind of knew it already. Dodging bugbear attacks was hard. And even a degree of Martial Arts Proficiency didn’t make it much easier. Thanks to the skill, I could move a little bit faster, and my attack power was higher, but it was still a drop in the bucket against a swarm of A-rank monsters.


    “I’m going to have to try this more than once.”


    I knew it was never going to go smoothly the first time. If I tried over and over, though, and really learned their movements and figured out the optimal responses, there would eventually be a spark of hope.


    “All right.”


    I fired myself up and started by dodging the initial attack of the first bugbear.


    


    It was now my 315th attempt, give or take, and my fifth time using Martial Arts Proficiency to face off against the ten bugbears.


    “This is impossible…”


    Having fought them so many times, I was getting the hang of reading the bugbears’ attack patterns. Especially the first fifteen seconds of our brawls. I was confident I could dodge any move during that period of time. And there were plenty of opportunities to counter, too.


    “Eat this!”


    So I punched with all my might. There was a resounding thud. Compared to when I had punched while using Acceleration, my blows definitely felt stronger. But the bugbear was still standing there nonchalantly.


    “Graaaagh!”


    It swung its arm at me.


    I died again.


    “All right, maybe I should try a different skill.”


    I had only tried fighting five times with Martial Arts Proficiency, but after the last time, when I’d gotten too hung up on Acceleration and had gone through a bunch of pointless deaths, I decided it would be better to just move on.


    I suspected I would be able to fight better the more I mastered Martial Arts Proficiency, but I could always just go back to it later if whatever other skill I tried didn’t seem to be working.


    “But you’re first.”


    I stared at the first bugbear. Maybe because I had seen it so many times now, I felt a strange sort of kinship with it.


    Before anything else, I have to get away from you.


    “What should I pick next?”
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    Please select one of the following skills to acquire:


    S-rank:


    <Item Box> <Enhanced Recovery> <Enhanced Mana Regeneration> <Abbreviated Casting> <Acceleration> <Stealth>


    A-rank:


    <Healing Magic> <Barrier Magic> <Fire Magic> <Water Magic> <Wind Magic> <Earth Magic> <Alchemy> <Command Magic> <Enhanced Memory>


    B-rank:


    <Sword Proficiency> <Archery Proficiency> <Ax Proficiency> <Spear Proficiency> <Shield Proficiency> <Martial Arts Proficiency> <Status Cloaking>


    C-rank:


    <Physical Enhancement> <Detection> <Mana Generation> <Fire Resistance> <Water Resistance> <Wind Resistance> <Earth Resistance> <Poison Resistance> <Paralysis Resistance> <Curse Resistance>


    D-rank:


    <Appraisal> <Taunt> <Enhanced Strength> <Enhanced Endurance> <Enhanced Agility> <Enhanced Stamina> <Enhanced Vision> <Enhanced Hearing>
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    “Going in order, the next skill to take would be Physical Enhancement in the Cs.”


    So that’s what I tried. I also read the skill description.
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    Physical Enhancement Lv 1


    Strengthens all physical abilities.
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    It was pretty much what I expected.


    Martial Arts Proficiency also enhanced physical abilities, but I didn’t really know what the actual difference between the two skills was.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    I looked around and saw that I was already surrounded by bugbears.


    For starters, let’s just see what I can do, and maybe I’ll find out whether this is an effective skill or not.


    With that determination, five seconds later—I was pummeled to death.


    


    The 340th attempt, give or take.


    I chose Physical Enhancement from the chest.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    It was the same roar that happened every time they appeared. Maybe because I had heard it so many times, it was stuck in my head.


    First up were bugbears A and B attacking from my left and right. It always started with that attack. With perfect timing, it was possible to crouch and dodge the blows, and from the crouch, roll forward and kick off the ground. Thanks to Physical Enhancement, I could jump a little higher than a normal person.


    After doing that, bugbear C was right in front of me, and I could do a handspring off its head. As I came down, I kicked at bugbear D.


    “Graaaagh!”


    The bugbear growled, but it had not sustained particularly heavy damage. Landing on the ground, I swept my right leg. Bugbear D fell to the ground.


    I wanted to land a follow-up hit, but bugbears C and E were attacking, so I ran toward E and slid with my body close to the ground, sliding just under E, which had jumped up a little to assail me.


    All right, I made it through twenty seconds!


    Internally, I celebrated the milestone a little. It was probably because of how many times I had fought it, but I was able to read the monsters’ movement, and I was starting to be able to react and move with them, too.


    Next, bugbears A, B, and F would surround me to attack. In response, I jumped up into the air.


    Perfect timing.


    I landed on B’s outstretched arm. Clenching my fist, I punched my foe right in the face. There was a resounding impact. It was definitely a serious blow.


    “Ah.”


    As I landed on the ground, bugbear F caught me and threw me into the wall.


    There was a splat as my skull cracked open.


    I was already dead.


    


    Across several fights, I figured out the difference between Martial Arts Proficiency and Physical Enhancement.


    The description of the Martial Arts Proficiency skill went something like this:
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    Martial Arts Proficiency Lv 1


    Activates when unarmed or wielding weapons with minimal reach.


    Gain martial arts ability.


    Enhances some physical abilities.
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    While the description for Physical Enhancement was:


    
      [image: ]
    

    Physical Enhancement Lv 1


    Enhances all physical abilities.
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    Both descriptions mentioned something about enhancing physical abilities, but when you put them side by side like this, the slight differences were pretty apparent. According to the description for Martial Arts Proficiency, the skill enhanced some physical abilities, whereas Physical Enhancement had no qualifier.


    So Physical Enhancement enhanced all physical abilities without exception, and Martial Arts Proficiency had some exceptions. Then the question was, what exactly did Martial Arts Proficiency enhance? After using it for a number of fights, I had an idea for what it did and did not do.


    Physical Enhancement worked on strength, endurance, agility, and stamina, while Martial Arts Proficiency just enhanced strength and agility, but not endurance and stamina.


    That was why when I’d chosen Physical Enhancement, I had been able to stay conscious for a few seconds after being hit by attacks that would immediately knock me out when I chose Martial Arts Proficiency. Though, I still died from one attack either way.


    So what should I be prioritizing to kill ten bugbears?


    Endurance wasn’t something I needed. A little boost to that stat wasn’t going to let me survive a hit. Stamina and agility were harder to say. If I had more stamina, I could fight for longer. With how weak my attack power was, it would take time to kill the bugbears, so I was going to have to be prepared for a drawn-out fight. More agility made it more likely for me to dodge an attack, so it wasn’t something I would regret having, at least.


    But it was obvious that what I really needed most here was strength. When I had fought with Acceleration, my most obvious weakness was low attack power. With my blows that feeble, it hadn’t mattered how many times I attacked the bugbears, since none of my hits would kill them.


    So then which skill increased strength more? It was clear that was the one I needed to pick. But having fought using both skills, I didn’t really feel like there was a noticeable gap in strength between the two. So there probably wasn’t a big difference in whichever one I chose.


    But as I stood in front of the chest looking through the list of skills, I realized I had one other choice.


    “What about Enhanced Strength?”


    It was a D-rank skill. I hadn’t really considered it because of that, but if it increased strength more than the other two, then maybe there was some value in picking it.


    So that was what I decided to try.


    


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    “Give it a break already.”


    I was honestly getting really tired of hearing that same roar every time.


    This was my first fight picking Enhanced Strength. Attempt 345 or so? I really was just sort of counting based on feel, so it was definitely not exact.


    I crouched to avoid the opening attack, then continued to dodge the fierce onslaught of the bugbears.


    My agility wasn’t enhanced this time, so my body felt heavier than it had during the other times I’d fought. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t still fight. I just needed to read the bugbears’ moves and react. Just barely dodging was still a dodge.


    After evading a bugbear’s big swing by a hair, I hammered a fist into its stomach.


    There was a heavy thud.


    “Yeah, that feels weightier than before.”


    If my strength with Martial Arts Proficiency and Physical Enhancements was a 10, then it was maybe a 12 with Enhanced Strength. It was only 20 percent more, but that boost wasn’t nothing.


    Guess I’ve settled on the skill to choose.


    I was going to get out of this room with Enhanced Strength.


    


    Around the 360th attempt.


    I chose Enhanced Strength without hesitating.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    The usual roar greeted me.


    It was the same scene as always. I had died in this room more times than I could count, but I kept trying, motivated by my thirst for revenge.


    Ten bugbears surrounded me. Maybe because I had seen them so many times, I realized that there were slight differences in each one’s face. I could distinguish them from one another now. Because of that, I had given them simple identifiers: A, B, C, et cetera. No names, though, because giving them nicknames when I was trying to kill them would just be weird.


    A and B attacked first, from my left and right. Drawing them in to the last second, I stepped directly to the side, ending up face-to-face with A. I punched it with all my strength.


    “Graaaagh!”


    Bugbear A groaned and recoiled, though I didn’t have any time to pay attention to that.


    Half a second later, B swiped at my back with its claws, so I stepped forward. Using the momentum, I landed a follow-up attack on A.


    Two-tenths of a second later, C attacked from the side. I crouched back to evade it, then leaped to land a kick on A.


    Just as my foot connected, D attacked from behind me. By twisting my body backward, I was able to land in a handstand on D’s outstretched arm.


    Landing smoothly on D’s head, I kicked hard off it, charging forward—into a heel drop!


    “Graaaagh!”


    It landed right on A’s head. The monster wobbled from the heavy blow to the skill. Just a little more, and I would finish it.


    B and D attacked from there, so I crouched and aimed a heavy hit to A’s stomach.


    Blood—there was a spurt of blood from my fist. Just as I saw that, A was lifted into the air and slammed into the wall.


    Not yet.


    I leaped one more time, driving my fist into its face.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    “Yessss!!!”


    I’d heard before about gaining skill points by defeating monsters.


    And yeah, I had successfully defeated my first bugbear, so it was just natural that I would shout for joy.


    I had gone into this round with a specific goal: to defeat at least one monster. That was why I focused all my attacks on a single bugbear, and it had worked.


    So what was there for me to use my skill points on? I had heard the term before, but I didn’t really know what they were for.


    I hurried to open my status screen in order to look around.
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    Skill Points: 12


    Enhanced Strength Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10
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    “Ah, so you can level up a skill.”


    There was no reason to hesitate here. I immediately put in the skill points to level up my Enhanced Strength.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Enhanced Strength has gone up in level.


    Enhanced Strength Lv 1 [image: ] Enhanced Strength Lv 2
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    The next instant, I felt a surge of strength. My Enhanced Strength had leveled up without any issue.


    “Ha-ha-ha, I see. So if I can just defeat one, I’ll be able to level up.”


    I broke into a laugh realizing that.


    Maybe it was because I had finally defeated a monster, but I was exuberant. This wasn’t a bad feeling at all.


    “All right, this is where it starts. It doesn’t matter how many times I die, I’m gonna kill every last one of you…!”


    I laid out the terms for the bugbears, which didn’t understand a word I was saying.


    


    Around the 420th attempt.


    “Crap… I’m gonna go crazy here…”


    I had been so excited the first time I killed a bugbear, but I was really depressed now. I had died sixty times since then. I was able to get back to the treasure chest around every two and three attempts, so I’d had about forty shots at the fight.


    “And I still can’t kill a second bugbear!!!”


    If I just killed one, I could level up my Enhanced Strength skill. I’d figured that would make it easy to kill a second one, and yet in all my tries, I hadn’t been able to manage it once.


    There are ten of these assholes. I can’t start stalling out here.


    “Dammit!”


    The frustration had been building for a while now, and my concentration was fading, which was making me sloppy, which led to more and more mistakes.


    As a result, I ended up spiraling further in frustration.


    “The problem is stamina…”


    The bugbear I had just killed lay in front of me.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Enhanced Strength has gone up in level.


    Enhanced Strength Lv 1 [image: ] Enhanced Strength Lv 2
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    I immediately used my skill points.


    “Haah… Haah… Haah… Haah… Haah…”


    Meanwhile, my shoulders were heaving. Just killing one bugbear took a lot of stamina, and stamina didn’t just immediately regenerate. With as little vigor as I had, I couldn’t see myself killing all nine remaining bugbears, even if my Enhanced Strength had leveled up.


    “Get it together…!”


    I slapped my cheeks.


    Remember your revenge.


    Remember Namia.


    “I’m gonna get out of this dungeon.”


    I pushed forward.


    I stepped to the right while weaving in a feint. That let me get in close to bugbear B.


    Hammer him with everything!


    There was a dull thud. I was definitely stronger with another level in Enhanced Strength. Bugbear B recoiled, but my blow wasn’t enough to bring it down. The monster attacked again. I dodged with a backstep, but then C and D attacked me from behind. I got down low, almost getting bowled over as I slipped beneath their strikes. Then I jumped high, putting my hands on C’s head, performing a handspring, and using the momentum on landing to slam my fist into B’s face.


    I knew these sorts of tricky maneuvers confused the bugbears, making them a bit less sharp in their response. Seizing the opening, I landed another punch on B.


    This is where E should attack from the side, I think.


    I juked it and made like I was going to punch B again, but this was a feint. The bugbear tried to back up in order to avoid the punch but tripped over its own legs. It plummeted exactly as planned, and the moment it did, I kicked as hard as I could.


    “Gugyaaaaa!”


    B cried out in pain.


    That was the optimal pattern I had reached on my 420th attempt—
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    I did it. I’d finally killed a second bugbear. But I couldn’t bring myself to cheer.


    “Haah… Haah… Haah…”


    I could tell how badly I was gasping for air. I was honestly at my limits as far as stamina went. Would I really be able to take down eight more bugbears like this?


    I opened my status screen first, though, just to see if maybe I could boost my Enhanced Strength another level.
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    Skill Points: 8


    Enhanced Strength Lv 2


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 100
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    “That’s nowhere near enough.”


    I thought I would be able to get through this if killing a second bugbear could get me to level 3, but that hope just died.


    “This is pointless…”


    I could hear the sound of my will breaking.


    Five seconds later, I died.


    


    Around the five hundredth attempt.


    “Not again…”


    I began to weep. I was on the verge of a breakdown. The first bugbear was right in front of me.


    Even as I was decompensating, however, I still crouched to dodge the attack.


    “Why is it always me?! Why do I have to suffer like this?! It doesn’t make sense!”


    I pulled at my hair. Despite my complaints, I still kept dodging the bugbear’s attacks.


    “It’s all goddamn Darga’s fault. He’s the reason I have to go through hell.”


    My vision was blurry from the tears, and my footing was unsteady, but even so, I kept dodging the first bugbear’s attacks. Maybe because I had repeated them so, so, so many times, it almost felt like I could dodge this guy with my eyes closed.


    “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck fuck!!!”


    I was venting my grudge subconsciously.


    “If I run into Darga again, I’m going to kill him. But that’s not all. I’ll find the most brutal, miserable way I can to do it. I’ll try out every torture technique I can imagine. And I won’t stop at Darga—I’ll kill them all. Every single one of them is just as guilty for banishing me to the depths of this dungeon. Motherfuckers!”


    No matter how much I shouted, though, I couldn’t get control of myself. My fingers had been trembling for a while, and now my eyes were quivering, too, making it hard to see straight.


    “Ah…”


    At some point, I made it back to the treasure chest. I wasn’t thinking at all, so it felt almost like my body had just brought me here subconsciously.


    “This is impossible.”


    After a bunch more tries, I succeeded in killing a third bugbear, but it still didn’t give me enough skill points to reach level 3 in Enhanced Strength. I had preserved my stamina, refined my movements, and cut back on all unnecessary actions, and even still, I only just barely took down the third bugbear.


    “Yeah, but I can’t just sit around here forever, either…”


    I had completely lost my motivation.


    This time’s gonna be impossible, too…


    “Crap. I messed up.”
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    Skill Acquired: Taunt
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    Because I was spaced out, I’d accidentally selected Taunt instead of Enhanced Strength.


    This is something that catches monsters’ attention, right?


    In parties of adventurers, there is a role known as the “tank,” and they use Taunt to draw the attention of monsters and protect the rest of the party.


    “…There’s no way I can use this.”


    I should just get it over with and prepare for next time, but I guess it wouldn’t hurt to test out the skill while I have it.


    So I used Taunt against bugbear A, which would be the first to attack me.


    “Dumbass!” I yelled.


    Did that actually do it?


    “Guraaaaaa!”


    Bugbear A roared in anger, charging straight at me a lot more aggressively than it had on any other occasion. Apparently, the skill had activated.


    “Whoops.”


    I crouched and then realized:


    I dodged reflexively, but if I’m guaranteed to die this time, there’s no point in going out of my way to dodge.


    There was a whoosh, then a splatter of blood. Looking up, I saw A’s claws had torn deep into B’s throat.


    “Ugh…”


    My eyes widened.


    It wasn’t like they were intentionally attacking each other. But A, enraged and seeing red, did strike blindly and hit B in the process. B had clearly taken a lethal blow. It was obviously a lot more damage than I had done to them.


    “Moron.”


    I taunted A again. It charged resolutely at me, and I dodged it again at the last second. Its claws sank deep into B once more, and then B slumped to the ground. It was dead.


    “Heh. Heh-heh-heh.”


    I started cackling.


    “Mwa-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


    All of a sudden, I was just full-on cracking up. I had suffered and worked so hard in order to kill one of these things, and it had gone down like nothing when I used Taunt.


    How could I not laugh?


    “Argh, does that mean all the effort I was putting in until now was pointless?”


    Once I stopped laughing, though, the questions started. If I had known it was this easy to defeat a bugbear, I would have chosen Taunt from the start. All that effort I put into trying to kill them with Enhanced Strength was probably a complete waste…


    It was so freaking aggravating. But I could at least feel a little better by getting all of them to just kill themselves for me.


    “Bring it on, losers.”


    I taunted all the bugbears.


    


    Around the 510th attempt.


    Reaching the treasure chest, I chose Taunt without hesitation.


    ““Gugoooooooooooooooo!!!””


    The bugbears’ roars echoed in the room. I had already heard it so many times now.


    “Dumbasses.”


    First, I taunted A and B, the two closest to me. They charged at me from either side. I crouched at the last second to dodge them, letting the two creatures tear into each other instead.


    “Looks like you missed, morons.”


    ““Guraaaaaa!””


    I taunted A and B again, and they both charged blindly at me again. Making sure of that, I leaped forward. C and D were there in front of me, so I put my hand on C’s head, somersaulting as I jumped over it, and A and B slammed straight into C and D.


    “Graaaagh!”


    C and D tumbled backward and to the ground from the impact.


    All right, that’s a nice line.


    “Bring it on, losers.”


    Next, I taunted all the bugbears. They rushed immediately into a single place in order to attack me. Due to this, they all started their assaults while they were right next to each other. I dodged all of their attacks while they hit each other over and over when their strikes missed.


    “Hey, I’m over here.”


    I gave this taunt while holding out my hand.


    A bugbear turned and swung with all its might. I crouched to dodge, and A’s swing hit another bugbear. Realizing it had hit one of its fellows, the first bugbear tried to calm down and stop attacking, but I wasn’t going to let that happen. I taunted again, drawing another attack that I again dodged at the last moment. This time, the enraged creature hit yet another bugbear.


    I taunted craftily, luring them to hit each other over and over again.


    Just constantly taunting them.


    “Is your aim really that bad?”


    And they always rose to the taunt.


    It wasn’t hard to dodge the attacks. The bugbears’ attacks were burned into my memory from the thousands of times I’d had to dodge them. No matter what attack came, I just instinctively knew how to move in order to dodge it.


    In seemingly no time, there was just one bugbear left. It had taken several attacks along the way though, because it was bleeding all over. On top of that, maybe it was exhausted, but it didn’t seem to have any drive to attack and was just standing there.


    “Hey, who said you could stop, loser?”


    “Graaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


    When I taunted, it suddenly switched into an attack. I dodged the attack with the bare minimum movement, sidestepping it and sticking out my foot. The bugbear tripped over my foot and tumbled forward. Looking closer, I saw that it was unconscious, maybe even dead already.
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    “Phew.”


    I let out a deep breath. I was feeling more relief than joy. But gradually, the joy began to grow.


    “Yeaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


    I celebrated with a full-on victory shout.


    On about the 510th attempt, I finally managed to get through all ten of the bugbears that appeared in the room.


    


    All the bugbears were down, but there was no sign of an exit from the room. But looking closer, I realized there were still some bugbears that were just unconscious and weren’t dead yet. Apparently, I had to actually finish them all, though, in order to get out, so I picked up one of the bugbear fangs that had fallen out during the fighting.


    Using that, I landed the finishing blow on one of the unconscious bugbears.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    Ah, so if I didn’t finish them myself, I wouldn’t get the skill points. There were three that were only unconscious, so I went around finishing them all off. Once I did, there was a big rumble, and looking around, I saw an exit appear.


    With that, I was finally, finally able to leave the room.


    How many skill points did I get for this anyway?


    I was curious, so I checked the status screen.
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    Skill Points: 10


    Taunt Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10
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    I could technically push Taunt to level 2, but I didn’t really know what the upside of doing that was. And it’s not like I needed to rush to use the points, so I could just save them for now.


    “I am really hungry, though.”


    I rubbed my stomach. Usually, adventurers brought in rations with them when they went into the dungeon, but I had been banished into the depths of the place as a criminal, so I obviously hadn’t been given food.


    “I’m going to have to keep moving after this, so I should get something to eat.”


    I also needed to find a source of water.


    I did, of course, have one lead: the corpses of the bugbears in front of me. I could fill my stomach on their flesh and wet my lips with their blood. Monster meat made it out into the market pretty regularly, so I had eaten it before. Since I couldn’t start a fire, I was going to have to eat it raw.


    However, that would be no easy task.


    “But I can’t go without eating, either.”


    So I used a fang from a bugbear to try and break down its body. Their flesh was way too hard, so it took a lot of time, but I eventually managed to get it into chunks that were small enough for me to eat.


    I took a bite and started chewing.


    “Disgusting.”


    The meat was bloody and had a gamy smell.


    If I could have at least made a fire, it would at least be more palatable.


    


    After I finished eating, I also hung some pieces of meat from my belt to save for later. Then I took my first step out of the treasure chest room.


    Outside, the dungeon expanded into a large pathway that broke into several different routes, like a maze would. I faltered over which direction I should go.


    “What part of the dungeon am I even in, anyway…?”


    Katarph Dungeon was a famous S-rank dungeon that had never been cleared, so people didn’t even know how deep it ran.


    “I should probably look for the entrance rather than the exit.”


    The deeper you went in and the closer you came to the exit, the stronger the monsters became, so aiming for the entrance should presumably be better for survival.


    “The problem is, which way do I need to go to find the exit?”


    I guess I just have to pick a direction and go.


    With that, I started moving through the dungeon.
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    “Shit, shit, shit!”


    I was running through the dungeon with a headless mule—an A-rank monster—on my tail. The monster resembled a mule without a head that was cloaked in flames.


    A bunch of these things were wandering the floor, so I had attempted to sneak around to avoid getting spotted, and yet they had finally caught me.


    I was running as fast as I could at the moment, but my pursuer was definitely closing in.


    “Ah.”


    Just then, the monster tackled and killed me.


    


    “Hah…”


    Time had clearly wound back, but I had been brought to a different scene from every other time I had reset; it was when I was on the verge of leaving the treasure room.


    Every other time I had died, I went back to the point right before the first bugbear attacked me. However, my revival point now seemed to have changed.


    To be honest, the thought of having to fight the bugbears all over again every time I died was heartbreaking, so I was grateful for the update. But if I couldn’t figure out this new floor, I wouldn’t be able to make any more progress.


    There’s some fresh new hell waiting for me—I just know it.


    


    Attempt 520-ish.


    I learned some things from combing the floor and getting killed by headless mules a bunch of times along the way. First of all, I couldn’t find any stairs to reach a different level of the dungeon. Instead…


    “It’s a teleportation sigil…”


    …there was a geometric pattern on the ground in front of me. In all likelihood, it would send me somewhere else once I stepped into it.


    “And another here.”


    It wasn’t just one.


    “There are three in total.”


    Well, crap. I’m sure I have to pick one to progress, but which to step on?


    But it wasn’t like I had to worry. Even if I picked the wrong one, I would just die and come back again before this. So I just stepped right into the sigil in front of me without another thought.


    At the other end of the teleporter, there was just a straight path. I simply followed it, and eventually, I ran into something that was clearly out of place in the dungeon.


    “A girl…?”


    Though it wasn’t just a girl. She was sleeping, and a barrier had been erected around her to prevent her from getting out. There was a chain-like thing wrapped around her waist, too.


    “Beautiful…”


    She had a shapely face, glossy black hair, and pale skin. She was prettier than any girl I had ever seen. The girl wore armor on her chest and forearms, so she looked sort of like an adventurer.


    Without thinking, I reached out toward her. There was a cracking sound, like that of glass shattering.


    “Ah!”


    I recoiled half a step, not expecting the barrier to break so easily. At the same moment, the girl inside started moving. Slowly, she opened her eyes.


    “Phhh, you freed me from the seal.”


    The voice sounded familiar.


    Right.


    It was the same voice that had granted me the Save & Reset skill right before the bugbear attacked me.


    “You gave me that skill?” I asked.


    “Yes, that’s right.” She nodded.


    “…Who are you?”


    “Ageha Tsubaki. A hero sealed away is about the gist, I guess. What’s your name?”


    A hero sealed away? What’s the deal with that?


    “I’m Kiska.”


    “Kiska. That’s a nice name,” she said, then seemed to size me up. “Hey, would you mind crouching down a little?”


    “Huh?”


    I didn’t really know what she wanted, but I did as she asked anyway.
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    “Mm.”


    My eyes widened. Suddenly, she placed her lips against mine.


    “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?”


    I pulled myself away from her.


    “I thought I was thanking you. Should I not have done that?”


    She cocked her head a bit.


    Forget about whether it was bad or not—it doesn’t make sense.


    “What do you want to do?” I asked.


    “Nothing in particular… Ah, right. You wanted to escape the dungeon, right?”


    “Yeah…,” I replied.


    “Right. In that case, if you follow me, I can get you out,” she said, starting to walk.


    Honestly, something about her was ominous, but if she could free me from this place, then that was more than I could hope for, so I started following her.


    


    This Ageha girl was absurdly strong.


    She summoned a sword out of thin air and began slicing through A-rank monsters like it was nothing.


    If I follow her, I might actually be able to get out of here.


    “Hey, Kiska. Am I strong?”


    “Yeah, you are really strong.”


    “Aren’t I?” she answered proudly.


    She could slay the monsters easily enough to keep up a conversation while doing it and not even break a sweat.


    “Hey, whereabouts in the dungeon are we anyway?”


    “Hmm… Most likely the forty-fifth floor.”


    The forty-fifth floor. Evidently, I had been sent really deep.


    “And where are we headed now?”


    “The dungeon boss.”


    She said that without any hesitation.


    “Wouldn’t it be better to go back to the entrance?” I asked.


    “Unfortunately, once you’ve come to this floor, there aren’t any means of going back to the entrance.”


    “…Really?”


    In that case, it was natural to head to the dungeon boss and exit.


    “Are you worried?” she asked.


    “Well, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little anxious.”


    “You can rest easy. I’ll protect you.”


    “Really.”


    She sliced down the monsters who attacked us one after the other. The monsters were reduced to pieces before her blade, and they disappeared.


    “Hey, you’ve been making things appear and disappear for a while now. How are you doing that?” I asked.


    “Ah, that’s a skill called Item Box. Pretty handy, right?” she responded.


    Right, I had seen a skill of the same name after using the Wisdom Crystal. So if she had a bunch of things in her Item Box, that would explain the things she’d been pulling out. And then she was retrieving the materials from the dead monsters, including their magic stones, and putting them in her Item Box.


    “Umm, Ms. Ageha—”


    “Just Ageha is fine. I look younger than you anyway.”


    “All right, sure. So why were you in a place like that, Ageha?”


    “Ahh, I was sealed away a long time ago. Someone set me up.”


    A trap, huh? Maybe she’s in the same sort of situation as me.


    “Should I return the skill you gave me…?” I asked.


    “What, Save & Reset? You don’t need to give that back to me. I’ll be fine without it. But it looks like you’ve really put some mileage into it.”


    “Well, I was pretty desperate to stay alive.”


    “Still, though, I’m glad you came to me like this. I’m really grateful to you.”


    “Really?”


    “If you hadn’t come, I would have just stayed sealed away there forever. I owe you my life,” she said.


    “That’s a little overselling it, isn’t it?”


    “Not at all.”


    “Well, I managed to stay alive thanks to the skill you gave me, so I guess we owe each other.”


    “Hee-hee, true enough.”


    We were cruising through the dungeon at a smooth pace. It was scarily smooth, even. Not that I was doing much of anything.


    “This is a mid-boss room.”


    Ageha stopped in front of the door.


    “What sort of monster is it?”


    “Well, I don’t really know. But don’t sweat it, I’ll protect you.”


    “Ah, thanks.”


    It did feel a bit pathetic hearing a girl say she would protect me. But she was clearly stronger than I was, so that was how the cookie crumbled. Anyway, we entered the room.


    “A golem, huh? That’s an S-rank monster.”


    There was a giant ten-meter-tall monster that resembled a building in front of us.


    “Stay back, Kiska.”


    “Got it.”


    A furious battle played out between Ageha and the golem. She charged forward boldly with her sword. Her movements were nimble and powerful. She didn’t show any fear, even against such a massive golem.


    “Incredible…”


    At this rate, she might beat the golem easily, too.


    “Agh.”


    Just after I had that thought, Ageha failed to fully prevent one of the golem’s strikes and was knocked back.


    Not good.


    The golem prepared to deliver another blow before Ageha regained her footing.


    “Eyes on me, loser.”


    Acting on instinct, I used my Taunt on the golem. The monster turned to me at once.


    “No, Kiska!”


    Ageha shouted this immediately, but I couldn’t just sit back and let her save me from everything.


    The golem slammed down its fist at me.


    “As it happens, dodging is the one thing I’m good at.”


    I had a lottttt of experience evading bugbear attacks. Compared to that, it wasn’t too hard to avoid the golem’s.


    “C’mon, hit me!”


    I taunted it again, and the golem unleashed a series of attacks on me.


    It was fine, though; its movements were slower and more monotonous than the bugbears’. If you just watched closely, it was a breeze to dodge. I just needed to buy some time for Ageha to recover.


    “Thank you, Kiska. I can beat it with this.”


    Ageha was holding a glittering greatsword; she must have used the time I’d bought her to activate a skill.


    “Sacred Sword Art: Dragonslayer Slash!”


    She swung the sword, splitting the golem in two. It was obvious at a glance that it was dead.


    “Kiska!”


    Ageha leaped toward my chest, and I hurried to catch her.


    “We did it!”


    “Yeah, we did.” I nodded.


    Everything was going smoothly. That’s what I thought then.


    


    “Ah, there’s a hideout here.”


    At the end of a tunnel we had needed to crouch to enter, there was a little safe space we could use. It even had a bed, a sofa, a table, and chairs.


    “Should we stay here for today?” Ageha asked.


    We had spent a long time exploring, so I had no objections, but…


    “Why is there a place like this inside the dungeon?”


    “Most likely, the vampire made it for herself.”


    “Vampire?”


    “Yes. Judit the Vampire. She’s a monster that has made this dungeon her base.”


    “Wait, what? Should we just use this, then? If she gets mad…”


    “It will probably be fine,” Ageha said as she sat on the bed.


    If she’s saying that, then I guess I should just trust it.


    “Hey, Kiska, come here. I want to talk more with you.”


    “Hm? Ah…sure, I guess.”


    I sat next to her like she requested.


    “Do you not feel disgusted by me, Ageha?”


    I took the moment to ask something that had been on my mind for a while.


    “Why would I?”


    “I mean, look, I have silver hair.”


    I had faced oppression in the village due to the color of my hair. Silver hair was the distinguishing trait of arcsians, a group everyone loathed and despised. That was why no one ever looked at me warmly when they saw my hair.


    “Really? I think it looks pretty cool.”


    “Cool…?”


    “Mhm. The silver is so dreamy and pretty.”


    “O-oh yeah?”


    She was the second person to ever compliment my hair, after Namia.


    “But I might just think that because I’m from a different world.”


    “A different world…?”


    “Right, I came from another world,” Ageha said.


    For real? I’ve never heard of anything like that before.


    “Do you not believe me?”


    “No, I do.”


    “Hee-hee. I had a feeling you would say that.”


    Ageha leaned against me. Maybe she was just touchy-feely and didn’t have a great sense for other people’s boundaries. Maybe being this close was just normal in her world.


    “Shall we have some food?” Ageha asked, while taking some monster meat out of her Item Box.


    After that, Ageha started to cook some food. The dish wasn’t too elaborate, since we were inside a dungeon, but it was still delicious. Once we finished, I decided to go to sleep early, since I was tired.


    But there was only one bed to sleep in.


    “You take the bed, Ageha. I can just sleep on the sofa.”


    “There’s no need for that. You can just sleep on the bed with me.”


    “That’s a bit much.”


    She accepted that, so I took the sofa, and she slept on the bed.


    It feels like with her help, I’ll be able to get out of this dungeon somehow or another.


    I felt really bad being almost a total deadweight, but I was practically powerless compared to her, so I didn’t have much choice but to keep relying on her going forward.


    “Hm…?”


    Lying there with my eyes shut, I suddenly felt a weight on my stomach. I opened my eyes and saw Ageha sitting on me.


    “I snuck over.”


    She sat there with an innocent look on her face.


    “Hey, what are—?”


    She interrupted me with a kiss.


    “Hey, Kiska. Feel my heart. It’s racing so fast, isn’t it?”


    She took my hand and pressed it against her chest. There was a soft feeling, but I couldn’t really take the time to enjoy it.


    “I love you, Kiska.”


    “…Huh?”


    “I love love love love love love love love love you sooooo much!”


    “W-wait, what? I haven’t even done anything that would make you fall for me.”


    “What are you saying? You’re the one who saved me.”


    “Saved…?”


    “Mhm. I’ve been sealed in the depths of this dungeon for sooooooooooooo long. I waited a hundred years all alone, hoping a Prince Charming would come to my aid. That’s why I gave out that skill to people who came into the depths of the dungeon.”


    Ah, so she gave me Save & Reset because she wanted me to rescue her.


    “But it didn’t work. I gave my skill to as many people as there are stars, but each and every one had their spirit break somewhere along the way, so no one got to where I was sealed away. You’re the only one who endured death after death and made it to me.”


    …Really? So Ageha gave other people Save & Reset, too, and I was the only one who reached her?


    “I waited sooo long for my Prince Charming to wake me from my slumber.”


    She was ecstatic as she spoke, like a young girl who was head over heels.


    “You’re like a prince to me.” She kissed me again. “I love you, Kiska.”


    She started to take off her clothes.


    It was obvious what she was planning next.


    “S-stop it…!” I shouted reflexively.


    “Why…?”


    “I don’t feel that way toward you.”


    It was hard to say, but I felt like it wouldn’t get through if I wasn’t clear about it, so I made up my mind.


    “Oh, that’s too bad. But I don’t mind. Because I love you.”


    “I can’t do this with you.”


    “Why not…?”


    “There’s someone else I’m in love with.”


    “Really? But that isn’t a problem. If you love me second most, then that’s enough for me.”


    She leaned onto me. Just as she did that, images of my beloved Namia flashed through my mind, along with the men who had raped her. Ageha started to feel like the same sort of hideous thing as those men.


    “Stop it!”


    The next thing I knew, I had pushed her away with all my might, and she fell off the sofa.


    “Eek!”


    “Ah, sorry.”


    Calming down, I immediately apologized. Though I had rejected her, I should have handled it more gently.


    “I-I’m sorry. Maybe I was getting a bit too ahead of myself…”


    She looked bashful and at least feigned like she didn’t mind. After that, we both went to sleep in our own designated areas.


    I guess it’s safe to think this wasn’t too serious?


    It was unpleasant, but I would have a tough time getting out of this dungeon without relying on her strength.


    I just had to avoid dwelling on it tomorrow.


    


    I woke up.


    “…Huh?”


    I was stunned. It took me a minute or more to wrap my head around what I was seeing.


    Ageha’s dead body was right in front of me.


    


    She was hanging by her neck right next to where I had gone to sleep.


    “Ough.”


    I vomited, unable to hold down the contents of my stomach.


    …It doesn’t make any sense…


    Ageha killed herself because I rejected her after she revealed her feelings for me? What the hell?


    That makes it seem like I’m the bad guy here.


    “It doesn’t make sense.”


    I wanted to think that I hadn’t done anything wrong. That this was just some crazy mistake.


    I took down Ageha’s body. She was really heavy, since she was just a corpse. I probably should have buried her, but there was nowhere to do that inside the dungeon, so I just laid her to rest in the bed, then left the hideout.


    An instant later, multiple monsters ambushed me.


    I had only gotten this far with Ageha’s help. Without her around, I stood no chance of breaking away. I died all too quickly.


    


    “Ugh.”


    When I regained consciousness, I realized I had revived.


    I was back inside the room with the treasure chest. My mood was heavy. Because of my choices, a girl had killed herself.


    What should I have done back there? Should I have just accepted her feelings? But I had Namia. Wouldn’t it have been unfaithful to choose Ageha when I had Namia? But Namia was dead, so could I really even be unfaithful to her anymore?


    Objectively speaking, Ageha was cute, and her passion for me didn’t feel bad. So maybe I should have just accepted her.


    Right. I had messed up.


    While I was thinking through all this, I made it back to the barrier where Ageha was sealed. I stretched out my hand again, and like last time, the barrier shattered.


    I’ll accept her feelings this time.


    “…Who are you?” she asked, when she opened her eyes.


    “I’m Kiska.”


    “Kiska? That’s not a name I know. But for some reason, you have a bad stench about you.”


    What is this weird feeling?


    The person in front of me seemed like someone other than Ageha, even though she looked exactly like her.


    “Are you Ageha?”


    So I asked.


    “Ah, that explains it. This isn’t the first time we’ve met.”


    She seemed to have no trouble connecting the dots.


    Right, since she knows about Save & Reset, she would be able to recognize that I had gone back to before meeting her, since I knew her name somehow.


    “And presumably, last time, you did something hostile to us. That’s why you have that stench on you.”


    “W-wait, there’s been a misunderstanding. I’m not your enem—”


    I didn’t manage to finish, though, because she clasped her hand tightly around my neck.


    “Listen close. Don’t go thinking that everything resets to how it was just because you died. Your actions are etched into your soul, even if you lose your life.”


    “Wh-who are you?”


    “Why would I take my true form to address a villain like you?”


    “Let me talk to Ageha.”


    “No. Ageha is rejecting you.”


    What’s going on…?


    “Here’s a warning. Do not concern yourself with Ageha any further.”


    Just as she whispered that in my ear, she snapped my neck.


    


    “N-none of this make sense…”


    When I regained consciousness, I realized I had revived again.


    That person who looked like Ageha had killed me, whoever they were.


    “Do not concern yourself with Ageha.”


    Her words echoed in my head.


    Fine. Fine! In that case, I won’t go back to Ageha, and I won’t undo the seal, either. That should be enough.


    But it would be difficult to get out of this dungeon without her help. That meant I should probably be looking for another way forward.


    “Maybe I should try one of the other teleportation sigils.”


    There were two other sigils besides the one that led to Ageha.


    My mind made up, I stepped on the second one.
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    On the other end of the teleporter, there was yet another straight path, so I followed it. As I walked, I noticed something up ahead—a table, chair, and a girl sitting in the chair. She was wearing a dazzling, fancy dress.


    “Dear me, this is quite rare. To think an intruder would appear here,” she said, taking a sip of her tea.


    “Umm…”


    I was perplexed. The scene was just so out of place for a dungeon.


    Who is she?


    “So what business could possibly bring you here?” she asked, staring at me.


    “Um, I’m looking for the exit to the dungeon,” I answered frankly.


    I did have some hope that she might know where that exit was.


    “Ahhh, I see…”


    She gestured, as if satisfied, and then…


    “Such discourtesy. I cannot imagine you would address me disrespectfully if you knew that I am the famed and noble true vampire Judit.”


    “…Huh?”
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    Suddenly, she was right in front of me, and she stabbed me with a deep crimson sword.


    “You may atone for your mistake in death.”


    As I heard those words, my consciousness went dark.


    


    “Agh…”


    Time rewound again.


    “What was that…?”


    Why do I have to die so much like this?


    The being who had killed me was Judit the Vampire. Thinking back, Ageha had mentioned something about a vampire making the hideout in the dungeon.


    “Shit,” I cursed as I took the third sigil.


    Hopefully, I wouldn’t run into anything this time.


    After being teleported, I again found myself in a straight corridor, so I just followed it along. A little while later, I saw a single sword sticking out of the ground. But it was not just any sword. The blade was black, and it was pretty ornate.


    What’s with this sword…?


    I observed it carefully. In all honesty, I was uneasy walking around like this unarmed. If this sword was safe to use, then I would gladly take it, but seeing it so blatantly set out in the open like that made it feel like a trap.


    “Well, I guess I could at least give it a try.” I breezily grabbed the hilt. “Ah! Gaaah…!”


    The moment I touched it, a terrible pain shot through my body.


    It’s been like this ever since I got sent down here.


    “Argh…shit! Why do I have to keep suffering like this?!”


    I gave a shout, trying to drown out the pain at least a bit. I struggled to endure for around half an hour or more, until at some point, I passed out.


    “Ah.”


    I woke up and found myself lying on the floor. Looking around, I realized I was still where the black sword had been. I had passed out, but I hadn’t died.


    “Man, that was miserable.”


    I tried to stand up, but I was abnormally heavy.


    “Huh?”


    My right arm was strange. Or more like, it had transformed in a way that was hard to describe. And indeed, the blackened sword had merged with my arm. The limb tapered into the tip of the blade, becoming a sharp and hard black substance.


    I tried to move my arm.


    “This is stupidly heavy.”


    I realized I couldn’t even swing my arm how I wanted.


    “Shit. I guess I just have to keep going like this…”


    That’s what I figured, at least, so I followed the path ahead. I couldn’t even hold up my right arm how I wanted, so I walked with it dragging along the ground, until I ran into a monster.


    “Guuu…!”


    It was a werewolf, an A-rank wolf monster with big claws that walked on two feet. The creature glared at me warily.


    “Seriously…?”


    How was I even supposed to fight with my body like this? And with my right arm so heavy, I couldn’t even really run away.


    Am I just gonna die again…?


    I had half given up, since there was obviously no way I could win.


    “Huh…?”


    In the blink of an eye, something happened that I couldn’t follow. My right arm moved on its own and pointed itself at the werewolf.


    “What?”


    My sword arm pulled forward, dragging my body along with it. It stabbed into the werewolf with a spurt of blood.


    “What’s going on…?”


    This didn’t make sense. It was like the sword had a will of its own and could even move itself.


    “Well, I guess it’s fine…?”


    As long as I could get out of the dungeon, I wasn’t picky about how I did it. Even if it meant dealing with this weird, sinister sword.


    


    The parasitic black blade on my right arm moved regardless of my will, cutting monsters down one after the other. I couldn’t guess what its agenda was, but I had survived this long, thanks to it, so I had no choice but to cling to it.


    Taking breaks, I made my way deeper into the dungeon.


    “If I remember correctly, this is the mid-boss room.”


    I stopped right in front of a big door. I could remember passing through a similar door when I had been adventuring with Ageha and had been pulled into a mid-boss encounter. We had ended up fighting with a golem.


    I took a different sigil this time, so there was a good chance it was a different monster, but I might as well just go in and see.


    “Screeeeeeeee!!”


    A griffon shrieked shrilly.


    Yeah, looks like this mid-boss isn’t a golem.


    Just like before, the black sword moved without me controlling it. I just tried to focus on not getting in its way. In no time flat, the blade attached to my arm slayed the griffon.


    I looked at the sword.


    “…It feels like it’s getting bigger and bigger.”


    At first, it had been about the size of a normal sword, but now it had clearly gotten larger. On top of that, the blade had spread beyond my forearm and came up right to my shoulder. It felt like my body was being consumed.


    “Is this really okay?”


    The whole thing definitely made me uneasy, but it wasn’t like there was anything I could do, either.


    All I can do is keep moving forward.


    


    After that, the black sword kept defeating monsters. The more it killed, the more it grew, its weight increasing in the process. It was getting harder and harder for me to drag the sword along as I walked.


    It would just start moving on its own when monsters appeared, and the bigger it got, the more violently it yanked me around. It pulled me along to kill more and more monsters; the experience was like being tied to the back of a moving carriage.


    As the sword dragged me along the ground, I accrued all sorts of wounds and bruises. Blood seeped from the scrapes.


    “This isn’t good…”


    By now, the black blade had consumed half of my body, and at some point, it had grown these yellow eyes. They restlessly darted around, observing their surroundings.


    “A dead end…”


    I had kept going down the whole time, but I knew it was a dead end.


    I have no idea where I should go from here.


    Just then, I found a teleportation sigil.


    Hrm… Looks like I can proceed if I take this.


    “Oh, I thought you looked strange, and no wonder; you’ve taken over an adventurer. Indeed, by all signs, you have grown quite prolifically as well.”


    On the other side of the teleporter stood Judit the Vampire.


    “What do you want with me?”


    “Oh, the host is still conscious?”


    She seemed surprised.


    “You inquired as to my business? That is, of course, to dispose of you and slay the parasite sword consuming you.”


    “Parasite sword…?”


    “Yes, the Parasite Sword Puppeteer. That blade you have is extraordinarily dangerous; it takes humans as hosts and consumes monsters to grow. I presumed there would be no trouble, since few humans ever get this deep into the dungeon, but I suppose such anomalies do happen.”


    “So you’re going to kill me now?”


    “Yes, that is correct. You are a rather astute child.”


    As she said that, Judit grabbed her left arm with her right hand and ripped it off. In the process, a massive spurt of blood erupted from the wound. I only had an instant to wonder what happened before the fluid gathered and hardened. An arm composed of blood formed from her shoulder, and the severed limb transformed into a crimson blood blade.


    “Now, if you would be so kind, please die.”


    She swung her blood blade, but Puppeteer did not falter. It reacted with a string of attacks that even Judit could not follow.


    “My usual methods are insufficient, I suppose.”


    She tossed her torn arm directly upward, and the next instant, it exploded.


    “Scarlet Torrent.”


    Blood thorns rained down with the explosion, tearing dozens of holes in my body.


    “I do not enjoy using this, since it means my left arm will be useless for some time, but it had to be done.”


    My life flickered out as she murmured that to herself.


    


    “Agh…”


    I woke up.


    Back again?


    “Fuuuuck, then what am I supposed to do…?”


    I couldn’t think of any good ideas.


    Let’s just try to get things straight first.


    If I used the first sigil, I would run into the sealed Ageha, and if I broke the seal, the woman who looked like Ageha would kill me.


    If I used the second one, Judit the Vampire would take my life without giving me a chance to speak.


    If I took the third one, I would encounter the Parasite Sword Puppeteer. If I used it, I would be able to proceed deep into the dungeon with Puppeteer’s power. However, afterward, I would be killed by the Vampire Judit.


    Well, the third route’s the only real option.


    The goal was to use the sword to clear the dungeon and drive off Judit the Vampire.


    So what should I be doing to achieve that?


    Suddenly, the vampire’s previous words came to me.


    “That sword you have is extraordinarily dangerous; it takes humans as hosts and consumes monsters in order to grow.”


    Meaning Puppeteer grew stronger the more monsters it killed. So if I defeated every monster I could before meeting Judit, then I could power it up to the limit. If I did that, maybe it would be able to beat her.


    Settling on that course, I hurried forward.


    “Hah… Hah… Hah…”


    I was out of breath because I ran as fast as I could to the parasite sword. I pulled it from the ground without hesitation.


    “Argh…!”


    Intense pain assailed my body.


    It would just be a waste of time for me to pass out, so I tried to endure the agony somehow, but I couldn’t and lost consciousness.


    “Hah… How long was I out?!”


    I leaped up. My arm was already transformed, and Puppeteer had settled in.


    Shit, I wasted time.


    But there was no point in dwelling on it. I just had to be as fast as I could now. Dragging the parasite sword along behind me, I went deeper into the dungeon. Everything after that went smoothly.


    Last time, I had taken time to rest along the way, but I wasn’t doing that now; I just pushed forward as fast as I could.


    “Haah… I finally… Made it…”


    Dozens of hours later, I reached the dead end. I was already at peak exhaustion. Puppeteer had consumed half my body. Last time, Judit the Vampire had been on the other end of this sigil.


    Praying she wouldn’t be there this time, I stepped onto the portal.


    “It…looks like she’s not here…”


    I looked around, and I couldn’t see her anywhere.


    Getting here five hours faster than last time had paid off.


    I should push deeper now while I can.


    If I went farther into the dungeon, I would be able to fight even more monsters. Before long, I ran into a big swarm of them.


    “Nice, I’ll eat all of you.”


    I let Puppeteer go to town on the swarm. Things got fuzzy during the middle, so I couldn’t really remember too well, but Puppeteer moved how it wanted, slaughtering our foes with abandon. Every time it landed a kill, blood splattered, and Puppeteer began to overtake even more of my body.


    “Dear me, it has grown rather large. It will take quite the effort to defeat, I suppose.”


    Huh…?


    My vision was blurry, but I could sort of tell that Judit the Vampire was in front of me.


    “Ah, it seems you have already taken full possession of the host.”


    Taken possession…? What are you talking about?


    “Not that it matters, I suppose. Either way would end in your death.”


    Judit ripped her left arm off and hardened the blood, creating a crimson left limb and sword.


    “Heh-heh, allow me to offer the kind embrace of death.”


    I couldn’t really remember much after that. When I woke up, I was back in the room with the treasure chest.


    I had died again.


    


    The 530th attempt, give or take.


    Despite the adversity, I tried to take the route with the Parasite Sword Puppeteer over and over.


    Again and again. I made many tries, with Judit the Vampire killing me on every attempt.


    Well, I couldn’t really say that with complete confidence. Once Puppeteer developed to a certain extent, I would sort of lose consciousness. In all likelihood, that meant it had completely taken over my body. At that rate, even if I beat back Judit, it wouldn’t be much of a victory if the sword had control of my mind and body.


    This time, Judit appeared in front of me before Puppeteer had taken complete control. I asked if my eyes were deceiving me. Not for any particular reason—it was just that my mind was exhausted from all the fighting. I just wanted to try to talk to the one trying to kill me.


    “Why are you even in this place…?”


    For what reason was she living in the dungeon? I was a little curious.


    “Tch, so rude. Your tone is inappropriate for addressing a sublime true vampire.”


    Rude…?


    Now that I thought about it, Judit had said something like that the first time I met her, too, and then she killed me.


    “M-my apologies, but I am just a humble and ignorant peasant, so could you please enlighten me? Just who are you, good lady, and why are you in a place such as this?”


    I asked again, this time in much more formal speech.


    “Hmph. Then as a gift on your journey to the next world, I shall inform you. I am the true vampire Judit, the noblest being in this world.”


    And then she killed me.


    


    “This is hopeless…”


    I muttered this to myself, half despondent.


    No matter how many times I tried the Parasite Sword Puppeteer route, Judit always killed me. And whenever I let Puppeteer develop past a certain point, the parasite would always take me over. I was sure I looked hideous when I was completely consumed by it.


    There was no point in getting out of the dungeon in such a state.


    I should give up on the Puppeteer route.


    But it wasn’t like I had any other good leads.


    Well…


    I did have one other idea that I thought might at least be worth a try.


    “Maybe I can try negotiating with Judit.”


    The first time we met, I had just assumed she was a monster who couldn’t be reasoned with. And now if you asked whether my impression had changed, the answer was, Not really. I did have a faint hope that maybe, just maybe, it would be possible to talk with her, though.


    “No harm in giving it a shot…”


    I had already bitten the dust a whole lot of times. There was not much point in being afraid of death now.


    


    Past the second teleportation sigil, Judit the Vampire was sitting at her table, enjoying a refined and elegant teatime.


    “Dear me, this is quite rare. To think an intruder would appear here. So, what business could possibly bring you to a place like this?”


    I remembered her asking the same sort of question last time, too.


    She was not so savage as to attack me on sight. She would always say something when I appeared before her, just like she had now. Perhaps that was proof there was some room for negotiation with her.


    I knelt down and began my address.


    “Noble True Vampire Judit, I have come before you that I might make a request of you,” I explained and then bowed my head low. “Would you please take me on as your student, Lady Judit?”


    I felt like I had at least met the bare minimum level of etiquette.


    So how will she respond?


    “Heh-heh-heh, you want to be my student? That is an amusing request.” She smirked.


    That was a better reaction than I expected. Surprisingly so. I needed to get stronger to escape this dungeon, no matter what it took, so it was an obvious next step to ask if I couldn’t get stronger by training under Judit.


    “So what merit is there for me in taking you on as a pupil?”


    “What merit, milady…?”


    “Yes, I have a policy of not taking projects that do not benefit me.”


    Unfortunately, I couldn’t really think of any way she stood to benefit from teaching me off the top of my head, but I had to at least say something.


    “If you would take me as your student, I would gladly follow whatever orders you might deign to give. I swear I shall be of use to you. Please, Lady Judit.”


    I lowered my head again.


    I couldn’t think of anything other than swearing loyalty.


    “How tedious.”


    “…Huh?”


    The next moment, she shaped blood from her right wrist into a blade, then cut me down with it.


    


    “What went wrong there…?”


    After I revived, I reflected on how things had gone.


    Judit found my offer tedious and had cut me down on the spot. So should I say something more interesting? But I couldn’t really think of what would entice her.


    Either way, I should try that path again.


    “So what merit is there for me in taking you on as a student?”


    She asked the same question again.


    “There is no merit. Nonetheless, please take me as your student.”


    Judging that I couldn’t offer anything that would be of merit, this time, I decided to try an earnest plea.


    “Out of the question.”


    And she killed me again.


    


    After that, I met with Judit the Vampire many more times, and she killed me again and again and again.


    Once, it went like this:


    “So what merit is there for me in taking you on as a student?”


    “I will attend to your needs. Shopping, cleaning, preparing meals—I can do whatever you desire. So please take me as your student.”


    “I do not really require something like that,” she said, before killing me.


    Another time, it went like this:


    “So what merit is there for me in taking you on as a student?”


    “Please allow me to handle whatever heavy labor you might need! Despite appearances, I have experience plowing fields and have confidence in my strength!”


    “If it is might you are offering, then I am mightier than you,” she replied, before killing me.


    Yet another time, it went like this:


    “I can be your conversation partner. Living in a place like this, you do not get much opportunity to converse with others, so I thought you might feel lonely on occasion.”


    “I do not feel particularly lonely,” she said, before killing me.


    I tried time and again and lost my life time and again. I couldn’t figure out what it was that she wanted.


    “So what merit is there for me in taking you on as a student?”


    “I can show you something you might find interesting.”


    “Something interesting…?”


    Judit took the bait.


    “Yes, milady. I have a goal, you see: revenge.”


    “Revenge, you say? That does have a delicious ring to it.”


    That was probably the best response I had gotten so far.


    Deep in my heart, I was overjoyed as I explained my past. I described my persecution at the hands of the villagers, losing my beloved, being framed, and getting banished down to this dungeon. However, I kept secret my Save & Reset skill and my dying over and over. I couldn’t trust Judit that much.


    “I want to get stronger and teach those villagers a lesson. That is why I would like to become your student, Lady Judit, and grow in power.” I lowered my head.


    “Heh-heh-heh, that is intriguing.” She laughed. “And what sort of vengeance did you have in mind, exactly?”


    “Umm…”


    My head had been full of revenge this whole time, but I hadn’t really thought about how exactly I would do it.


    “I’m going to…kill them all.”


    I answered with what I thought would most enrapture the vampire.


    “And in what way will you kill them?”


    “First, I’ll torture them, and then I’ll take their lives in the cruelest manner possible. The women and children, too. I’ll murder every last one of them. They’ll feel regret in the marrow of their very bones for the suffering they caused me.”


    “How splendid!”


    She was smirking.


    “I feel an urge to see just what will become of you.”


    “Does that mean—?!”


    “It is too soon for you to celebrate. If you pass my test, then I will take you as my student.”


    “A test, milady? Thank you kindly!”


    I had finally managed to find an answer that satisfied her.


    I didn’t know what sort of trial awaited, but I was fired up, determined not to let this chance go to waste.


    


    “May I ask what exactly the test is?”


    “…For now, just follow me, please.”


    With that, Judit the Vampire began walking, so I just followed without arguing.


    “Ah yes, what is your name?”


    “My name is Kiska.”


    “Kiska? I am surprised you knew my name,” she said.


    “Ahh, I heard a tale of a vampire who dwelled within this dungeon.”


    “Well, I have lived here quite some time, so I suppose it is not strange that word might spread.”


    In actual fact, Ageha had told me of Judit during my repeated time slips, but I kept that to myself.


    “Did you use the teleportation sigil to get here, Kiska?”


    “Yes, I did, milady.”


    “Do you know that there are three teleportation sigils in that location?”


    “Yes, milady.”


    “Then explaining will be simple. This dungeon is a bit unique in its construction, and the route you follow varies, depending on which sigil you take. However, once you use a sigil, you cannot go down another route.”


    Like Judit said, the route changed pretty significantly depending on which portal you took. On the first route was Ageha behind a seal; on the second was Judit; and on the third was the Parasite Sword Puppeteer.


    “However, by using a secret method,” Judit said, touching the wall, “it is possible to transition onto a different route.”


    At a glance, it looked like just a normal wall, but apparently, it was some sort of switch. The wall gave way at her touch, revealing a new passage.


    There was a hidden passage here…?


    We went through the passage and emerged on a new path, and after going forward a little while, we reached something familiar.


    “This is the Parasite Sword Puppeteer. If you are able to take control of this blade, then you will have passed the test.”


    “Control, milady…?”


    Wait, that doesn’t make sense.


    I’d used the sword plenty of times, but I had never once been able to manipulate it.


    “This sword has an extraordinarily dangerous nature. It merges with its wielder and grows with each defeated creature, until it finally takes control of the host. In fact, I have often wanted to destroy it, since it attacks creatures indiscriminately; however, it parasitizes a host the moment it is touched, so I also cannot simply move it.”


    “So what would you have me do with it?”


    “Please become a host for Puppeteer, overcome it, and take control of the blade.”


    “Is that even possible…?”


    “You will fail, in all probability,” she answered nonchalantly. “Though, I will at least teach you the basics.”


    Despite what she’d said, I couldn’t really imagine myself being able to control that sword.


    “Are you perhaps losing your nerve? Ah, how unfortunate for you, then, as you do not have a choice. Should you refuse, I shall simply kill you by my own hand.”


    Guess I’m really doing this, then.


    “No, I’ll take on your trial. Please tell me how.”


    “Heh-heh-heh, I see you have already steeled yourself. First of all, please take possession of it by the blade, rather than the hilt.”


    “Yes, milady.”


    Like she said, I grabbed the blade.


    “Ugh…”


    Pain coursed through my entire body, but it was weaker than when I’d grabbed the hilt. This much I could manage to endure.


    “So what should I do next?”


    “Swallow it, please.”


    “…Huh?”


    “Look up and slide the blade deep into your throat, please.”


    “Umm, if I do that, I’ll die, won’t I…?”


    “Yes, I think it is quite likely you’ll die. However, by accounts, success is at least theoretically possible.”


    “Haah.”


    I accidentally let an exasperated sigh slip out at that.


    Well, not like I’ve got any other choice here.


    Steeling my resolve, I put Puppeteer into my mouth.


    The next instant, I blacked out—


    


    “So you are the one who would be master to my greatness…”


    Who’s that…?


    “I am what could be called Puppeteer’s true form.”


    The entity speaking to me had a form that could only be called monstrous. The thing was almost like a manifestation of shadow, with eyes and mouths arranged haphazardly.


    “Got it, you’re the true form of Puppeteer. And where is this?”


    My surroundings were strange, too. Darkness, dotted with gentle flickering flames.


    “I suppose you could call it your subliminal world.”


    “Subliminal world…?”


    Should I just interpret that as the interior of my mind? Though, I guess the location is a trivial detail.


    More importantly…


    “I have a request of you, Puppeteer. Lend me your strength.”


    Right now, I was powerless. I was content to get help from anyone if I could get power.


    “Sure.”


    Its response was quite abrupt.


    “Should you really be agreeing so readily?” I asked.


    “That’s an odd reaction. You’re the one who asked me, yes?”


    “You’ve got me there.”


    I had expected to get rejected, so I couldn’t help being suspicious.


    “No, there’s this almost nostalgic scent to your soul, so I feel like going along with you might not be such a bad idea.”


    “A nostalgic scent…?”


    Though I had died every time, I had already merged with Puppeteer on countless occasions, which perhaps explained the nostalgic scent.


    “Anyway, pleasure to be working with you, boss.”


    With that, I regained consciousness.


    “Dear me.” Judit’s eyes were wide. “I certainly did not imagine you would succeed.”


    I guess she didn’t think I had a chance. I was just doing what she said, though.


    “Very well, then. Please follow me.”


    Judit started to go somewhere else.


    “Umm, where are we going, milady?”


    “Did I not say before? Should you pass my test, I would take you as a student. You have overcome my trial, so I shall now train you.”


    


    “How many skills do you have?”


    “One, milady.”


    I actually had two—Taunt and Save & Reset—but I felt like I should keep the latter hidden.


    “May I ask what that skill is?”


    “Taunt, milady.”


    “That is not a reassuring skill.”


    “I am well aware, milady.”


    “In that case, shall we go get you another?”


    “Huh? Is that possible?”


    “Of course. Who do you think I am?”


    “Judit the noble true vampire, milady.”


    “That is correct, but also, I have lived in this dungeon for more than a hundred years. I have learned all there is to know about this place.” She pointed to her head. “Naturally, this means I know the locations of the treasure chests that provide skills.”


    


    According to Judit, there were three treasure chests in the depths of the dungeon whose contents would let you acquire skills. One was the treasure chest I had gotten Taunt from, so there were two more skills I could get.


    “This should lead to a hidden corridor.”


    Judit touched the wall, revealing another hidden passage.


    “The treasure chest is up ahead.”


    Like she said, there was a chest at the end of the passage, and inside it was a translucent crystal.
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    Wisdom Crystal Acquired


    The effect will automatically activate.
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    It was a message I had seen before. I was pretty sure the first treasure chest I had opened gave the same message.
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    Please select one of the following skills to acquire:


    S-rank:


    <Item Box> <Enhanced Recovery> <Enhanced Mana Regeneration> <Menace> <Insight> <Foresight>


    A-rank:


    <Healing Magic> <Barrier Magic> <Fire Magic> <Water Magic> <Wind Magic> <Earth Magic> <Lightning Magic> <Alchemy> <Hex Magic> <Telepathy> <Enhancement Magic>


    B-rank:


    <Sword Proficiency> <Archery Proficiency> <Ax Proficiency> <Spear Proficiency> <Martial Arts Proficiency> <Staff Proficiency>


    C-rank:


    <Physical Enhancement> <Detection> <Mana Creation> <Fire Resistance> <Water Resistance> <Wind Resistance> <Earth Resistance> <Enhanced Sharpness> <Enhanced Accuracy> <Enhanced Evasion> <Darkvision>


    D-rank:


    <Appraisal> <Enhanced Strength> <Enhanced Endurance> <Enhanced Agility> <Enhanced Stamina>
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    It was similar to the list of skills I had seen before, but parts were different. I didn’t remember Insight and Menace on the last one.


    “Which should I select, Lady Judit?”


    “Out of those, I would recommend Sword Proficiency. Without that, you’ll not be able to do anything.”


    Following her recommendation, I took Sword Proficiency.
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    Skill Acquired: Sword Proficiency
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    That was that.


    “Very well. Now we shall go fetch you one more skill.”


    We headed to the place where the final skill chest was located. It was near the deepest part of the labyrinth.


    “The dungeon boss is just beyond that.”


    She was looking at a particularly large door up ahead.


    “If I defeat that boss, I’ll be able to leave this dungeon,” I remarked.


    “Yes, indeed.”


    Suddenly, a thought came to me, so…


    “Lady Judit, do you have to defeat the boss in order to leave…?”


    There was a bed, a table, and other furniture in her hideout, which would mean she went out to shop pretty regularly.


    “Yes, I do indeed.”


    “I am sure you can easily defeat any boss, though.”


    “No, not at all.” She paused for a beat. “I have been stuck here for almost fifty years.”


    “…Huh?”


    “Unfortunately, defeating the boss with my current level of strength would be tricky.”


    She ground her teeth after admitting that.


    “Huh.”


    A boss she can’t beat? What the hell…?


    The last chest was down a hidden passage near the final boss room.
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    Wisdom Shard Acquired


    The effect will automatically activate.
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    A “Wisdom Shard”? I’d never heard of an item called that.
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    Skill Acquired: Elemental Imbue


    
      [image: ]
    

    “Oh, you drew quite the rare skill.”


    “Umm…”


    “Wisdom Shards are items that bequeath random skills. However, the one you received poses an issue. Imbuement is a magic skill, so it cannot be used without acquiring the Mana Generation skill.”


    “So it was a dud, then, milady?”


    “There is no need to be disappointed. You can always just take Mana Generation when the opportunity presents itself in the future.”


    “Yes, milady…”


    The way she said that made it sound like she might have some idea of how to get the Mana Generation skill?


    “Very well. Shall we start the lessons tomorrow?”


    And thus began my days of training under Judit the Vampire.


    


    “The Parasite Sword Puppeteer has already entered your body and become a part of you,” she explained, before we started training. “It is of a similar nature as blood is to me.”


    She held out her left arm.


    “Rose Blade.”


    A sword made of blood burst from her left wrist.


    “I am capable of manipulating the vital fluids flowing through my body, like so. You should be able to freely pull Puppeteer from your body and put it back in a similar fashion.”


    “Yes, milady.”


    I closed my eyes and focused on Puppeteer flowing through me.
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    Skill Acquired: Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer
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    “Huh…?”


    I was surprised by the sudden message pop-up.


    “It seems you ascended the ability into a skill.”


    I had heard of this phenomenon. It was like people swinging their sword day in and day out in training rarely gaining the skill Sword Proficiency. Most of the time, skills were innate, but it was also possible to acquire them through hard work. This skill probably operated on similar logic.


    I closed my eyes again. I was able to feel Puppeteer flowing through me. I manifested it outside myself.
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    Derivative Skill Acquired: Sinister Sword
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    Opening my eyes, I saw the skill acquired message. I was holding a black one-handed sword with an eerie eyeball.


    “With that, you should be able to fight at the bare minimum level,” Judit declared. “Now then, shall we begin your training?”


    


    Today marked the beginning of my training with Judit the Vampire.


    “Don’t leave your flank so exposed! And make your closing step with more conviction!”


    “Yes, milady!”


    Judit was swinging her sword of blood at me while I did my best to stop her strikes with Puppeteer. Her flourishes were heavy, and catching her blade made me bend over backward, yet I still desperately hung on.


    “Do not be afraid of monsters. Be bolder in your attacks.”


    “Yes, milady!”


    I was not just practicing against her, though—I was also training to deal with monsters.


    Right now, I was fighting an A-rank monster: a headless mule. If it looked like my life was in danger, Judit would swoop in to save me, so I was able to fight without concern.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    A message window appeared when my sword tore through the headless mule’s neck.


    “Yes!”


    I reflexively did a small celebration. It was the first time I had managed to defeat a monster since taking control of Puppeteer.


    “Hrm, you have quite the aptitude for this.”


    Judit’s sudden compliment caught me off guard.


    “…Is that so, milady?”


    Honestly, I didn’t really think I had any sense for fighting.


    “Yes, I did not expect you to be able to defeat one by yourself at this stage. I am not sure how to describe it, but I believe you are quite skilled at reading the movements of monsters and dodging their attacks. Do you have any combat experience?”


    “No, milady, hardly any.”


    “In that case, I suppose you may just be a natural.”


    While she was praising me, I did have a thought.


    My ability to read monsters’ attacks had come from me spending so long dying to and dodging the bugbears’ strikes. I possessed a true wealth of experience in the very specific niche of dodging monsters’ attacks, and that was showing up in combat.


    “You’ve gained some skill points, so how about trying to raise one of your skill’s levels?”


    “…Right.”


    I opened my status screen.
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    Kiska


    Skill 1: Save & Reset


    Skill 2: Taunt Lv 1


    Skill 3: Sword Proficiency Lv 1


    Skill 4: Elemental Imbuement Lv 1


    Skill 5: Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 1
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    Somehow, I had managed to fill up all five slots. It was almost moving when I thought back to how they had all been empty, except for Save & Reset in slot one.


    I pulled up how many skill points I had.
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    Skill Points: 16


    Taunt Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10


    Sword Proficiency Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 30


    Elemental Imbuement Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 50


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 70
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    The points needed to level each skill were different, ranging from ten for Taunt all the way to seventy for Parasite Sword Puppeteer.


    While I’m here, maybe I should check the details on that skill.
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    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 1


    Derivative Skill:


    Lv 1 [image: ] Sinister Sword


    Lv 2 [image: ] ???
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    The question marks after level 2 drew my attention.


    Does that mean I get another derivative skill if I raise its level?


    Interesting…


    I was really curious about what sort of skill I would get, but it cost a full seventy points to get to level 2, so I was content to save it for later.


    “How is it?” Judit asked.


    “Right. I would like to raise the level of Sword Proficiency first, so I was thinking of saving up until I reached thirty skill points.”


    “That’s a safe choice.”


    With my plan settled, we began hunting monsters again so that I could gather more skill points.


    


    Since I was now the Vampire Judit’s student, we began an odd sort of life together.


    She had several different hideouts set up all around the dungeon and decided where to sleep depending on her mood on any given day. However, there was only one bed to each location, so whenever it was time to sleep, we went to different hideouts.


    As for what she ate, Judit was a vampire, so she partook of blood. However, her meals did not necessarily have to come from humans, and she claimed to enjoy monster blood perfectly well, too. She drained the vital fluids from the monsters she hunted and then drank that when she had accrued enough.


    Once I was made her apprentice, preparing and serving the blood became my job.


    “Here, milady, your blood is ready.”


    I carefully presented a teacup of blood to her.


    “Ahh, thank you for your hard work.”


    Yeah, the first time I met her, it hadn’t been red tea in her teacup—it had been blood. Apparently, she was very particular about taking her meals from a teacup.


    “This really is excellent.”


    She lifted the teacup by its handle and drank every last drop. She looked satisfied.


    Honestly, I didn’t have any desire to drink blood, but she really did seem to enjoy it.


    “Kiska, is tonight’s dinner ready?”


    “Yes, milady. Though it is just grilled monster meat.”


    Drinking blood was enough for her to remain in good health, but that did not mean she was immune from the feeling of an empty stomach if she didn’t eat regular food, too.


    “Here you are: a steak of monster meat.”


    “The same as yesterday.”


    “There is not much I can do about that, is there, milady? We do not have enough seasoning and accompaniments, so it’s only natural the meals would be similar.”


    As we were inside the dungeon, monster meat was readily available, but condiments and seasonings to accompany it were in short supply. As a result, meal prep was very simple: grill the meat, add a little pepper for seasoning, and voilà. We lit the fire from magic stones dropped by monsters, so it was easy to start.


    “I killed a dryad today, so there is also a salad.”


    “Ugh, I am not fond of dryad salads.”


    “That’s no good, milady. Not eating vegetables leads to malnutrition.”


    “I am a vampire, so your human nutrition is irrelevant to me.”


    “Well, then I will eat it myself…”


    Since vampires were fine if they just had blood to drink, maybe nutrition really wasn’t an issue for them, but I was a human, so access to vegetables was a life-or-death problem. The dungeon was sealed off from the outside world, so my diet inherently became abnormally carnivorous. What saved me from that problem was dryads.


    Dryads had leafy limbs, and eating those greens let me make up for the vegetables I was lacking. However, they were profoundly, disgustingly bitter.


    Occasionally, the dryads would have fruits growing on them, and if I managed to get the fruit, Judit and I would struggle for them. One time, that led me to getting in a pretty nasty situation.


    “This dish really is bland,” she said.


    “We do not have enough other ingredients.”


    With some cheese or tomato sauce or anything else, really, I would be able to prepare a wider variety of meals.


    “If we could leave the dungeon, it would be possible to gather more ingredients, but…”


    Earlier, Judit had said almost fifty years had passed since she was last able to leave the dungeon. That meant the furniture and other things in her hideouts were all at least fifty years old, and indeed, they were scuffed and scratched here and there.


    “You are quite right, Kiska. However, it would be difficult to leave this dungeon at present.”


    “You used to come and go as you pleased, didn’t you, Lady Judit?”


    “Yes, that’s right. Inside the dungeon, the sun cannot reach, and from a vampire’s perspective, it is comfortably gloomy and damp here.”


    “What caused you to be trapped here, milady?”


    “Someone broke the teleportation sigil.”


    “The teleportation sigil…?”


    That made me think of the teleportation sigil that I had been pushed onto when I was banished into the dungeon. It was connected into the middle of the labyrinth from the outside, but it wasn’t possible to use as an exit; it was a one-way portal.


    “There was a teleportation sigil within this dungeon that allowed one to freely come and go. I was able to leave as I pleased using it.”


    “Was there really something so convenient here…?”


    “Yes…it was a secret portal that only I knew of, but fifty years ago, someone destroyed it. That left me stranded here.”


    “And it’s too difficult to defeat the dungeon boss in order to leave?”


    “Yes, that’s right. I am unable to slay it alone.”


    Hmm. A monster even she can’t defeat? I wonder what sort of monster it is.


    “Do you have any idea who might have broken the portal?”


    “Not the foggiest,” she murmured in resignation.


    Someone had broken it. What could they have been trying to achieve?


    “No, I do have one idea,” she responded, seemingly remembering something. “I believe the person responsible may be the person who sealed Ageha the Hero inside this dungeon. I suspect they may have broken the portal just to prevent her from escaping this structure.”


    When I heard Ageha’s name and title, my heart started racing.


    “You know Ageha the Hero, Lady Judit?”


    “…Color me surprised that you know Ageha. She was active quite a long time ago.”


    Judit looked puzzled.


    “I have heard a little about her in stories. She was sealed in this dungeon.”


    “Well, she is a great and powerful figure.”


    “Really…?”


    “Yes, she is the hero who slayed the demon lord.”


    That statement rocked me. Everyone knew the story of the hero slaying the demon lord a hundred years ago. But I had never heard of Ageha the Hero. The account I knew claimed Erigion the Hero had felled the demon lord. And it was not just me; every living person knew Erigion as a hero.


    “What is it, Kiska?”


    “It’s just, that’s different from the story I was told. In my country, it is said that Erigion the Hero defeated the demon lord.”


    “Erigion? That does sound familiar… There may have been another hero with Ageha.”


    “Um, why was Ageha sealed away in this dungeon?”


    I had been wondering this for a long time now.


    “I cannot say. That much is beyond my ken. I imagine it was due to some quarrel among humans.”


    Judit was a vampire who lived apart from the world, so it was natural she wouldn’t know, I supposed.


    “However, I should warn you: Please do not break her seal. I cannot begin to imagine what might happen.”


    I couldn’t fathom why Judit would say something like that.


    “Yes, milady, understood.”


    So all I could do was nod at her warning.


    


    After that, I continued training with Judit the Vampire for several months.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Sword Proficiency has gone up in level.


    Sword Proficiency Lv 2 [image: ] Sword Proficiency Lv 3
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    I had saved up skill points at a steady rate and finally brought my Sword Proficiency skill to level 3.


    “At this pace, the day you leave this dungeon may not be too far off.”


    Judit had started saying things like that more often.


    “Indeed. Once I get stronger, I’ll bring you with me outside, Lady Judit.”


    “Hee-hee, you have become quite the talker.” She smiled.


    Maybe it was because I had lived with her these past few months, but it felt like Judit and I were on pretty good terms.


    “I’ll start breaking down the monster.”


    Shrinking Puppeteer to the size of a knife, I began to break into pieces the corpse of the monster I had killed. In the beginning, I had struggled with this task, but by now it was a specialty of mine.


    “Sorry for having you always handle this.”


    “Not at all. I am your student. I should at least do this much.”


    “Is that so? In that case, I will go back to the nearby hideout first.”


    “Yes, milady.”


    She headed off to her hideout alone.


    I had gotten a lot more knowledgeable about the dungeon’s layout, so I also knew the locations of her hideaways.


    “That should be good enough,” I murmured to myself once I finished the work.


    After draining out the monster’s vital fluids into the pot Judit used for drinking blood, I headed back to the hideout with it and the meat.


    “Oh, that was fast.”


    Stepping inside, I saw Judit standing there, unclothed. As in completely naked.


    She was presumably in the middle of changing, and she had something that looked like a sheet in her hands.


    Pale, almost translucent white skin, ample breasts, long, silky hair, sharp red eyes. Everything was in a beautiful balance, like a work of art.


    I was captivated by her body for several seconds, and then I realized I had done something I shouldn’t have.


    “I-I’m so sorry.”


    I frantically averted my eyes and left the hideout.


    “Kiska.”


    When she called my name, I had a feeling like she might be furious at me.


    “You have the funniest reactions.”


    But against all expectations, she sounded like she had seen something pleasant, and she had a playful smirk on her lips.


    “Please pardon me.”


    I didn’t know what to do, so that was all I could say.


    She started giggling, as if I had said something hilarious.


    


    “Have a good evening, Lady Judit.”


    There was only one bed per hideout, so when it was time to sleep, we always went to separate ones so that we could each have a bed of our own.


    “Hey, Kiska, won’t you sleep with me tonight?”


    So when Lady Judit asked that, I didn’t trust my ears.


    “Umm, that is an abrupt request, milady.”


    “I just happened to feel like it. No particular reason.”


    “If there is no particular reason, then I’ll just go to another of the hideouts like always…”


    “You are crueler than usual today, Kiska.” She gave a pout.


    That look is really not fair. It was incredibly cute, but also, it made me feel like I would feel guilty for the rest of my life if I didn’t do what she asked.


    “Very well. Let’s sleep together tonight.”


    And nothing more. If we’re just sharing a bed, then there’s nothing to feel guilty about.


    Telling myself that, I lay down next to her.


    “It feels as if it has been so long since we first met.”


    “Yes, it does…”


    The first time I met her, I only thought of Judit the Vampire as a terrifying being. It was strange to think I was now lying beside her in the same bed.


    “At first, you were trying to kill me, Lady Judit.”


    “Oh, so you realized.”


    She probably felt like I was somehow seeing through her, but in reality, I only knew this because she had killed me countless times.


    “Please forgive me, Kiska. Most every human I encountered before tried to kill me on sight, so I was wary.”


    “I don’t resent you for it.”


    It was true she had killed me on many occasions, but it was also thanks to her that I was here now. If anything, I should be grateful, and I certainly didn’t hold a grudge about it.


    Though if Judit had really only ended my life out of wariness, it did feel like she took a lot of pleasure in the process.


    “It is a bit of a relief to hear you say that,” she said.


    “…Really?”


    “Kiska.”


    I looked into her eyes as she put a hand to my cheek.


    I was drawn in by her clear eyes. She was so beautiful.


    “What did you think when you saw me naked?”


    She smiled.


    I could tell right away she was teasing me.


    “I don’t think I can be honest about that…”


    “You may answer truthfully.”


    “I—I thought you looked pretty.”


    “Anything else…?”


    “I also thought you looked beautiful.”


    “Anything else…?”


    “Umm, I thought you looked cute.”


    “I’m sure that’s not all.”


    “I guess I’d have to say you’re hot…”


    “So naughty,” she whispered in my ear.


    I could tell my face was turning red. Why did I have to suffer this embarrassment anyway?


    “Please don’t tease me.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry.”


    Her laughter rang out like a sweet, soft bell.


    “Hey, if I offered to let you see it again, what would you do?”


    “See what…?”


    “Isn’t it obvious?” She paused for a moment. “Me naked, of course.”


    Subconsciously, I realized this would be the start of a long night.


    “If I asked, would you really show me?”


    “Well, um, yes…”


    Her face reddened ever so slightly, as if she was feeling embarrassed now, after everything. Meanwhile, I was detached as I observed the developing situation, almost like it was happening to someone else.


    Two different people crossed my mind: my beloved Namia, and Ageha, who had killed herself.


    Because of Namia, I really did feel some serious resistance to this sort of development. But I was also scared that Judit might pull something like Ageha had if I rejected her.


    So what should I do here?


    “Umm, do you remember when we first met, Lady Judit…?”


    “What about it?”


    “I told you my goal was to exact revenge.”


    “Now that you mention it, yes, I do recall that.”


    When I first met her, I had told her about wanting to get revenge on the villagers. She had called this intriguing.
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    “I don’t think my current life is so bad,” I said.


    I couldn’t get out of the dungeon at the moment, but it wasn’t really hampering my lifestyle that much. The only real complaint I had was the bad food.


    “And because of that, I’m scared.”


    “Scared, you say?”


    “I’m afraid if I continue to lead such a pleasant life, the desire for vengeance might fade from my heart.”


    When I was just getting killed by bugbears over and over and over again, I had cursed my fate. I loathed the villagers who threw me into this hell. But now? I grew stronger with each monster I defeated, and there was even a cute girl at my side. If I fully indulged in this life, I would get so comfortable that I might actually forget about my revenge.


    “I love you, Lady Judit, but I’m sorry. Right now, I cannot have that sort of relationship with you.”


    That was the best compromise I could manage. I hadn’t been lying when I said that. I really did love Judit, but there were a lot of things I needed to settle before I could move on.


    “…Is that so?”


    She seemed to accept that.


    Good. I think she understood what I was going for.


    “Then we can resume this once you have your revenge.”


    She leaned over me, and then…


    “Mmm.”


    …she kissed me.


    It was a long one. Almost a full minute of her lips pressed against mine.


    “Umm…please don’t. I’m not going to be able to resist if you do that.”


    “I do not particularly mind staying like this.”


    Her ample bosom was right in front of my eyes.


    This isn’t good.


    “Please don’t tempt me like that.”


    “So you are excited by my body.”


    Judit lay on top of me. I could feel her warmth and her softness pressing against my entire body. I resisted the urge I felt to just hold her like that.


    “I love you, Kiska.”


    She kissed me again. Looking into her eyes, I was sure of it—those were the eyes of a predator. She knew what she felt, even if I didn’t feel the same. If I didn’t resist now, she was absolutely going to take me.


    Realizing that, I tried to push her away with both hands.


    “Please…stop…”


    I pushed her back, but she was several times stronger than I was. Mounting resistance was pointless.


    “Your protests aren’t very convincing when you’re getting so large down there.”


    She traced a finger across there as she said that. Her finger was abnormally cold.


    This is bad. She’s going to suck me in.


    Despite my thoughts, my hands moved of their own volition, reaching out for Judit’s body.


    Just then, there came a slashing sound, and a splash of blood drenched my face.


    “Fuck off!”


    Suddenly, there was another voice—a resentful voice. Each and every word was imbued with a deep-seated grudge.


    “Fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off fuck off!!!”


    “Why her and not me?!”


    “Ageha…”


    It was Ageha, standing right in front of me, glaring at Judit.


    Why is she here?


    She should still be sealed and unable to move.


    No, that’s not right.


    This had happened to me once before, when she gave me Save & Reset. She had appeared in front of me as a shade. And she was doing the same thing now. Ageha looked clearer and more defined this time, but her presence was also hazy and not quite there; if someone said she was a lost spirit, I would have believed it.


    “Run, Kiska! She’s dangerous!”


    I heard Judit scream.


    Her head had been completely separated from her body, and it was rolling across the floor. Even so, her lips still moved.


    I supposed that was her vampire’s vitality at work—she could cling to life even as just a head.


    “Shut up!”


    But Ageha walked over to Judit’s head and swung her sword down, over and over again, shattering the vampire’s skull until she died. When Ageha finally relented, she had transformed into a horrible figure.


    I couldn’t do anything. It had all happened so suddenly that I couldn’t keep up with it.


    What should I do?


    Ageha looked at me.


    “I love you, Kiska.”
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    Her gaze was empty. She didn’t look like someone professing their love.


    “So I won’t forgive you if you get involved with other women.”


    “—Hnnn?”


    My vision darkened.


    By the time I realized she had thrown a weapon at me, I was already dying.


    


    “Ah.”


    Every time I came back, it felt like I was being forced awake. No matter how many times I experienced this, I couldn’t get used to the feeling.


    “When did I come back?!”


    I examined my surroundings. There were a bunch of bugbear corpses lying on the ground behind me.


    “Hah… Hah… Hah… Hah…”


    I was breathing heavily. It all pointed to the fight having just finished.


    “…No way…”


    I didn’t want to believe it. Had the months I’d spent with Judit the Vampire just been erased? I checked my status screen to find out for sure.
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    Kiska


    Skill 1: Save & Reset


    Skill 2: Empty


    Skill 3: Empty


    Skill 4: Empty


    Skill 5: Empty
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    All five slots had been filled right before I died, but they were now empty.


    “No… Nooooo…”


    I didn’t want to believe all the work I had put in during those past few months was gone.


    “Agh, arghhh…”


    I stood there blankly, crying for several minutes. It made me question the point of all the time I had spent. My life with Judit flashed before my eyes. It had all been negated.


    “…Right. I should go see her.”


    I started walking unsteadily.


    I need to see Judit. Maybe she remembers me.


    Judit the Vampire was sitting at a table in the middle of a dungeon path, teacup in hand.


    Losing the skills was okay. As long as she remembered me, I could handle losing all the skill points I had accrued.


    “Dear me, this is quite rare. To think an intruder would appear here.”


    When she said that, everything became clear to me. The months we had spent together were completely lost.


    “Lady Judit, it’s me, Kiska. Do you happen to remember me…?”


    Yet clinging to a fading thread of hope, I still asked that question. Maybe if I told her my name, she would remember something.


    “Hm? As it happens, I do not recall any acquaintances the likes of you.”


    In reality, though, she just mercilessly cocked her head.


    “Agh… Aah…”


    When I realized there was no shred of hope, I broke into tears. I would have to redo everything from the start.


    “Ugh… Ugh…”


    I can’t. My heart is going to break.


    I felt exhausted, like I wanted to just abandon everything.


    “…Are you…all right?”


    Judit was standing over me. There was suspicion in her eyes, but even so, she looked like she could not just leave me be.


    “Umm, noble true vampire Judit, I have a request of you.”


    Right, I’ve redone things hundreds of times already. My heart broke more times than I can count, but I still stood back up. I don’t get to stop until my revenge is done. So let’s do this again from the top.


    “Please take me on as a student.”


    I bowed my head while making my request.


    What reaction will she have? She might just kill me. But even so, I can just keep coming back.


    “………”


    She was silent for several seconds.


    No response?


    That felt weird, so I looked up.


    “Huh?”


    There was an eruption of blood. Someone had chopped her head off from behind. Judit’s body slumped to the side, revealing a shadow behind her—Ageha.


    “I won’t tolerate you getting involved with other women.”


    Then she swung her blade at me, and I breathed my last.


    


    “Shit!”


    What am I supposed to do…? What do you mean you won’t tolerate me getting involved with other women?


    “Fine, then. I’ll get out of this place on my own.”


    Don’t lose sight of your goal, Kiska. Your task is to get out of this dungeon and exact revenge on the village. Judit was just a means to an end. I should be able to get out of here alone now. So just focus on moving forward.
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    The time I had spent with Judit the Vampire was a rich experience. She had taught me countless things—the general layout of the dungeon; the location of her hideouts; the whereabouts of hidden passages and rooms; where to find the chests that would grant me a skill; how to wield a blade; and most importantly of all, how to control the Parasite Sword Puppeteer.


    I had lost the relationship I’d built with Judit, but I still had everything she had taught me.


    Straightaway, I took the teleportation sigil leading to Puppeteer.


    “I need to avoid grabbing it by the hilt, right?”


    Taking the hilt would just lead to my body being taken over, so I took hold of the sword by the blade. Then I shoved it down my throat—


    My consciousness faded when I put Puppeteer inside me.


    Right, it was like this last time.


    I opened my eyes and found myself in a strange realm.


    I think Puppeteer said this was my subliminal world?


    “Hey, nice to meet you, I think? Hrm. For some reason, it feels like I’ve met you somewhere before, though.”


    Puppeteer was right in front of me.


    It resembled a collection of eyes, ears, and mouths that had been haphazardly stitched together on a vague blob of darkness. It was a strange and unsettling thing.


    “I have a request: Lend me your strength,” I said.


    Last time, if I remembered correctly, it had readily accepted a similar request of mine.


    “Hmm, well now, what should I do…?”


    So when Puppeteer hesitated and seemed to be puzzling over the prospect of helping me, I was shaken.


    “Do you have a problem with my request?”


    “It’s just, I’ve got my own goal, see, and I was wondering whether following you would get me there.”


    “What’s your goal?”


    “Becoming a human,” it declared. “I was just thinking, maybe the reason I parasitize people is to become human by taking over their body.”


    “So then can you become human if you are controlled by me?”


    “Hard to say? I’ve taken over many people already, but I never become human. It’s strange, but maybe I could get closer under your control.”


    “Then can I take that as a yes that you’ll be mine?”


    “Yeah, sure. This feels like fate.”


    It was surprisingly willing to listen.


    “I’ll obey you.”


    The moment it said this, the subliminal world crumbled away, and I found myself back in the dungeon passage. A message displayed.
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    Skill Acquired: Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer


    Derivative Skill Acquired: Sinister Sword
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    With that, I could now control the Parasite Sword Puppeteer.


    After that, I started moving to pick up my two skills. When I had been traveling with Judit, she had defeated the monsters along the way for me, but this time, I had to do it alone. I made sure to avoid fighting them if at all possible, but if I needed to do battle, I could take them down with the Sinister Sword.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    “Phew.”


    I took a breath after finishing off a monster.


    Fighting them had been so much easier with Level 3 Sword Proficiency, but I still had my experience with the blade to rely on, so it was not as if all that training was for nothing.


    I headed straight into the hidden room with the treasure chest.


    Judit pressed the wall somewhere around here in order to make a path appear.


    Sure enough, a passage appeared from out of a normal-looking wall. Moving straight through it, I came upon a treasure chest. I opened it to gain a Wisdom Crystal, and the skill list appeared.
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    Skill Acquired: Sword Proficiency
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    Same as last time, I took the Sword Proficiency skill.


    “All right, next up is the Wisdom Shard.”


    Wisdom Shards gave a random skill. Last time, I had gotten Elemental Imbuement from it. But I had never ended up using it in that timeline.


    In that case, maybe I can save the shard for later.


    The chest with the Wisdom Shard was in the room right in front of the dungeon boss, so it would take time to go all the way there, and the journey would be dangerous, too.


    There wasn’t much point in forcing myself to get it straightaway.


    I should focus on leveling up Sword Proficiency.


    


    After that, my new training session in the dungeon began.


    I was having to do everything myself now, so there were a lot of things I had to be careful about. First of all, I couldn’t cross paths with Judit the Vampire. If I encountered her now, when we had not built any rapport, there was a chance she would kill me. Even if I managed things smoothly and got back on friendly terms with her, there was a chance Ageha’s shade would attack again.


    Either way was a dead end, which meant it would be best to avoid running into her at all. I went about hunting monsters and using her hideouts while being careful to steer clear of her.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Sword Proficiency has gone up in level.


    Sword Proficiency Lv 1 [image: ] Sword Proficiency Lv 2
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    Half a day after I started training, I managed to get Sword Proficiency up to level 2.


    “This is really inefficient, though…,” I muttered to myself.


    Supposedly, the boss of this dungeon was so strong that even Judit couldn’t take it down by herself, which meant I wouldn’t be able to beat it if I wasn’t at least powerful enough to defeat her.


    That means my pace isn’t good enough.


    At this rate, I doubted I would be able to grow to the level of being able to overcome the dungeon boss. I needed to come up with a way to earn skill points more efficiently.


    “You seem troubled.”


    “Huh?”


    I was surprised to hear a voice all of a sudden. I quickly looked around but couldn’t see anyone.


    “I’m here, boss.”


    I was hearing a voice from the Sinister Sword in my hands. This was one of Puppeteer’s forms, which meant it was speaking to me.


    “You could talk…?”


    This came as a huge surprise, since in all the time I had used it before, it had never spoken to me like this.


    “Mm, I’m kind of shocked I can speak, too. I thought it would take a bit longer to get to the point where I could talk, but… Maybe your soul is just a good fit for me.”


    “Really?”


    It can talk because my soul is a good fit?


    I could think of another reason than what it was suggesting, though. Maybe all the experience I had earned in my last life was still there, and enough had built up that it had gained the ability to talk.


    “Anyway, boss, what’s on your mind?”


    For now, there wasn’t much I could figure out by dwelling on how Puppeteer had started talking, so I pivoted to the problem in front of me.


    “Yeah…I want to earn skill points more efficiently, is all. I was wondering if there’s a better way to go about it.”


    “Ah, I know of a hidden room where you can earn skill points efficiently.”


    “R-really?!”


    Judit had never mentioned anything like that.


    “For now, I’ll show you the way, so please follow my directions, boss.”


    I started walking through the dungeon based on Puppeteer’s guidance. It seemed like the spot in question was on a higher floor than Judit’s main base.


    “Somewhere around here, there should be a hidden room that appears if you touch the wall.”


    I groped blindly around the walls in the vicinity. Suddenly, there was a click and the feeling of something giving way. A passage presumably connecting to the hidden room appeared.


    “How do you know about this place?”


    “Ah, one of my previous bosses stumbled onto it.”


    That made sense. But it still shocked me that there was a hidden room that Judit didn’t know about.


    “I should warn you, though, boss: I know the monsters waiting in this room, and to be honest, they’ll definitely kill you at your current level of strength.”


    “Really? Well, thanks for the warning.”


    I stepped into the hidden passage.


    “I’m surprised you entered without any hesitation.”


    “I’m used to getting killed.”


    “A-ha-ha, good one.”


    “Yeah, thanks.”


    As I entered, I swore to myself that I would kill whatever monsters were in this room, no matter how many times I died in the process.


    I came upon a large, empty chamber. There was a rumbling sound as the entrance closed.


    I had been trapped.


    “Here they come, boss!”


    Several teleportation sigils appeared in the floor.


    ““Kkkkkgggghhhhh!!!””


    “Boss, these are golden animated armors! You can get a whole lot of skill points from them!”


    I took a look around and saw that the room was filled with the things. At a glance, it looked like there were maybe twenty of them.


    A normal animated armor was an A-rank monster, a little stronger than the bugbears that had caused me so much grief before. The obvious assumption was that the golden version was even stronger than a standard animated armor. They wielded glimmering gold one-handed swords. I was going to have to be careful fighting them.


    “Sinister Sword.”


    I held the sword form of Puppeteer in my hands and leaped at the horde of golden armors.


    At the last moment, I dodged one of their slashes.


    “Hey, I’m right here, loser.”


    I used my Taunt, and the golden animated armor recklessly jumped at me. I dodged again, and there was a crash. The one I had taunted hit another golden armor.


    “Not too shabby, boss!”


    “Despite appearances, I’m pretty confident in battles against a group.”


    To think that my experience with all those bugbears had been such a boon.


    “Hey, dumbasses, bring it on! See if you can touch me.”


    I taunted all the golden animated armors.


    “All right, let’s start crushing some weaklings.”


    Less than a minute after that bold declaration, one of the armors stabbed me in the back, killing me.


    I hadn’t really expected to succeed on my first try, so I didn’t mind too much.


    


    After dying, I came back right after finishing the bugbear fight, just like before. I didn’t have the Parasite Sword Puppeteer in hand yet, so I had to go get it again.


    “All right, I’ll follow you, boss.”


    Puppeteer always just listened to what I said, so there wasn’t any difficulty there. After that, I went to get the treasure chest with the Wisdom Crystal and picked up Sword Proficiency. Then I raised it to level 2. I knew by now that defeating three monsters would get me enough points to raise it that much. I could finish three in a couple hours, so I just got it out of the way.


    That was all the preparation I needed before going into the hidden room.


    “Whoa, you knew there’s a hidden passage here, boss? You really know your stuff.”


    “A bit.” I nodded as the passage opened. “I’m counting on you, Puppeteer.”


    “Leave it to me.”


    We faced the room filled with golden animated armors…and I died again.


    


    How many times had I died so far?


    Honestly, I wasn’t keeping a close count, and my memories were hazy, but I think I was near my 540th attempt before facing off against the golden animated armors.


    I had already died nine times after taking them on with Puppeteer, so that would make it around 549 deaths.


    And this is attempt 550.


    “Lend me your strength, Puppeteer.”


    It was time for negotiations yet again.


    “Yeah, sure thing, boss.”


    Puppeteer cheerfully accepted my offer.


    “Hm? What is it, boss?”


    Something caught my attention, and while I was thinking about it, Puppeteer stared at me oddly.


    “Hm…nothing, I was just thinking you looked more human than I thought.”


    When I had first laid eyes on it, Puppeteer looked far from human, but now? The shadow had an almost human sort of outline to it.


    It felt like every time I met it, the entity looked more and more human.


    “Ah, yeah, I didn’t use to look like this originally, but my form suddenly started to change.”


    It had noticed the change, too, and seemed to find it strange.


    What’s going on here?


    My Save & Reset turned back time, so everything should be undone upon resetting, and yet every time I met Puppeteer, it looked increasingly human, which contradicted the reset effect.


    Is its growth an exception to Save & Reset…?


    There wasn’t much to gain by dwelling on it more, though.


    “Getting closer to being human is part of your goal, right? So that’s a good thing, isn’t it?”


    “How did you know my dream, boss?!”


    “I can see people’s ambitions just by looking at them.”


    “Oh! That doesn’t make much sense to me, but it sounds cool!”


    Really, it’s just because you told me on a previous attempt.


    


    “You knew there was a hidden room here, too? What a coincidence.”


    “The way you say that makes it sound like you knew about it, too.”


    “Despite appearances, I do know a thing or two.”


    “That’s reassuring.”


    “In addition to knowing some things, I should warn you: With your current level of strength, you’ll die the moment you enter this room.”


    “Unfortunately, I’m already aware of that, too.”


    “Hmph. You have a death wish, then? You sure are an odd one, boss.”


    Bantering with Puppeteer, I entered the room, and twenty golden animated armors appeared.


    “Sinister Sword.”


    A black blade appeared in my right hand.


    Analyzing it rationally, being forced into a fight against ten bugbears had been worse. Back then, I didn’t have any weapons or any proper skills. Since I had been able to get through that, it would be weird if I couldn’t mow down at least this many enemies.


    “Bring it on, you losers.”


    I taunted the whole group of them, and they all attacked as one. I had seen this much several times now. If I waited three seconds and then stepped to the right, I could dodge their attacks. Then I spun my body, raising my sword straight up and swinging it back down, which let me get a hit in against one of the golden animated armors that had been hit by another in the confusion.


    Yeah, just as expected.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    That was one down.


    “Whoa! It’s almost like you know how the enemy would move, boss!”


    “Because I do.”


    “Do you have precognition?!”


    I moved in to fight the monsters, keeping my chatter with Puppeteer from getting too out of hand.


    “What are you scared of, dumbasses? I’m standing right here.”


    The fight had only just begun.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    I had just finished off the second animated armor.


    “Watch out!”


    Even before I heard it shout, I crouched.


    There was a whistling noise as a sword cut right across where I had been, moments before. I immediately pivoted on my right foot, and the animated armor fell over.


    “Die.”


    Standing over the fallen monster, I thrust my sword down into it.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    All right, that was three.


    I immediately backstepped. Four seconds later, an attack came from the left that I dodged by stepping to the right, while quickly opening my status screen.
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    Skill Points: 312


    Taunt Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10


    Sword Proficiency Lv 2


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 300


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 70
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    Killing just three of them was enough to get Sword Proficiency to level 3. Considering it had taken more than a month to get that many points when I was training with Judit, this was a really juicy place to farm.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Sword Proficiency has gone up in level.


    Sword Proficiency Lv 2 [image: ] Sword Proficiency Lv 3
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    I raised Sword Proficiency to level 3 while watching for attacks.


    “Hey, boss, raising Sword Proficiency’s level is good, too, but if you ask me, I would like it if you put some points into Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer.”


    “Sure, I’ll do that once I’ve got enough skill points again.”


    Right, I haven’t raised it to level 2 once yet.


    From the description, it seemed like I would get a derivative skill when it reached level 2, so I was kind of looking forward to what sort of skill it would be.


    With Sword Proficiency at level 3, my movements were even more refined.


    Now I need to jump, then stab my sword straight down to kill it?
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    That was the fourth one. This was my first time getting this far. I immediately opened the status screen, and this time, I leveled up Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer has gone up in level.


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 1 [image: ] Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 2


    
      [image: ]
    

    “Yahoo! I can feel power welling up in me!”


    The sword in my hand started to shine.
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    Derivative Skill Acquired: Pulsing Greatsword
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    What’s Pulsing Greatsword do…?


    I didn’t see a reason not to try it out, so I activated it.


    “Pulsing Greatsword.”


    When I said that, the Sinister Sword changed shape, turning into an ominous-looking greatsword. Little arms of shadow emerged from the blade and latched on to my arm.


    “It’s so heavy.”


    It weighed an incredible amount, to the point that it was hard to even lift it. There was no way I could fight while swinging around such a heavy sword.


    “Go back to the Sinister Sword.”


    “No, wait, boss! I have an inherent ability like this!”


    “An inherent ability…?”


    Puppeteer explained the ability to me.


    “Ahh, yeah, that sure sounds pretty handy.”


    All right, time for round two with a level-2 Puppeteer.


    


    Defeating one golden animated armor gave me ten times more skill points than defeating a normal monster did, meaning I could get stronger here ten times faster.


    There was a clattering sound as the golden animated armors closed in on me.


    “I’m counting on you, Puppeteer.”


    “Got it!”


    It responded with a shrill voice.


    “Puppet Sword Art: Dragon’s Fang.”


    The inherent ability of Pulsing Greatsword was an autonomous function. The sword moved on its own, pulling me along with it. Thanks to that, even though it was heavy enough that I struggled to swing it, the sword could swing itself, and I could fight without trouble.


    It was sort of reminiscent of how Puppeteer had pulled me all around in the other timelines where it had taken me over, so really, it felt like a natural ability to get.


    Dragon’s Fang was a charging attack that thrust the blade forward. The golden animated armor in my path was split in two and died.


    “Good one, boss.”


    “Yeah, you too.”


    This didn’t feel too bad.


    With this, I might just be able to win.


    “Kkkkgggghhhhhh!!!”


    Just as I thought that, I heard a roar I hadn’t heard before.


    “There it is. This is the real fight, boss.”


    There was a monster I had never seen before in front of me. It had just warped in on a teleportation sigil.


    “It’s an animated knight, an SS-rank monster.”


    It was a larger monster wearing armor and riding a horse. The monster was holding a massive lance. Apparently, it was the boss of this room.


    “Can we beat it?”


    “I’d say that’s down to you, boss.”


    I suppose so.


    I clenched the hilt of the Pulsing Greatsword.


    “Puppet Sword Art: Reaping Sickle.”


    Swinging horizontally, the sword tore through several of the golden animated armors in front of me.


    “Behind you, boss.”


    “Got it!”


    Puppeteer seemed to grasp the situation around us and gave me a warning. As if in sync with it, I swung the greatsword.


    My furious battle with the golden animated armors continued. By combining the strength of the level-2 Puppeteer, my level-3 Sword Proficiency skill, and my ability to read monsters’ movements, we defeated our foes smoothly. So smoothly that it felt like we could beat any opponent.


    “All that’s left is you.”


    Past the scattered corpses of the golden animated armors stood the room boss, the animated knight.


    Leaping into the air, I swung the Pulsing Greatsword high.


    “Puppet Sword Art: Giant Hunt!”


    I spun in the air, using the momentum to slam the sword down on the animated knight, smashing it with a splatter.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.


    
      [image: ]
    

    “That finished it…?”


    I was perplexed at how easily it had gone down.


    “You did it, boss!!! Hey, maybe now you have enough points to push me to level three?!”


    “Mm, maybe…”


    Brought back to reality, I pulled up my status screen to check my skill points.
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    Skill Points: 1,320


    Taunt Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10


    Sword Proficiency Lv 3


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 3,000


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 2


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 700
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    I had more than enough points to get it to level 3.


    I don’t need to hold back now. Let’s just level it up.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer has gone up in level.


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 2 [image: ] Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 3
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    “Whoa, I can evolve again with this!!!”


    The Pulsing Greatsword started shining.


    Right, I got a new derivative skill when I leveled it to 2, so does that mean I’ll receive a new skill now that it is level 3?


    I couldn’t wait to see what new skill would come.
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    Derivative Skill Acquired: Predator
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    Predator? I can’t really picture what sort of skill that would be.


    “There! This is it! This is the form I was trying to get!”


    Puppeteer started to change shape. It grew larger and larger, getting even more rugged and rough.


    “What is this…?”


    It was strange. At level 3, Puppeteer didn’t really look like the sort of thing you would call a weapon. It was more like a giant creature with a massive jaw.


    I guess that’s how I would describe it?


    But I felt a bit weird calling it a creature. Puppeteer did not have arms or legs or a torso or eyes or a nose. It didn’t really have any of the characteristics of a living thing, save for the jaw. As it stood, the thing was too incomplete to call a creature.


    It’s almost like a thing that only exists to eat… Ohhhh, that’s why it’s called “Predator.”


    As I gazed at the parasitic weapon, I remembered its name.


    “Hey, Puppeteer, what can you do in that form?”


    “Eat, of course.”


    Puppeteer spoke by moving its giant jaw.


    Well, it did seem like the point of this thing was to eat. But I couldn’t begin to imagine how I was supposed to use it in combat.


    “Now to dig in.”


    “Huh, what are—?”


    I didn’t manage to finish my thought—the predator had swallowed me. Its giant jaw chewed me into pieces.


    “Thank you, boss. Now I can finally become human.”


    By the time I heard that, my consciousness had already faded.


    


    “…Huh?”


    I opened my eyes.


    How did I die there?


    Ah, right, Puppeteer ate me.


    I felt a sort of all-encompassing despondency.


    What should I have done instead…?


    In order to escape this dungeon, in order to get my revenge, I needed to get even stronger than I was now.


    “It’s not like I necessarily need to get Puppeteer.”


    It was just a means to my growth, so there wasn’t much point in using it if things would end with me getting eaten. It would be better of me to find a way of getting stronger without it.


    Once I decided that, I started moving.


    First stop was the hidden room with the Wisdom Crystal. I couldn’t afford for the monsters roaming around to spot me, however, since I would just be helpless if they did.


    But I had done this enough times now that I could manage it smoothly.
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    Please select one of the following skills to acquire:


    S-rank:


    <Item Box> <Enhanced Recovery> <Enhanced Mana Regeneration> <Menace> <Insight> <Foresight>


    A-rank:


    <Healing Magic> <Barrier Magic> <Fire Magic> <Water Magic> <Wind Magic> <Earth Magic> <Lightning Magic> <Alchemy> <Hex Magic> <Telepathy> <Enhancement Magic>


    B-rank:


    <Sword Proficiency> <Archery Proficiency> <Ax Proficiency> <Spear Proficiency> <Martial Arts Proficiency> <Staff Proficiency>


    C-rank:


    <Physical Enhancement> <Detection> <Mana Creation> <Fire Resistance> <Water Resistance> <Wind Resistance> <Earth Resistance> <Enhanced Sharpness> <Enhanced Accuracy> <Enhanced Evasion> <Darkvision>


    D-rank:


    <Appraisal> <Enhanced Strength> <Enhanced Endurance> <Enhanced Agility> <Enhanced Stamina>
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    I looked over the skill list and started to pick Sword Proficiency like always.


    “Mm, wait. Should I really be selecting that now?”


    My finger hovered over the choice.


    I had chosen Sword Proficiency every time because I’d had access to the parasite sword. If I was fighting with a sword, then it made sense to pick Sword Proficiency, which amplified Puppeteer’s strength. But I was not planning on using Puppeteer this time. That meant fighting without a sword, so Martial Arts Proficiency would make more sense.


    That’s my best option, because I don’t know where to pick up any weapon other than Puppeteer…


    “Actually, now that I think about it, there were plenty of chances to get a weapon, weren’t there?”


    So I went with the tried-and-true Sword Proficiency.
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    Skill Acquired: Sword Proficiency
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    Ordinarily, I would go pick up the parasite sword next and kill a few monsters to get Sword Proficiency to level 2, but I wasn’t going to get Puppeteer this time, and without it, monsters would be hard to kill, so level 2 Sword Proficiency would have to wait, too.


    Instead, I went straight to the hidden room with the golden animated armors at level 1 Sword Proficiency.


    “Bring it on, losers!”


    I taunted the animated armors and carefully dodged their attacks to draw them in to hitting each other. There was a clang as one of the armors hit another with its sword. The hit armor fell to the ground and struggled to get up. Using that opening, I stole its sword.


    “If you think about it, I can get all the swords I need from them.”


    All I had to do to get a weapon was swipe one from a monster. And then, once I had a sword equipped, things would be way easier with my Sword Proficiency skill active.


    That’s what I thought, at least.


    “This is really hard!”


    Even though I had sort of guessed it would end up like this, I didn’t think it would be that bad. Puppeteer was way more powerful than the golden animated armors’ swords.


    But there wasn’t much point in complaining.


    I know now I can’t use Puppeteer, so I’m just going to have to fight with this sword.


    “Agh.”


    A blade slashed across my back. I blacked out as I felt the pain.


    


    Attempt 560 or so.


    I had tried clearing the room full of animated armors without Puppeteer a lot of times now.


    “…This is hopeless.”


    And I had died enough times that I was ready to throw in the towel.


    With a lot of effort, I was just able to get five of them down. But I couldn’t really see myself going on to kill the full twenty golden animated armors and a single animated knight.


    “Do I really not have any choice but to use Puppeteer…?”


    But there’s not any point if I wind up getting eaten by it, either…


    Wait.


    Puppeteer had devoured me because I raised it to level 3 and used the Predator skill that it developed, turning the parasitic weapon into giant jaw monster.


    “So then what if I just keep it at level 2?”


    I was the one who controlled where skill points were spent. So I could just choose not to raise it to level 3. The Pulsing Greatsword skill at level 2 was really useful. Just that was already a huge boost to my strength. So there was no real reason for me to raise it to the dangerous level 3.


    “I guess I can give it a try…”


    With that decided, I headed to where it was waiting.


    


    Swallowing the parasite sword, I set off into the subliminal world.


    “Yo, did you want something from me?”


    Puppeteer was a vaguely humanoid shadow with body parts haphazardly pieced together, and every time I saw it, I was no closer to understanding it.


    “Lend me your strength.”


    “All right, sure. Why not?”


    It accepted my request without any argument.


    Though I couldn’t really say what it was actually thinking. Maybe it was just looking for an opening to eat me.


    After that, I just followed the standard pattern I had used so many times: picked up the Wisdom Crystal in the hidden room, killed a few monsters, and raised Sword Proficiency to level 2.


    Everything was moving smoothly.


    “Oh, you knew there was a hidden room here, boss?”


    “Yeah.”


    I headed to the chamber with the golden animated armors while we did our usual back-and-forth. Then I started matter-of-factly putting down the monsters.


    When I built up enough points, I raised Parasite Sword Puppeteer’s Master to level 2 and unlocked the derivative skill Pulsing Greatsword.


    “Wow, boss! I’m shocked! I didn’t think you had any chance of beating all of them!”


    I cleared my mind as I swung my upgraded blade, and at some point, we ended up defeating all the monsters.


    I can’t deny how powerful Puppeteer is.


    “Hey, hey, boss! Push me up to level 3 with your leftover skill points!”


    “Not a chance.”


    “Why? I’ll be even stronger at level 3! I’ll be even more useful to you.”


    I could just ignore it, but that would be a hassle, so…


    “I guess you think I haven’t noticed, but I already know you’re planning to eat me when you get to level 3.”


    When I said that, Puppeteer fell silent, as if it was thinking about something.


    As long as I don’t raise it to level 3, it will be plenty useful like this.


    I started to drag the sword along behind me out of the room.


    “ Tch, what a pain in the ass. Why’d you have to notice?”


    Puppeteer’s tone grew coarser, as if its real nature was showing through.


    “Manners.”


    “Piss off. I hate that smug condescension shit.”


    I started to laugh and rub it in some more, but stopped myself. There was no need for me to get nasty, too.


    “Hey, boss.”


    “What?”


    “How are you doing right now?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “I was just wondering. Bet you were feeling pretty nice thinking about how you got the jump on me, huh?”


    “Well, I won’t deny it.”


    “In that case, I’ll give you a little despair to go with it.”


    “What are you—?”


    Just then, something happened. The Pulsing Greatsword started moving on its own, dragging my arm along with it. The next thing I knew, the blade was positioned right against my neck.


    I can’t move…


    I frantically tried to move my arm, to get the blade away from my throat, but Puppeteer was far stronger, and I had no hope of resisting it.


    Right, this sword has an inherent autonomous function.


    An unpleasant bead of sweat trickled down my cheek, and my breathing grew raspy. Puppeteer could behead me at any moment if it wanted to.


    So this is what it feels like when someone else has your fate in their hands.


    “How are you feeling now?”


    “Awful.”


    “Aha, really? Well, since we’re here, I guess I can give you a choice: Would you rather die now or later?”


    If I chose the former option, Puppeteer would just cut my throat right now. If I chose the latter, it would eventually eat me, in Predator form.


    “…Why don’t we negotiate?”


    I repressed my panic as best as I could and made a proposition.


    “Negotiate?”


    “Your goal is to become a person, right? So even from your perspective, there’s not much value in just cutting my throat here and now.”


    “True enough. I would definitely prefer you choosing to die later.”


    As I thought, in order to become human, Puppeteer couldn’t just kill me—it had to attain the Predator form and then devour me.


    I had a terrible thought that made me want to cringe.


    “Does it have to be me that you eat, though?”


    “I don’t think it has to be you. But not just any human will do, either. Eating stronger humans gets me closer to being human. Also, I’m not very patient, so can you offer up someone that would work quickly?”


    “Yeah, I can. Promise.”


    “Okay.”


    All of a sudden, Puppeteer’s power receded, and I could move my arm again.


    “In that case, hurry up and lead the way to that human.”


    “Yeah, I got it.”


    I pictured two different people: Ageha behind her seal and Judit the Vampire.


    Apparently, I would have to sacrifice one of them to progress.


    


    It felt like the value I placed on life had plummeted ever since I had received Save & Reset. I’d stopped thinking so much about dying, since I could just redo things if I died. Early on, there were times when the pain and mental agony of dying had driven me crazy, but I could handle it better now. I still wouldn’t say it was nothing, though.


    I was definitely getting used to losing my life. This change even scared me a little. But then how did I feel about killing other people?


    “See, there’s a human right there.”


    I had brought Puppeteer to where Ageha was sealed.


    “Hmph. But she’s stuck behind a powerful barrier. I couldn’t eat her even if I wanted to.”


    “No, breaking the barrier is simple enough.”


    I had managed to shatter it just by touching it the other times, so it should be fine this time, too.


    “Really? Then get to it, please.”


    I walked up to the seal.


    …Is this really okay?


    On the way here, I had thought about a lot of things, such as whether to sacrifice Judit or Ageha. Judit was a dangerous vampire, and she had killed me dozens of times, so leaving her out roaming free was not ideal.


    But I had some nice memories with her, so I couldn’t help hesitating.


    And then there was Ageha. Honestly, I only had bad memories of her, but she had killed me fewer times than Judit. I thought I was safe from her as long as I didn’t touch her seal, but for some reason, back when I’d been with Judit, she’d somehow appeared in front of me in an incorporeal spirit form and killed me.


    I had no intention of getting involved with Judit anymore, so my odds of being attacked by Ageha were probably low, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t dangerous.


    Right, that’s why. If I need to have Puppeteer eat her to escape this dungeon and to prevent any future danger that might arise…


    …then there’s nothing wrong about this.


    “You’ve just been standing there.”


    I realized my feet had stopped moving.


    “Hah… Hah… Hah…”


    I had started breathing heavily, too. My heart was racing, and something was clearly off about my body.


    “Ngh…ugh.”


    I threw up. Again and again, until there was nothing left in my stomach.


    “C’mon, hurry it up.”


    Puppeteer was pushing me, but I was struggling just to stand there.


    Why do I feel this bad? Is Ageha attacking me somehow? No, she’s not doing anything.


    I was just being crushed by guilt. I had no idea it could feel this bad to kill someone. I hated myself for being willing to sacrifice Ageha. How could I be such a terrible person?


    It was not like I was against all killing, since I had sworn to get revenge on the villagers, and I hated them enough to want to take their lives. But I didn’t feel that way about Ageha.


    She had caused me a lot of trouble. On a surface level, I could understand choosing her to sacrifice. But…she had said she loved me. It would be terrible to simply kill her because she was inconvenient.


    “Sorry…I can’t do it. I can’t kill her…”


    It might sound pathetic, but I couldn’t make my body move how I wanted. So I just gave up.


    “If you don’t like it, just kill me please, Puppeteer.”


    “Argh, fine, if that’s how it’s going to be.”


    There was resignation in its voice. I was surprised. It didn’t sound like the Puppeteer I knew.


    “I won’t eat this girl. That should be fine, right?”


    “…You’re not going to eat me instead?”


    “What? You want me to eat you now?”


    “…No…” I stood up. “But don’t you want to become a human?”


    “Of course I do!”


    “Don’t you have to eat someone in order to become a human?”


    “But this isn’t going to work!”


    “Hm? Ah…”


    “So we’re just going to have to find some other way!”


    I was stunned. I didn’t really understand Puppeteer’s reaction and almost wondered if I had just imagined it.


    


    After leaving the place where Ageha was sealed away, I headed to one of the hideouts for a break.


    I stepped inside after making sure Judit wasn’t already using it.


    “What now, boss?”


    Once I sat down on the sofa, Puppeteer started talking to me.


    “Yeah…”


    I nodded at the question, sort of spacing out.


    I’m tired… I can’t think of anything like this.


    “First of all, we have to find a way out of this dungeon. And also come up with a way for you to become human.”


    “Oh, you’re really going to try to think of a way for me?”


    “Of course I am.”


    Honestly, I couldn’t figure out why it had changed its mind about eating me, but Puppeteer was certainly convenient. So I needed to do my best to demonstrate I was cooperating in pursuit of its goal, too.


    “Do you have any ideas on how to become human without eating someone?”


    “Mm, not really.”


    “Huh…?”


    It would be nice if we had a lead to go on, so I also put my thinking cap on.


    I had been dragged around by Puppeteer a hell of a lot of times in all these attempts, so if there was some sort of hint there…


    “Hey Puppeteer, you’ve parasitized a bunch of people before me, right?”


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    “Could you tell me what it was like with them?”


    “I don’t mind, but…when I possess a person, I’m able to move them around pretty freely…”


    What it described matched up with what happened to me when it had merged with me in the other timelines. However, I had asked for the explanation anyway because I wanted to confirm something.


    “So you get bigger with each monster you kill, taking over more and more of the person in the process.”


    “Yep, that’s right.”


    “Couldn’t you interpret that as approaching being a person with each monster you kill?”


    In other timelines, the more monsters it had killed, the bigger it had gotten, until it ultimately consumed me. So I wondered if that could be seen as becoming more human the more monsters it killed.


    “Yeah, that won’t cut it.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    I was a bit annoyed at how flatly it rejected it after I had put so much thought into it.


    “I don’t become more human the more monsters I kill—I just get bigger until I’m large enough to swallow up a human.”


    It sounded almost self-deprecating.


    Actually, now that you mention it, that was sort of what it was like.


    When I had been parasitized, the more monsters I had cut down, the larger Puppeteer had grown, until it was of a sufficient size to swallow me whole—but Puppeteer never became more human itself. And now that I was in control, if I gave it skill points from the monsters we killed, it would grow from a sword into a greatsword and turn into a giant monster with its Predator form at level 3.


    In each of these scenarios, it was always getting bigger, but never more human.


    “In that case, maybe I could let you eat the villagers?”


    “Villagers? What do you mean?”


    I explained how the villagers had persecuted me for my silver hair, how the woman I loved had been killed, and how I had been framed for the crime and banished into the dungeon.


    “Hmmm, you’ve had it pretty rough, boss.”


    “You could say that. I want revenge on them and would gladly kill them, so you could eat them all you want.”


    “Huh. Then I’ll gladly accept your kind offer.”


    “Sure. Thanks.”


    “For now, we need to get out of this dungeon.”


    “…Yeah.”


    After that discussion, I went to sleep to rest up for tomorrow.


    It was the first time in a while I had been able to sleep.


    


    The next day, I left the hideout.


    Our goal was the boss room in the depths of the dungeon. I had already raised my skill levels plenty from beating all the golden animated armors and finished my preparations for taking down the boss. Now all that was left was for Puppeteer and me to defeat that thing and leave the dungeon.


    “Dear me. I just noticed the Parasite Sword Puppeteer is not in its usual place, but what have we here?”


    Right after beating the griffon mid-boss, we found her standing there: the true vampire Judit herself.


    “Boss, she’s got a dangerous scent.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    I broke into a cold sweat. Judit had killed me dozens of times. She was extremely belligerent, but I had proved in another time that she was fine so long as you were careful in your interactions with her.


    “Greetings, Lady Judit,” I responded, with a respectful bow.


    “Oh my. Might I take this as evidence you possess the bare minimum of courtesy?”


    Her eyes narrowed.


    I think I at least didn’t give too bad of an impression.


    “Very well, then. Might I inquire just what it is you are doing in this place?”


    “Attempting to clear the dungeon.”


    “And what exactly are you holding?”


    “The Parasite Sword Puppeteer, milady.”


    “Hmm. That’s quite the dangerous thing in your hands.”


    There was a violent gleam in her eyes, and she created a blade of blood from her wrist.


    Not good. This is looking like it will become a battle.


    If at all possible, I didn’t want to fight her.


    “Please wait. I have taken control of the parasite sword, and I won’t attempt to attack you. So could you please overlook this? I believe it would be best if we did not cross blades.”


    I tried my best to explain things. It would save me a lot of trouble if Judit was willing to just accept my explanation.


    “You have taken control of Puppeteer? I find that rather difficult to believe.”


    “N-nonetheless… I believe that my being able to hold the sword like this should be evidence of my control.”


    “Well, I will acknowledge you appear different from the previous adventurers whom Puppeteer has possessed.”


    She put her hand to her chin in thought. After a moment of deep contemplation…


    “Very well. I shall let you pass this time.”


    I breathed a sigh of relief.


    Thank goodness we didn’t have to fight.


    Judit stepped aside, opening the way, and I passed her by. Just as I did, though, something entirely outside my expectations happened.


    “Talk about pompous. This lady’s got a nasty personality.”


    Puppeteer insulted Judit in a voice loud enough for her to hear.


    “What are you saying?!”


    Immediately, something came flying.


    There was a clang as I intercepted it with the sword. It was a knife made of blood.


    “Ah, she’s really mad.”


    Puppeteer was jeering loudly.


    “That is quite the rude sword.”


    There was a visible blood vessel on Judit’s forehead. She must have been seriously pissed.


    “I-I’m so sorry!!!”


    I ran away with that apology.


    


    “Hah… Hah… Hah… Hah…”


    After I managed to shake off Judit, I was out of breath.


    “Ha-ha, that was fun, wasn’t it, boss?”


    Puppeteer was laughing happily at the interlude.


    “You…”


    Although I was furious…


    …ultimately, I let it slide, since we’d managed to get away. But who knew what would have happened if that encounter turned into a fight?


    “Are you mad, boss?”


    “A little, yeah.”


    “Why? Even if we had to fight that vampire, we could have smashed her easily enough if we combined our power.”


    Puppeteer was brimming with confidence. I was admittedly a little curious if Judit was still stronger than I was now or not. But even if I was confident I could win, I didn’t want to fight her.


    “That may be true, but I don’t really want to get into it with her.”


    “Why?”


    “Why?”


    I struggled to answer. I couldn’t just admit it was because we had been friends in a different timeline.


    “Wait, is she your type, boss?”


    “Th-that’s not it.”


    “You’re definitely blushing.”


    “I am not.”


    “Ah-ha-ha, it’s fun teasing you.”


    “You shouldn’t tease your master.”


    “Huh? Well, what should I do, then…?”


    We made our way into the depths of the dungeon while chatting with each other.


    


    “It should be around here…”


    “What are you looking for?”


    We were in the room right before the boss monster.


    “There’s a hidden chamber right around here.”


    “What’s in it?”


    “A Wisdom Shard—an item that gives you a skill.”


    “It’s pretty incredible that you know about a hidden room like that!”


    “That’s right—which is why you should be more respectful of me.”


    “You’re so incredible and smart and cool. There, happy?”


    “You’re definitely just saying things you don’t mean.”


    This crystal would give me the Elemental Imbuement skill. It was not really a skill I knew how to use, but there wouldn’t be any harm in picking it up.


    Ah, there’s the switch.


    I pressed the switch, and a passage opened into the hidden chamber, with a treasure chest right in the middle.
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    Wisdom Shard Acquired


    The effect will automatically activate.
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    There was a familiar message.


    “Huh?”


    But I was still surprised because I didn’t get Elemental Imbuement.


    


    I had assumed I would just get Elemental Imbuement again, but now that I thought about it, the Wisdom Shard’s effect was to randomly grant a skill, so this wasn’t a strange result in the slightest, as I was in a different timeline.
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    Skill Acquired: Appraisal
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    I wasn’t really sure whether to be happy with my new skill or not. I remembered seeing that skill on the list of the second Wisdom Crystal I’d picked up. It was a D-rank skill, though, so did it really matter?


    But I had a feeling this was fine, since I could at least imagine it having some use, unlike Elemental Imbuement, which I had no way of using at all.


    There wasn’t much more I could accomplish by just thinking about it, though, so I decided to try using it on the Sinister Sword in my hands.
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    Insufficient level. Unable to appraise.
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    “…Seriously?”


    “What are you grumbling about, boss?”


    “I tried to use Appraisal on you and couldn’t, so I got annoyed.”


    “Oooh, you’re so naughty, boss.”


    “That’s the sort of thing only a cute girl can get away with saying.”


    “Once I become human, I’ll have the form of a beautiful and cute little girl, you know.”


    Hmph. There’s no way Puppeteer would be a cute girl when it turned human. More like a snotty little boy.


    “You just snorted at me, didn’t you, boss?!”


    “Th-that’s not true…”


    “You’re definitely holding back a chuckle! Hmph, well, I’ll have the last laugh when I really do become a cute girl!”


    “In that case, I’ll be looking forward to it.”


    I really did want to know what Puppeteer would look like once it became human.


    While we were chatting, I confirmed the number of skill points I had.
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    Skill Points: 1,320


    Taunt Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10


    Sword Proficiency Lv 3


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 3,000


    Parasite Sword Puppeteer’s Master Lv 2


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 700


    Appraisal Lv 1


    Remaining skill points required to level up: 10


    
      [image: ]
    

    I actually have a lot of spare points, don’t I?


    Even reserving 700 points to push Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer to level 3, I still had plenty to spare. So why not put a few into Taunt and Appraisal?


    I put 110 points into both and raised them to level 3.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Taunt has gone up in level.


    Taunt Lv 1 [image: ] Taunt Lv 3


    Appraisal has gone up in level.


    Appraisal Lv 1 [image: ] Appraisal Lv 3
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    Now I should be able to do it.


    I tried appraising the Sinister Sword again.
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    Sinister Sword


    One of the forms of the Parasite Sword Puppeteer.


    Possesses a keen blade.
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    “I mean, I guess I can use it now, but it didn’t really tell me anything new.”


    That was a bit of a letdown. It sort of felt like I hadn’t needed to put in all those skill points to push it to level 3. But either way, I had done all I wanted to do, so I left the hidden room and headed to the boss.


    


    As I started to open the boss room, Puppeteer spoke up.


    “Are you nervous?”


    “A little…”


    The boss of this dungeon was so strong that even Judit the Vampire could not beat it, so I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t anxious.


    “Want me to ease your tension?”


    “Can you do that?”


    “Heh-heh, I’m surprisingly sensitive.”


    “Really? In that case, sure, please do.”


    “Go, go! Boss! You can do it, boss!”


    Puppeteer cheered loudly.


    “…Is that it?”


    It felt a little lacking, honestly.


    “No, that was pretty embarrassing already, so you better show some gratitude!”


    “Huh?”


    “Now you’re just making fun of me, boss!”


    “No, that’s not how I meant it.”


    I really wasn’t trying to poke fun at it.


    “Thank you, Puppeteer.”


    “What, so now you thank me?”


    “No, I am genuinely grateful.”


    I wouldn’t have been able to get this far without Puppeteer’s help, so I really did appreciate it, from the bottom of my heart.


    “Save your thanks for afterward, since this is the real fight.”


    “Yeah, I guess so.”


    “I guess you’re right.”


    It was a bit early to be thankful when we still didn’t know if we could win this battle yet or not. So instead…


    “I’ll be counting on you, Puppeteer.”


    “Yeah, leave it to me.”


    I pushed open the door.


    All right, let’s show this thing what we’re made of.


    


    Every dungeon had a boss. These powerful monsters dwelled in the deepest part of the dungeon, and you received a reward for defeating them, along with the ability to leave the dungeon.


    I pushed open the huge doors. For how large they were, they opened smoothly. After I took a few steps into the chamber, there was a clank. I looked back and saw that the doors had closed.


    “Something’s here, boss.”


    “Yeah, I know.”


    I could sense something deeper in.


    “Kkkkggggghhhhhhhooooooooo!!!!”


    There came a thunderous roar that was so loud, I could feel the reverberations on my body.


    “What is that…?”


    It was massive. More than five meters long at least. The hideous creature uncurled, revealing a long, slender body and countless legs.
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    Remorhaz


    SSS-rank difficulty. Giant centipede-type monster.


    Excretes a poison from its body that dissolves even metal.
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    Using Appraisal, I confirmed its traits.


    Ah, so Appraisal can reveal details about what you analyze that aren’t obvious just from looking. I’ll have to be careful of that poison.


    “Pulsing Greatsword.”


    To start out, I shifted Puppeteer to its greatsword form. This form had an inherent autonomous function, which should give us a shot at beating the monster.


    “Kishaaaaaaaa!!!”


    The remorhaz charged. I dodged and used the opening to deliver an attack of my own.


    “Puppet Sword Art: Giant Hunt.”


    A high jump into a vertical spinning slash.


    Clang!


    “Oof !”


    My sword bounced off the remorhaz.


    Its skin is way harder than I expected…!


    I tried to attack several more times, but none of my blows had any effect.


    “Shit.”


    I cursed and kept trying over and over to slash it, but it just made a shrieking sound, as if laughing at me.


    Did I face the boss too early…?


    Somewhere along the way, I had reached the conclusion it was too soon. That this time wouldn’t work. That I should resign myself to dying and use the information I gathered for next time.


    And even if I died, I would just end up back at the start again, so I could go all out on preparing for my next clash with this thing.


    Just learning the power level of the remorhaz was already something to celebrate.


    “What are you giving up for, boss?!”


    But then I heard Puppeteer’s voice of encouragement. It must have realized I was throwing in the towel.


    “You promised that you would make me human!”


    Right.


    I was only standing there because I had made that promise with Puppeteer. I might be able to redo things if I died, but it was also true that the resulting Puppeteer wouldn’t be the same as this one. I wouldn’t be able to fulfill my promise with this Puppeteer.


    “Sorry to make you worry.”


    I couldn’t just give up. If I didn’t at least struggle to the end, I would never be able to clear this dungeon.


    “How about we get a little bit serious?”


    “Boss!!!”


    The remorhaz’s exterior was hard—so hard that I couldn’t cut through it with my own strength. But there must have been a part of its body that was soft enough for me to pierce.


    Like maybe on the inside.


    “Hey, loser, I’m standing right here. Bring it on.”


    I taunted the remorhaz.


    “Kishaaaaaaa!!!”


    It shrieked shrilly and charged straight at me. It was a simple, easy-to-read attack, just like I wanted.


    “Puppet Sword Art: Dragon’s Fang!”


    I charged forward.


    I don’t care if you eat me. In fact, go ahead and do it! I’ll cut you open from the inside…!


    Rushing right into the remorhaz’s mouth, I held up my sword and tore into it. Green blood poured down on me. And then I was suddenly outside the remorhaz again.
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    Monster defeated.


    Skill points acquired.
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    The remorhaz’s corpse fell to the ground, split in two down the center.


    “You did it! Boss!”


    It finally sank in when I heard Puppeteer shouting. We had beaten the dungeon boss.


    “I did it…?”


    I couldn’t believe it.


    I had never succeeded in beating a monster on the first try before. I had always claimed victory after dying over and over, and yet against the boss of the entire dungeon, I had managed to win on my first try.


    I was honestly a little out of it. I had expected to face this boss dozens of times in order to learn how to fight it.


    “Hey, boss, celebrate a little. You beat the monster you wanted to take down, didn’t you?”


    “…You’re right.”


    A whole host of memories flashed through my head. The rigged trial, being sent into the dungeon, my hundreds of deaths fighting the bugbears, Ageha and Judit, Puppeteer, and at last, clearing the dungeon.


    “I did ittttttttt!”


    I couldn’t hold it in.


    


    Two things happened after I defeated the dungeon boss.


    First was the reward for clearing the Katarph Dungeon.
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    Acquired the clear reward: Inferno’s Edge
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    I received a sword with a red blade. It looked strong, but I had Puppeteer, so I probably wouldn’t use it much. Though there was no reason not to take it, either.


    Second, a teleportation sigil leading out of the dungeon appeared on the ground.


    “If we take this, we can get outside, right?”


    “That’s right, boss.”


    So I stepped on the sigil. There was a dazzling glow.


    “Something’s here.”


    “Huh?”


    It was hard to see anything in the bright light of the sigil, but it did seem like something was there, since my Appraisal skill activated.
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    ???


    Impossible to Appraise.
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    However, all it said was Impossible to Appraise, so I couldn’t tell anything more. The next instant, my surroundings changed.


    I had been warped out of the dungeon.


    


    Katarph Village: the place where I was born and raised.


    It was home to fewer than three thousand people, and its main source of business was the dungeon. Since the village had been constructed around Katarph Dungeon, there was a flourishing industry targeting all the adventurers who came to face the challenge, including a long line of weapons and armor shops and taverns.


    I had eked out a living here farming the land, but the villagers had always harassed me for my silver hair. Those with silver hair were oppressed because an arcsian betrayed humanity long ago and aided monsters with silver hair.


    The humiliation I had suffered at the villagers’ hands for all those years was seared into my memory. They would constantly throw stones at me, so I was always injured in some way or another. They were always tearing up the land I tried so hard to plow. The town would take more of my harvest in taxes than it would for anyone else. I was always poor, so I seldom had a proper meal. Because of all that, my mother succumbed to illness.


    And I would never forget my one friend Namia. The only person in the village who would take my side. She would protect me when people threw stones at me and secretly brought me food when I was struggling to eat. She was betrothed to Darga, the son of the village chief. I would never forget that day.


    She had said that she loved me and suggested we run away together. I agreed and went to her house that night. I wish I could forget what happened afterward. The most awful scene unfolded. I was framed for raping and killing Namia and banished to the depths of Katarph Dungeon. Darga was the one who had taken her life, but all the villagers had conspired to blame me.


    And now, at long last, I was back.


    “Hey, someone returned from the dungeon!”


    “Someone cleared the dungeon!”


    Suddenly, I heard voices. Then I remembered there was a pedestal at the center of the village where the names of the individuals who had cleared the dungeon were supposed to appear.


    I had manifested on that pedestal with a flash of light, so even people who didn’t know what had happened could tell that someone had accomplished this great feat.
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    Skill points used.


    The requirement to level up has been met.


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer has gone up in level.


    Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 2 [image: ] Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer Lv 3
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    I wordlessly invested the points required to raise Puppeteer’s level.
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    Derivative Skill Acquired: Predator
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    “Hey, isn’t that Kiska?”


    “Yeah, right. There’s no way he could ever clear the dungeon.”


    “I mean look at that silver hair. It’s gotta be Kiska, right?”


    There was a stir from the crowd. They had started to realize it was me.


    “Hey, Puppeteer.”


    “What is it, boss?”


    “You remember what I told you these villagers did to me?”


    “Of course. They’re nasty pieces of work.”


    “Revenge is what drove me to clear this dungeon.”


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    “But I was worried that when I cleared it, when I finally got the chance to kill them with my own two hands, that I might hesitate. This whole time, I’ve been afraid I wouldn’t have it in me to harm another person.”


    I remembered feeling so overwhelmed with guilt for trying to feed Ageha to Puppeteer that I threw up. I had been worried I might feel the same when faced with the villagers.


    “Well, now you’ve got your chance at revenge. So how are you feeling?”


    Puppeteer’s voice was cheerful.


    “Like I want to murder every last one of them.”


    “Ha-ha-ha-ha! Yeah, that’s how it’s gotta be!”


    “Predator.”


    Puppeteer transformed into its Predator form, morphing into a giant monster meant for one thing and one thing only: devouring people.


    “You can eat them all.”


    “Don’t mind if I do!”


    My long-awaited revenge had finally kicked off.


    


    “S-stop! Don’t eat me!”


    “Aaaaaaaaaah! What is that thing?!”


    Predator sprouted tendril-like bits that grabbed villagers one after the other, dumping them into its mouth. Then it began chewing them to pieces with its powerful jaw.


    “Puppeteer, I’m going to take care of something real quick, so feel free to help yourself.”


    “Roger, boss!!!”


    The villagers were all too focused on Predator to notice me. Using that distraction, I set out to look for a couple people with Inferno’s Edge in hand, as my trusty Parasite Sword was now occupied in Predator form.


    There were a few people whom I needed to ensure experienced the true depths of despair. One was Darga, the village chief’s son and Namia’s murderer. He had to suffer the most. The second was the village chief, Rigroot. He was Darga’s father and the mastermind of the conspiracy to pin Darga’s crimes on me. And then there were the four men who were always with Darga. They had also been at Namia’s house that day. Even though they knew the truth, they had still testified to me raping Namia. I also wanted to get even with the judge who’d sentenced me to the dungeon, but he was less important.


    Either way, I needed to catch them myself to make sure they didn’t escape.


    “Hey, a monster appeared in the village!”


    “What kind?”


    “No one’s seen anything like it before.”


    “What the hell?!”


    “What are you adventurers doing? Hurry up and kill it.”


    “Where’s the guild when you need them? Gather all the adventurers!”


    Shouts rang out all through the village. Everyone was in a hurry. Some were preparing to fight, others were running away, and some were calling for help. The monster they were talking about was Predator. It wasn’t actually a monster, but their mistake was understandable, given how it looked.


    Where are you?


    “Found you.”


    I finally caught sight of one of my targets.


    “Been a while.”


    The truth was, only about a week had passed since I was sent into the dungeon, but after dying hundreds of times, it felt like it had been years.


    “Wh-why are you here, Kiska…?”


    He was visibly shaken at seeing me.


    “Why indeed, Darga? Why indeed?”


    “Anyway, I don’t have time to be dealing with you right now!”


    “Yeah, sounds like a monster’s appeared in the village.”


    “That’s right! We’re busy dealing with that thing! So leave me the fuck alone!”


    “And what if I said I’m the reason that monster showed up?”


    “The hell are you talking a—?”


    He didn’t manage to finish, though, because I didn’t let him.


    “You seem to have the wrong idea, so I’ll make things simple for you: I can kill you at any time I damn well please.”


    I jabbed my sword into his left arm and then slashed. Inferno’s Edge glowed with heat, scorching the wound and cauterizing it in the process of cutting. This weapon was more suited to torture than to combat.


    “Aaaarggghhhhh!!!”


    Darga screamed and writhed in pain.


    “Motherfucker! What do you think you’re doing?!”


    But he still had the spirit to act tough.


    “What happened, Darga, sir?!”


    “What’s going on?!”


    Noticing that something was off, some men started running over, including the men who had been with Darga in Namia’s house that evening. The must have been rushing over to deal with Predator, as they were all holding weapons.


    “Kill this god damn silver!” Darga howled.


    They all clenched their weapons and charged. The old me would have gotten my shit kicked in, but now…


    “Bring it on, losers.”


    “Cocky son of a bitch!”


    I baited an attack with my Taunt, dodged it, and countered.


    “Argh?!”


    The man collapsed from his gaping slash wound. I proceeded to cut down the others, one after another.


    “Wh-what’s with those movements?!”


    “I—I can’t do anything!”


    “S-stop it!”


    “Argh!”


    I had survived that hellish dungeon, so I could handle this rabble with my eyes closed.


    “Let’s try this again, Darga. I want you to think real hard about what it means that I’m standing here.”


    Stepping on one of the men who had collapsed, I addressed Darga. Everyone who had attacked me had already been pacified.


    “Y-you can’t mean… You survived that dungeon…?”
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    He had finally processed it. Man, that was slow. He really is dense.


    “Hey, Darga, do you know what I was on my mind as I worked my way through the dungeon?”


    “Wh-what are you talking about…?”


    “I spent the whole time thinking about how I would get my revenge on you. About the most gruesome way I could kill you. Whether I should beat you to death, slit your throat, crucify you, use water torture on you, burn you at the stake, whip you, peel your skin off, blind you, cut off your fingers one by one, starve you to death, crush you, bury you alive, shred you, poison you, lock you away, or stab you. I was wondering all that time, every last second, just what I should do to you.”


    I had said that all in one breath, so I was winded. With each part of my speech, Darga’s face had twitched in terror.


    “Hey, boss, can I eat them?”


    Looking up, I realized Puppeteer had approached. It had taken it a while to eat all those villagers. I assumed by “them,” it must have meant all the guys who needed a comeuppance for attacking me.


    “You can eat everyone other than this guy.” I pointed at Darga.


    “All right, got it!”


    Puppeteer cheerfully answered, then used its tendrils to swallow up the men, one after another.


    “Noooooo!”


    “Arggghhhh!”


    “No! Stop it, please!!!”


    “Let me go! Let me gooo!”


    They all resisted, but it wasn’t enough. Puppeteer chewed them to mincemeat with its massive jaw.


    “You summoned this monster…?”


    Darga’s face was the epitome of despair.


    “Yep. That’s right.”


    I acknowledged it. All of a sudden, my nostrils were assaulted by a terrible stench.


    He pissed himself in terror.


    “Don’t worry, though. I’m not going to let you off so easily.”


    “Please spare me! I was wrong! I’ll apologize, so please save me!”


    Darga got on his knees and desperately begged for his life.


    I was honestly disappointed to see that. Stunned at how pathetic and tiny he really was. I would have rather he acted the villain all the way to the end.


    Seeing him apologize like that made it seem like I was the bad guy.


    “You really think that’s enough to earn forgiveness? You’re gonna die a horrible and painful death.”


    


    Puppeteer’s Predator form seemed to grow the more it ate, and it was visibly larger already. If it kept growing, then before long, it should be able to fulfill its dream of becoming human.


    “I’m going to step away from here, Puppeteer, if that’s all right?”


    “Mhm, do what you gotta do, boss!”


    “All right.”


    Seeing it nod, I looked back at Darga. He was already in a stupor, shuddering in terror.


    “Get up, Darga.”


    He just kept shivering, though, showing no reaction. So I gave him a stronger order.


    “Get your ass up.”


    “Y-yes, sir!”


    He leaped to his feet.


    “Take me to wherever the chief is.”


    “Huh?”


    “Don’t talk back and don’t think. Just do what I tell you.”


    “Y-yes, sir! H-he should be this way!”


    Shrinking in fear, Darga immediately started walking. I followed him. We ended up going to the Adventurers Guild. I knew about the place, of course, but I had never been inside. I’d never had a reason to go.


    The inside was cacophony. Probably because they were arguing about how to deal with Predator.


    The village chief, Rigroot, was sitting at a table in the middle of the room. He was going at it with the adventurers.


    “Hurry up and kill that monster already!”


    “I’m telling you, we can’t! We should ask for support from neighboring guilds.”


    “You useless fool, we called for aid already!”


    As shouts rang out, a voice suddenly broke in to the argument.


    “Please save me!”


    It was Darga, who was walking in front of me.


    “This goddamn silver teamed up with that monster to attack the village! So please! Kill him now!!!”


    Darga ran over to the adventurers, begging for help.


    “Hey, isn’t that Kiska?”


    “I thought he was banished into the depths of the dungeon.”


    “What’s he doing here?”


    The group noticed me and started looking closer.


    “Is it true that he released the monster into the village?” Rigroot asked.


    “Yeah, I saw it! I saw him giving it orders!” answered Darga.


    “Ha-ha, there’s no way he tamed a monster.”


    “There’s no way some useless farmer could summon a monster.”


    “Did the kid just snap from fear?”


    Everyone started laughing. I couldn’t help thinking that they had it wrong about Predator, that it wasn’t a monster at all, but I guess that didn’t really matter to them.


    “Hey, Chief.” Ignoring them, I got down to business. “You’ve got some nerve framing an innocent man and banishing him to the dungeon.”


    “Wh-what are you—?”


    “You know damn well that it wasn’t me who raped and killed Namia; it was the piece of shit son of yours rolling around on the ground there.”


    “Someone capture him!”


    I had only just started my spiel when he ordered the adventurers to arrest me. They lurched at me in an attempt to pin me down, but I just calmly dodged while continuing the conversation.


    “There’s only one reason I came back here: to get revenge on all of you.”


    “What are you—?”


    “K-Kiska came back from the depths of the dungeon! And he brought a monster with him! Kill him now! If you don’t, we’re all in danger!”


    Darga had interrupted the chief with a terrified squeal. Hearing that, the adventurers finally realized how abnormal this whole situation was, and what it meant for someone who had been banished to the depths of the dungeon to return to the village.


    “Arrest him right away! Kill him if you must!” Rigroot shouted.


    The adventurers drew their weapons at that.


    “Ha-ha-ha, what a shame, Kiska!!! You may have gotten stronger and survived the dungeon, but there’s no way you can win against this many adventurers. This is where you die! Too bad for you!”


    Darga started bragging, regaining his composure now that he had the adventurers to protect him.


    There’s no way I can win against this many adventurers, is that it…? Well, let’s put your theory to the test.


    With that, my clash with the adventurers began.


    They attacked me with zeal, telling me to die and cursing me. And I resisted them with Inferno’s Edge. My only thought in the battle was: Compared to the monsters in the dungeon, everything about this is child’s play.


    Fighting ten bugbears or twenty golden animated armors was millions of times harder.


    In the blink of an eye, I laid low every adventurer.


    “What the hell’s going on?! Why are you all down?! He’s all by himself! This doesn’t make any sense!”


    I could hear Darga whining again.


    “What was it you said? ‘There’s no way you can win against this many adventurers,’ was it? That’s strange. You still sticking by that?”


    ““Agh, ah…””


    Darga and the chief were frozen in terror.


    I thought I smelled something bad. They both fucking pissed themselves.


    “Well, since we’re all here, let’s make a game of it.”


    “A-a game? ” the chief whispered.


    “That’s right. I’m going to torture one and only one of you. But I’ll let you two decide who it will be. Go ahead, talk it out and determine which of you will be tortured.”


    I had posed the deal because they were father and son. I was hoping to hear one of them offer themselves up to save the other.


    “You take the torture. It’s your fault this all happened. It’s all because you killed Namia!!!”


    “Fuck you! You’re the one who hung it on Kiska! You take responsibility, Dad!”


    “I did it because I thought it was for your sake.”


    “Then take the torture for my sake, too!”


    But they immediately started bickering. It was an unsightly argument, and the two stooped to cursing each other, hitting each other, and clawing at each other. Just watching it was pathetic and hilarious, but it wasn’t going to quell my anger, either.


    “If you idiots don’t decide in ten seconds, I’ll torture you both.”


    I started counting down from ten. Their scuffling heated up, getting even more hideous.


    “You take the torture!”


    “No you, Dad!”


    And then I reached “zero.”


    “What a shame; now I have no choice but to torture you both.”


    If they couldn’t decide, then I just had to do things the hard way.


    “Please accept my humblest apology! There is no excuse for the terrible harm my son caused you! I can only beg you to overlook my failure as a father!”


    It was a splendid bow. The chief had his forehead on the ground and his elbows at a perfect ninety-degree angle. It was so good that I doubted there was anyone else in the world in that moment who could do a better bow.


    “You may do whatever you like to my son. So please…! Please just let me live! I am begging you, sir!”


    “Dad! You fucking bastard!”


    I was moved. He was selling his son out with the humblest bow I had ever seen. I doubt there was any sight in the world more hideous than that.


    So I guess I’ll have to respond in kind.


    “All right, I’ll accept it, Chief.”


    “What?!”


    Darga sounded like he couldn’t believe what was happening. Then he immediately started moving, too, bowing and scraping just like his dad.


    “I offer my humblest apologies! So please torture my father!”


    Like that’s gonna fly.


    When it comes to prostrating yourself before someone, there’s value in making the first move. Just copying the person who came before you is pointless.


    “Darga! Don’t tell me you think that’s going to pass muster!”


    See, your dad here gets it.


    “Chief, I’m going to tie up your son now, and I want you to help me do it.”


    “Yes, sir, understood!”


    Darga tried to get away, but I grabbed him, then tied him to a pillar with his father’s assistance.


    “Dad! You bastard! I’ll never forgive you for this, you piece of shit!”


    He furiously cursed out his dad, but the chief looked completely unperturbed.


    “Now then, Chief, I want you to carve up your son just like I tell you to.”


    “Y-you would have me do it?!”


    “What, are you getting cold feet? In that case—”


    “Not at all, sir! I’ll do it! Please allow me to do it!”


    I had been about to threaten him with torture instead, but before I could even get the words out of my mouth, he had been ready to volunteer.


    “Then get to it.” I gave the chief a sword. “For starters, how about you cut off all of his fingers?”


    The chief began torturing his son.


    “This is all because you fucked up, you goddamn fool!!! Try showing some remorse, you piece of shit!”


    Cursing his own son, he cut into his Darga with his own two hands.


    “Urrrrgaaaaaaaa!”


    His son screamed in pain, and in between the groans he kept saying, “I’ll fucking kill you for this, old man!”


    The torture session continued for several hours, thanks to the chief’s care with the blade to keep Darga from passing out.


    I watched the whole time.


    Ahh, humans are such hideous creatures.


    


    I looked out the window and saw that it was dark and gloomy.


    Darga’s father was still torturing his son. The pair didn’t even seem to notice me anymore, so the torture would probably continue even without me.


    So is my vengeance finally complete?


    The swollen tumor of rage and hatred I had been holding in my heart all this time had finally faded. I felt a sense of achievement and satisfaction, too. But I also felt hollow.


    People said that nothing came of revenge, and they were right. But I didn’t feel regret in the slightest.


    “I killed a lot of people.”


    With that many bodies, I was going to be a wanted man.


    A lot of people had needed to die for me to complete my vengeance and for Puppeteer to become human. Though I supposed the Parasite Sword was responsible for the bulk of the killings.


    Right, I should check in on Puppeteer. Has it become human yet?


    I stood up.


    But there’s one place I want to go first.


    


    Stepping outside, I realized that it was unnaturally quiet.


    And then I heard a scream in the distance.


    I guess Puppeteer is still rampaging.


    Maybe the reason it felt quiet was because the villagers were hiding in their homes, hoping to not be noticed.


    Either way, I walked to the place I wanted to go.


    “There it is…”


    A small stone marking Namia’s grave. Since I had been branded as her murderer, I hadn’t been allowed to attend her funeral or see her grave.


    I sat down and put my hands together.


    “Dammit…”


    Tears welled up in my eyes, probably because her death felt so real and final. Revenge had motivated me through all of this, but with my retribution complete, I had to move on. Vengeance was only good for cleaning past humiliations.


    But Namia’s death still hit so hard that I needed at least a little bit of time to sit there and cry.


    I don’t know how long I was there alone with Namia.


    “I should go check on Puppeteer…”


    Just as I stood up—


    “Guggooooooooooooo!!!”


    There was booming, deep sound. It was earsplittingly loud.


    I turned in the direction of the sound to see a large, black, egg-like structure larger than a building.


    I could tell right away it was Puppeteer. The thing cracked like a hatching egg. The black shell crumbled into dust that fell on the village. It was the moment Puppeteer would be reborn as a human.


    “Puppeteer!”


    I ran through the dark torrent.


    Puppeteer’s dream was to become human. If it succeeded, then that was something worth celebrating.


    I should be there for it.


    Would it be a guy or a girl? I was also curious how it would look. Would it be tall or short? What color would its hair be?


    Puppeteer was a strange thing to call a person. Would it be better to give it a more human name?


    Pushing through the black sediment, I eventually found a human figure standing before me. It was clear at a glance it was Puppeteer, so I started to call out—


    “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!!!”


    A shrill, pained, earsplitting scream.


    “What’s wrong, Puppeteer?”


    Puppeteer twitched upon hearing my voice and noticed me. It turned around.


    “This is wrong.”


    I started to ask what was the matter, but—


    “No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no! This is wrong! This is all wrong!!!”


    I was so overwhelmed by the intensity that I couldn’t say a thing.


    “I—I wanted to be a person! Not this…this monster…”


    Puppeteer collapsed in tears.


    The right half of her body was that of human girl. She had pale skin and a young but adorable figure, with long hair. Seeing that, I had to admit Puppeteer had been right about becoming a girl.


    But the left half was different. It was like a human body with a glossy black monster’s skin stretched across it, dotted with many reptilian eyes.


    “Kill me…”


    “What…?”


    “Kill me!”


    “But…”


    “There’s no point! There’s no point in living if I look like this! So please…kill me.”


    She was pleading with teary eyes, but there was no way I could do that.


    “I think you’re wonderful however you look.”


    “Liar! Don’t patronize me!”


    “I mean it.”


    “Fine…! Then could you love me even if I look like this?”


    I froze for a second at her question. Even if I said yes, I felt like my answer would be so shallow that I couldn’t bring myself to say it.


    “See—it’s hopeless.”


    Puppeteer interpreted my silence as rejection.


    “Of course it would be. I look like a monster.”


    I immediately acted in response to the pained look on her face.


    I felt like I had to help her somehow, so I hugged her tightly.


    “I love you.”


    “Don’t lie to me…”


    “I’m not lying.”


    “Don’t give me that bullshit… Aaa, ahhh… Waaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa! ”


    After that, I just hugged Puppeteer while she wept. I think I probably cried, too.


    We stayed for several minutes. When she finally stopped crying, she pushed me with one hand. I loosened my hug and took a few steps back.


    “Thank you, boss.”


    Puppeteer smiled, and then…


    …a giant black jaw appeared above her and swallowed her.


    “…Huh?”


    I was dumbfounded. The dark sediment attacking the village gradually disappeared. Puppeteer was nowhere to be found. She had killed herself.


    “What even is this…?”


    I slumped weakly to the ground. I felt an indescribable emptiness. Was this really what I had been fighting for all this time?


    “Aaa…aargh.”


    I curled up and cried like a baby, not understanding anything. After a little bit, though, I slowly stood up.


    My footing was wobbly, yet I walked on.


    “It’s still there, right?”


    I pulled up my status screen.
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    Kiska


    Skill 1: Save & Reset


    Skill 2: Taunt Lv 3


    Skill 3: Sword Proficiency Lv 3


    Skill 4:


    Skill 5: Appraisal Lv 3
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    With Puppeteer dead, Master of Parasite Sword Puppeteer had disappeared. But Save & Reset was the one I was checking. So long as I had that, I could redo things as many times as it took.


    I threw myself off a cliff.


    Whatever else was true, I knew this future was not the one I had worked so hard to attain. So I just had to redo things as many times as it took to reach the future I did want.


    


    “…So I’m really back, huh?”


    Opening my eyes, I was back in the room where the swarm of bugbears appeared. Time had rewound back to the point right after I finished killing them.


    I would meet Puppeteer after this.


    There were three teleportation sigils on this floor. The first led to Ageha and her seal, the second led to the Vampire Judit, and the third led to Puppeteer.


    At this point, my desire to make Puppeteer a human meant more to me than revenge. If I could help her become a real human, I wouldn’t mind dying and coming back as many times as it took.


    Dedicating myself to that path, I stepped onto the third sigil.


    “Puppeteer should be right up ahead.”


    I talked to myself as I walked down the straight path.


    “Gruuuuuuuu!!!”


    There was a low, savage growl.


    “Huh…?”


    Before me was a monster like a dark shadow. A giant jaw that filled the entire passage. It had a mouth full of sturdy, powerful teeth, and there were countless black tendrils growing here and there out of its body.


    It looked almost exactly like Puppeteer’s Predator form. It was as though Predator had been scaled up and made even more unsettling to look at.


    “Is that Puppeteer…?”


    This was around where the sword was supposed to be, and yet I couldn’t find her. There was only this monstrous creature.


    “That can’t be…”


    Since time had rewound, everything had to go back to how it was before, so it didn’t make sense for the Parasite Sword Puppeteer not to be here.


    “No…”


    Save & Reset as a skill definitely did revert time, resetting memories and experiences in the process. But there were exceptions that weren’t reset, too. Ageha, for one. It was clear from her actions that she had memories of other timelines.


    But another exception was Puppeteer. The first time I had met her, she had parasitized me and just consumed monsters one after the other. But I gained the ability to control her with Judit’s guidance after dozens and dozens of loops, she had said something to me in the subliminal world.


    “There’s just this almost nostalgic scent to your soul.”


    That was proof Puppeteer had at least some memory of other timelines, even if it was faint and fuzzy. And after that, a bunch of strange things had happened, too. For instance, there was the way she seemed to look increasingly human when I would meet her in the subliminal world, or how she was suddenly gained the ability to talk to me after countless timelines of her not saying anything.


    She didn’t seem to notice it, but there were several pieces of evidence pointing to Puppeteer escaping the effects of time resetting.


    “And it led to this…?”


    I looked at the fully transformed monster Puppeteer in front of me. I didn’t know why, but somehow, as a result of time winding back, Puppeteer had become an abomination.


    “What is this…?”


    It was a weak, hollow whisper.


    Puppeteer wanted to be human, but this is so far from that. Can things really be so cruel…?


    “Aaaaa…”


    I started to cry.


    What should I have done…? What could I have done to make Puppeteer happy…? She might not even be able to become human now…


    I felt angry and miserable at that thought. Was there even a future left where Puppeteer could be human, regardless of how many times I died?


    I wanted to believe there was, but I couldn’t think of a way.


    “Gar!”


    As soon as I heard that growl, Puppeteer swallowed me. A few seconds later, I processed that I had died.
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    Game Over


    Continue?


    <Yes> <No>
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    <Yes> was selected.


    Resuming from save point.
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    EPILOGUE


    I died and came back a bunch more times after that, but Puppeteer always showed up as a monster.


    “Shit, what do I do…?”


    I didn’t have any idea how to face the dungeon without her.


    I mean, maybe I could find a route through without Puppeteer by trying over and over and over again, but there wasn’t any point in that.


    My goal right now wasn’t to clear the dungeon—it was to help Puppeteer become human.


    “I could try asking Judit for help.”


    She might know a way to make Puppeteer human, so I could try making contact with her—but if I do that, Ageha might go on the move again.


    I still had the unpleasant memory of Ageha appearing out of nowhere and killing Judit when I was talking with the latter. Evidently, she hated when I interacted with Judit.


    “In that case, I guess just try Ageha?”


    When I had tried to break her seal before, she had killed me without allowing me to say or do anything. Needless to say, this memory was making me reluctant to get involved with her.


    “But I can’t just do nothing, either.”


    Making up my mind, I walked straight toward my target.


    “…There she is.”


    Beyond the first teleportation sigil was a girl sealed away. She was sleeping behind her barrier, bound in chains of light. No matter how many times I saw it, the way she was closed in by the seal never lost its beauty.


    “Last time, the barrier just collapsed.”


    I reached out and touched the barrier. As I did, it cracked and shattered like glass, crumbling away.


    With that, her seal was broken, and I immediately took a big step back to get away from her. It wouldn’t be strange for her to instantly attack me upon waking up.


    “Nn…”


    She exhaled and slowly opened her eyes.


    “Who are you…?”


    My eyes widened at her first words.


    “Do you not…remember me?”


    I had met her in a bunch of different timelines before this, and it was clear from what she told me that she remembered those other timelines just like I did. So I had assumed she would remember me.


    “Have we perhaps met before? If so, I’m sorry, but I cannot place you.”


    “No, if you don’t remember me, that’s fine.”


    I breathed a little sigh of relief. It would be much more convenient for me if she had forgotten everything about me.


    “Umm, this might be odd since I just met you, but may I ask you a question?” she said.


    “Of course, you can ask anything you want.” I nodded.


    “Right. Thank you. Would you happen to know who I am?”


    “…Huh?”


    It took me a few seconds to understand what it was she was saying.


    Ageha the Hero had lost her memory.
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