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  Day 136


  

  Early that morning, the expedition party departed from the base in the Great Kudeln Forest, riding atop their skeletal centipedes.


  The sixty-six members leaving the forest this time had all been issued overcoats the previous night, specially tailored by the leprechauns. The styles differed according to individual preference. Kanami and I, for instance, preferred poncho-style ones. Dressed in those brand-new coats, everyone cut a gallant figure as the members remaining behind saw us off.


  On the back of each coat, embroidered in gold thread, was the emblem of the mercenary company Parabellum. The right shoulder bore the insignia of each member’s assigned unit, while the left chest displayed their rank insignia.


  The fabric itself was made from one of the rare item drops obtained from monsters such as Minotaurs, famed for their exceptional durability. It provided resistance against blades, magic, cold, and heat, along with excellent waterproofing. Since the material had an extremely low drop rate, it was widely known as a rare crafting resource. Still, thanks to Minokichi and the others repeatedly hunting Boss Minotaurs, we had managed to secure more than enough. The final product was a masterpiece crafted using specialized techniques that combined those materials with powdered Turtle Snake shells, Crystal Crocodile hide, and other monster materials.


  Even in its base state, it outperformed ordinary armor, but I had additionally enchanted each coat with two extra abilities. From here on, we planned to mass-produce them as the mercenary company’s official equipment.


  Now then, back to the expedition.


  This was the second expedition outside the forest using the skeletal centipedes, and by now several makeshift shortcuts had already been established between the base and the forest outskirts. That was because during the previous journey, one of my avatars, which had coated the skeletal centipedes in slime form, used abilities to alter the terrain along the route.


  In other words, we could proceed without wasting nearly as much time as we had during the first expedition. Naturally, camouflage measures had also been put in place to ensure that no one could trace the base’s location.


  Since the trails were only wide enough for a single skeletal centipede, the expedition members traveled in a long procession until they safely exited the forest. Once outside, each group headed toward its respective destination.


  The first group, led by me, Aporou, headed for the Kingdom of Sternbelt’s royal capital, Ousvel. Its members totaled twenty-four, including Kanami, Redhead Shorty, Fuuki, and a few others, as well as Seiji. We used four skeletal centipedes.


  The second group was led by Minokichi and tasked with training and procuring supplies in the Labyrinth City. Its members totaled twenty, including Asue, Oniwaka, and Boss Ape. They had three skeletal centipedes.


  The last group was composed of those going to retrieve the families they had left behind in the Kingdom and Imperial territories, granted as a reward for their hard work as part of the mercenary company. Including recipients of the reward, such as the human Magul, who had previously been assigned to Minokichi’s group, along with their escorts, the group totaled twenty-two members. They also used three skeletal centipedes.


  Each group had its own issues to deal with, but… well, hopefully none of them would commit a blunder serious enough to be unacceptable. At least, that was what I wanted to believe. No, I’d let myself be optimistic. A little.


  There was no point agonizing over it endlessly, so I’d force myself to change gears.


  Now then, as for our group heading toward the royal capital, we decided to keep moving for as long as possible throughout the day and push as far as we could. Since the skeletal centipedes produced almost no shaking for their riders, we used the travel time efficiently by doing maintenance on our weapons and holding simple study sessions along the way.


  Then, before sunset, we crossed the vast plains and rolling hills beyond the forest, passed through the mountain roads inhabited by the giant eagle-type monsters known as Falaise Eagles, and finally reached the highway.


  On the last expedition, we had spent considerable time hunting every unfamiliar monster we encountered, but now we had learned just how far we could travel in a single day if we ignored them.


  The skeletal centipedes truly were an exceptional means of transportation. They never tired and could move faster than ordinary horse-drawn carriages. By altering their shape, they could even become primitive tanks, making them useful in all sorts of ways. As I considered the many future applications and immense potential of the skeletal centipedes, we decided to camp on the plains near the highway.


  The skeletal centipedes could even be reconfigured into makeshift tents. They really were convenient.


  That night, since we had not been able to train much during the day, I made the evening training especially intense, running it hard for a full two hours.


  This time, I intended to focus mainly on training Ramra and the other Thunder Dragonewts, so their injuries ended up being particularly severe.


  Fortunately, Seiji specialized in healing abilities, so even serious injuries could be treated immediately, which gave everyone peace of mind.


  Meanwhile, the sight of Kanami, who held back slightly, crossing blades beneath the moonlight with the utterly serious Redhead Shorty was simply beautiful. Good grief, both Kanami and Redhead Shorty have really improved.


  Today’s Synthesis Result:


  
    	【Crescent Moon Slash】 + 【Flying Slash】 = 【Soaring Crescent Moon Slash】

  


   

  Day 137


  

  We continued along the highway atop our skeletal centipedes, and by around ten in the morning, we arrived at the defensive city of Trient.


  We could have simply passed through, but while we were there, we stopped by the Trient branch of the Falmer Trading Company and met with the vice manager, the one who loved gambling. While we were at it, we also bought and sold monster materials and investigated current market prices before departing the city less than an hour later.


  Afterward, we traveled leisurely along the highway for a while, hunting weak monsters such as Big Kokko nearby and preparing them for lunch. The meat of a Big Kokko, which was basically a gigantic chicken, tasted refreshingly light even when eaten raw. But once cooked, it retained that light flavor while overflowing with juices, becoming the kind of food that made you crave white rice with every bite.


  The grilled skewers were exquisite. Though admittedly, it was a little disappointing that we only had salt this time, and no sauce.


  According to Redhead Shorty, Big Kokkos laid two or three large eggs early every morning, making them excellent livestock for anyone capable of controlling them. Since we still had room in the cargo bed, we decided to turn about four of them into familiars and bring them along.


  I was already looking forward to tomorrow morning. I wondered whether I should make tamagoyaki with the eggs, fry them sunny-side up, or perhaps do something else entirely.


  As we were enjoying lunch in that cheerful atmosphere, a group of armed men picked a fight with us.


  At the head of the group were four young nobles. Two were overweight youths equipped with weapons and armor that were needlessly glittering, polished, and overdecorated despite not having a single scratch on them, making them seem more ornamental than practical. Another was a sickly thin boy wearing robes woven from sacred cloth and silver thread, carrying a jeweled magic staff. The last was a sturdily built young man in knight-like equipment that was somewhat suited for real combat, though still covered in pointless decoration. Including the men accompanying them, the group numbered thirty-four in total.


  Aside from the four who were obviously nobles, the rest wore equipment meant for actual combat. Some pieces were clearly well-worn from years of use, while others looked almost brand new. There seemed to be some thugs mixed in, but a few of them appeared to be fairly capable: an old man with a long beard wielding a magic spear, and a middle-aged man with thick, armor-like muscles carrying a greatsword-type magic item. I could smell a great deal of blood from them.


  They must have killed at least several dozen people.


  The fact that some of them looked like they might be worth eating stirred my appetite, but if I implanted my doppelgangers into them, they could make useful pawns instead. I quietly sorted out which ones seemed worthy of that. Also, I wanted information, so I decided to observe the situation for a while.


  As for why they had picked a fight with us, it seemed that Kanami and Ramra, two of the Six Great Beauties boasted by the mercenary corps Parabellum, had caught the attention of the four nobles. Apparently, they were members of an organization called the AnteGora Lanze, Training Grounds of Noble Swords, which noble sons used as a place to build connections. When they went monster hunting, they often moved around with their own private soldiers in tow.


  They said all sorts of things, but to summarize, it amounted to, “Hand over the women.”


  Those “women” included Redhead Shorty, Fuuki, and the others. The four nobles’ real targets were Kanami and Ramra, but perhaps they intended to hand the others over to their subordinates.


  They were truly the most stereotypical type of worthless nobles, and honestly, they were incredibly annoying. You would think nobles would receive a fairly high level of education by the standards of this world, so how did they end up like this?


  While I was staring at them in exasperation, sighing inwardly, the men moved to surround us so we could not escape. Their movements were smooth, with no hesitation. They were clearly used to this, which suggested they had done all sorts of things before.


  Once they had finished surrounding us, they rested their hands on their weapons and smiled with vulgar, sadistic smiles.


  From what I could see, even their lowest-ranking members had equipment made up of magic items, likely bought with a fair amount of money. If an ordinary group of demi-humans or humans had been surrounded like this, resisting would certainly have been difficult.


  In addition to their numerical and positional advantage, nobles in this world seemed naturally more likely to grow stronger than commoners. Even if a farmer and a noble possessed the same job class and were at the same level, the noble would generally come out ahead.


  That was the power of Lineage, passed down through generations.


  After observing the four nobles, I was almost certain that the thin boy possessed some kind of Mage-type job class. The young man in knight-like equipment, who seemed to be the leader among the four, undoubtedly held a Knight-type job, just as his appearance suggested. His equipment was needlessly flashy, but he did seem to have enough ability to fight reasonably well.


  As for the two remaining overweight youths, well, something like rank-and-file soldiers would probably have suited them, but since their equipment consisted of fairly expensive magic items, perhaps unit commanders would be about right.


  Now then, what to do? Driving them off was a given, but should I let the other corps members kill them, or should I do it myself, alone?


  Just as I was making up my mind, the other side lost patience and made the first move. One of the overweight pair gestured with his chin to his men. In response, a low-ranking subordinate reached toward Kanami, who was standing beside me, and his fingertips touched her shoulder.


  In the next instant, the subordinate’s head flew high into the air.


  Fresh blood sprayed violently from the cross-section of his neck, which had been severed in a single instant, then eventually fell under the pull of gravity, raining down red over Kanami and me.


  The Big Kokko skewer, topped with blood, tasted… a little questionable.


  No, it was still good, but the subordinate’s blood tasted awful, so that counted as a major deduction. His blood was thick and sludgy, making me imagine that he must have lived an extremely unhealthy life.


  Even after dying, the bastard still managed to make other people uncomfortable.


  Well, after the first victim fell, Kanami completely unleashed herself. It was so brutal that I almost wanted to tell her to stop already.


  Perhaps it was something beyond mere anger. While moving at high speed, Kanami swung her claymore and sliced through human bodies as though they were paper, blasted flesh apart with crushing blows, and summoned icy thorns from thin air that froze flesh and bone alike. Chunks of meat multiplied without end, blood pooled into crimson seas, and corpses piled into heaps.


  The few seasoned fighters who tried to counterattack were swiftly crushed before the Enthralling Evil Eye of Kanami, a Dhampir Variant who had removed her Glasses of Sealing: Evil Eye.


  Her Evil Eye in that enraged state was overwhelmingly powerful. Almost nobody managed to resist it. The two who barely did were ultimately overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of Kanami and those already enthralled by her gaze.


  At that point, it was practically bullying. It wasn’t even a battle anymore; it was outright slaughter.


  There were a few individuals with potential among them, so in the end, I hugged Kanami from behind to forcibly stop her. Honestly, it wasn’t great that this was the only way to calm her down, but well, that too was part of her personality.


  After that, I gathered the four nobles, who were writhing in agony after having parts of their limbs torn off, together with the survivors I had previously singled out. While treating their injuries, I implanted my avatars into them.


  Based on experience, nobles were generally tastier than commoners. And right before me were four nobles. They were still quite young, but there was a chance I could gain something from them.


  `


  I decided not to eat them then and there. I judged that allowing them to return alive would produce greater benefits in the long run.


  The noble slaves I had already sent back as “plants” were gathering information for me, but the more information sources I had, the more useful it all was. I might even obtain information about the AnteGora Lanze, Training Grounds of Noble Swords, such as the travel schedules of corrupt nobles who deserved to be killed.


  Besides, given their families’ wealth, eating them now would have been wasteful.


  So, after turning the four nobles into my slaves, I smiled at them. Their faces turned pale beyond pale, practically white, and they fainted on the spot.


  Why?


  … Perhaps eating the corpses of the others right in front of them had been a mistake.


  For the time being, we simply left them there and continued on our journey. Bringing them along now would have been a hassle.


  Someday they’ll become pawns… or food.


  Then again, perhaps we’ll never meet again.


   

  Day 138


  

  After the trouble with the nobles, nothing else of note happened. We made swift progress and by yesterday evening had arrived at Mason Village beyond the Cirisca Forest. We could have continued onward without stopping, but due to the women’s strong requests, led primarily by Kanami and Redhead Shorty, we ended up staying the night.


  The hot springs here were famous for effects such as improving skin quality and rejuvenation, things women naturally appreciated. The detour was exactly what I had expected, but since we had plenty of time, there was no problem with it.


  All the male members who had also supported staying over were discovered tied up with ropes in nearby trees this morning. I deliberately chose not to investigate why.


  To me, spending time in Mason Village, whose hot springs had effects different from those at our base, was refreshing in its own way. There were also many things worth taking note of, such as how the village catered to guests who came specifically for the hot springs. I got a few ideas I wanted to incorporate into the hot spring facilities at our base, which had originally begun as little more than a hobby. Every now and then, I would think, Wouldn’t something like this be useful?


  Right. For starters, maybe I should have the leprechauns make Japanese-style work clothes.


  As usual, I woke up early in the morning. After everyone ate large poached Big Kokko eggs (in the style of hot spring eggs), we did some light training before soaking in the hot springs to wash away the sweat from our tired bodies.


  After touring several different baths, I wandered alone toward Mason Village’s other famous attraction, a massive waterfall, to cool off afterward.


  Even now, just as before, enormous sprays of mist rose from the waterfall located a short walk away from the village. Thanks to that, the surrounding temperature was quite low, perfect for cooling down my heated body. And from the deep basin filled with crystal-clear water, I could still sense the presence of an enormous and powerful creature, a Dragon-type monster regarded as the guardian deity of the surrounding region.


  Back when I was still a Great Ogre, I might not have been able to win against it, but now that I had become an Apostle Ogre, I seemed to stand a decent chance.


  However, I liked Mason Village. The hot springs felt good, and I was satisfied with the villagers’ temperament and the way they treated guests. If I were to fight that Dragon, this place would undoubtedly be destroyed by the aftermath alone. It did not seem like an opponent I could defeat while holding back, so no matter which of us won, the terrain around here would probably change dramatically.


  Of course, I did want to try eating whatever that creature was. But for now, I restrained myself and decided to wait until I could find a Dragon-type monster I could eat without causing problems. Diving into a labyrinth would no doubt be the fastest way; it seemed I really would need to challenge one at least once.


  With that thought, I turned my back on the waterfall and started back toward Mason Village. From deep within the waterfall basin, I sensed that overwhelming presence watching me, but I ignored it and returned straight to the village.


  We departed Mason Village before noon. By evening, we had crossed the Cluster Mountain Range, where Auro and Argento had been born, and reached the Labyrinth City of Purgatori.


  For now, we were staying here for the night and preparing for our arrival at the royal capital, Ousvel, tomorrow.


   

  Day 139


  

  After leaving the Labyrinth City of Purgatori early in the morning, we safely arrived at the royal capital, Ousvel, before noon.


  The city was as lively as it had been when I last visited, with crowds so dense they seemed to fill the streets. There were paved stone roads, passing carriages, brick-built houses, all kinds of shops lining the main avenue, countless stalls, voices flying back and forth, and money and goods changing hands from person to person.


  Then there were the countless gazes fixed on us, filled with fear and curiosity. Adventurers blended into the crowd while keeping wary eyes on us, and spies from the Kingdom and other countries watched and monitored us from the shadows.


  The royal capital still seemed to be thriving brilliantly on the surface while darkness swirled beneath. Though honestly, it would have been strange if the place had changed in such a short time.


  In that atmosphere, and attracting even more attention than before, we arrived before the gates of the Amber Palace, located in one section of the royal castle. Waiting there was the Tomboy Princess, wearing an innocent smile suited to her age, accompanied by a young knight and guards, who were all women.


  Even if I had informed her in advance through the Nameplate communication device, I did not think it was normal for a princess to personally come out to greet guests. The fact that I found myself accepting that common sense simply did not apply to the Tomboy Princess proved I had been thoroughly poisoned by familiarity with her.


  After we exchanged brief greetings upon reuniting, she said something along the lines of, “I shall climb thee, so thou must not move. Yes… remain as a great tree for a while,” before immediately beginning to climb up my body, starting from my feet. She had even prepared beforehand by wearing clothing suitable for movement.


  Good grief.


  Though exasperated, I suddenly remembered times from my previous life when my little niece used to come over to play. Instead of shaking the princess off, I subtly helped her whenever she looked like she was about to slip. Eventually, the Tomboy Princess safely reached my shoulders and looked down at everyone around her with an expression best described as utterly triumphant.


  I figured she would be satisfied now and tried to lower her, but she firmly refused, forcing me to give up. And so, with the Tomboy Princess riding on my shoulders, I stepped into the Amber Palace.


  The members entering the Amber Palace for the first time were left speechless by the unchanging elegance befitting a royal palace. Seiji’s reaction in particular was especially dramatic. “Standing there with his jaw hanging open” truly described him perfectly. Still, I snapped everyone back to their senses and got them to work.


  After unloading the luggage from the skeletal centipedes, moving it into the rooms where we would be staying for a while, and deciding who would sleep where, I gave the Tomboy Princess a brief introduction to the corps members.


  She was most shocked when I introduced Auro and Argento.


  Due to their race’s traits, the two had already grown significantly despite being less than thirty days old. The princess had once held the newborns in her arms, so she could not hide her surprise at how quickly they had grown, at a rate impossible for humans.


  As for Nicola, she was still a baby, so we had left her with the alchemist. Oniwaka, meanwhile, had grown attached to Minokichi and ended up going with his group instead.


  Seeing the usually shocking Tomboy Princess become the one who was shocked for once, the young knight and the other royal guards wore gentle smiles.


  Dinner was paid for by the Tomboy Princess, and a lavish banquet was held. An enormous variety of alcohol I had never tasted before was brought out in abundance. Though none of it matched Elven wine, every bottle was high quality, leaving me thoroughly satisfied.


  That’s royalty for you.


  The alcohol produced from labyrinth materials was especially delicious, and after tasting it, I resolved that someday I would dive into a labyrinth alone, in search of liquor and dragons.


  Fortunately, the Labyrinth City of Purgatori near the royal capital was less than an hour away by air.


   

  Day 140


  

  The reason we had come this time was the Tomboy Princess’s request: “To train the guards of the Amber Palace.”


  So, just as we had decided yesterday, we began training the guards early in the morning.


  That said, some guards still had duties such as patrol and watch assignments, so rather than gathering everyone together at once, we divided them into several groups.


  The Tomboy Princess had reserved the Amber Palace training grounds for our use, so we started the first group there with basic drills. Like a drill sergeant from an old movie, I drove them to their limits while hurling abuse at them.


  In the evening, Seiji treated all thirty members of the first guard group, who had been reduced to complete wrecks… even though I had not even been serious, since it was only the first day.


  Feeling somewhat dissatisfied by how pathetic the guards were, I relieved that frustration by holding full-scale sparring matches with the still-energetic members of Parabellum.


  Honestly, considering the trainees were supposed to be elite guards protecting a princess, I could not help but wish they would try a little harder.


   

  Day 141


  

  While I was training the second guard group that morning, a messenger arrived shortly before noon from the Tomboy Princess’s mother, in other words, the First Queen.


  The First Queen was excessively religious. Among the Five Great Divine Faiths she worshipped, I was supposedly blessed by one of the higher-ranking gods, the God of the Sea of Death. Because of that, I had expected, or rather been certain, that she would try to contact me in some form during my stay.


  Honestly, she sounded troublesome and dangerous, so I really did not want to get involved with her. But refusing the queen’s invitation in the current situation was not really an option. So, somewhat reluctantly, I ended up accepting an invitation to lunch.


  She had said I could bring one companion, so I brought Kanami along. Combined with the Tomboy Princess, who arrived accompanied by the young knight, that made a total of four of us dining with the queen.


  Naturally, numerous guards and maids stood nearby, but other than them…


  Anyway, lunch was held in a beautiful garden inside the Platinum Palace, where the queen resided. Like the Tomboy Princess, the queen was a beautiful woman with long silver hair and golden eyes. However, her pale white skin communicated less beauty than fragility and poor health. Since she was hosting the meal, the spread consisted not of hearty meat dishes but of light foods centered around bread and vegetables. As someone who preferred devouring large quantities of meat, I found it somewhat unsatisfying, but since Kanami seemed content, I supposed it was fine. Though the portions were lacking, the food itself was delicious, so I quietly swallowed my complaints.


  Surprisingly, speaking with the queen did not leave a bad impression.


  Rather, she behaved like a devout believer standing before someone she deeply revered, whether one called it respect or outright worship. She did not seem like the sort who would try to kill me and devour my flesh to obtain divine power, bathe herself in fresh blood as purification, or craft ornaments from my bones.


  I had remained cautious because I had heard there were genuinely people who thought that way, but apparently, even upon meeting someone blessed by a higher god like me—though in reality it was a Great God—the queen merely chose to revere me respectfully.


  Feeling relieved, I subtly tried probing for information on various matters. By the time the luncheon ended, it had actually turned out rather meaningful for me as well. Now that the dangerous image I had held of the queen had crumbled away, perhaps if we deepened our relationship, she might become a good friend. She could even be considered a desirable political ally.


  There truly was a moment when I thought that.


  But after lunch ended and we returned to the Amber Palace, I witnessed something through the avatar I had left behind in the Platinum Palace. It was a decisive event that made me think: I absolutely never want to get involved with the queen again.


  To summarize briefly, this was what happened: After we left, the used dishes naturally remained behind. Since they had been used, the normal thing to do would have been to wash them clean and prepare them for the next use. However, the queen painstakingly, painstakingly, painstakingly licked the stains from the knife and fork I had used with an expression of rapture, no, with the face of a woman whose ecstasy was tinged with lust.


  A noble beauty with pale skin, silver hair, and golden eyes, exuding an indescribable allure, was one thing, but seeing her so happy while licking used tableware was… questionable, to say the least.


  [image: 01]

  What exactly was I supposed to make of the fact that the Platinum Palace guards around her, almost all of whom were women, watched her with expressions of genuine envy? And why were the dishes she had licked clean placed into a luxurious, dedicated box and displayed in the queen’s bedroom?


  There were many questions I wanted to ask.


  In theory, anyway. Honestly, I no longer wanted to go anywhere near the queen. I knew I had no right to say that while peeping at her through a doppelganger, but emotionally, it was rough.


  As for the queen, who trampled on my common sense and many other things besides, I’ll cut the topic off here. For now, I’ve resolved not to get involved with her.


  That afternoon, as though trying to shake off the memory, I focused on training with the corps members.


   

  Day 142


  

  Today was supposed to be the third guard group’s training day… but unfortunately, it rained.


  The training grounds were in the worst possible condition, a muddy, sloppy mess. The earth had absorbed a huge amount of water and turned to mud, making it hard to move and easy to slip. Worst of all, it dirtied everyone’s clothes.


  The guards, most of whom were women, cried out for training to be canceled, but naturally, I made them continue.


  I forcibly silenced their booing with hard training. Still, food after working the body to its limits should have tasted delicious, so it probably ended up being a natural balance of carrot and stick… maybe. Surely.


  Well, I did think it was important to prepare them to fight even in bad weather.


  I would not want to do it every day, but a change of pace like this was nice once in a while.


   

  Day 143


  

  I left the training to Kanami and, escorted by the Tomboy Princess, had an audience with her father, in other words, the king.


  Ministers and various others filled the audience chamber, making it quite a hassle, excessive, and full of other issues.


  To keep the story short, apparently, our position within the Kingdom was that of the Tomboy Princess’s private soldiers. Originally, we’d been mercenaries, and once a job ended, we could even have sided with the enemy camp we had been fighting moments before. However, it seemed the Tomboy Princess had taken various steps to spread a different perception. Apparently, even making me carry her on my shoulders when she welcomed us was part of that.


  At this point, it seemed unlikely anyone in the Kingdom would hire us except the Tomboy Princess, or perhaps the faction supporting her. The hostile gazes directed at us by the Noble Faction, centered around ministers from the opposing faction, made the situation easy enough to understand.


  Well, as long as we got paid, it wouldn’t be a major problem, but the fact that she had closed off my escape routes in advance meant that, surprisingly, I had been underestimating the Tomboy Princess. She may have had a cute face, but she was doing what needed to be done.


  Though since I was also using the Tomboy Princess for my own ends, I supposed it was a symbiotic relationship.


  The Kingdom’s upper ranks were quite wary of her. Apparently, those who had once been her private soldiers had already been targeted by people who feared her gaining power, and most of them had been assassinated. Because of that, I decided to set up various traps around the section of the Amber Palace where we were staying. If I were the only one being targeted, that would have been manageable. But I could not tolerate Auro and the others becoming targets.


  If anything happened to them, I doubted I would be able to stop at merely killing the culprit.


  After the audience ended, my shoulders felt stiff, so I had Kanami give me a massage while we soaked in the bath.


  Her hands were strangely sensual, or rather… well, let’s just say she helped release a lot of built-up stress, so I was pleased.


   

  Day 144


  

  Early in the morning, before the sun had even risen, assassins arrived almost immediately. Most of them were captured or killed by the traps I had set up last night, but one alone managed to break through and infiltrate our bedroom.


  The intruder was a masked man dressed in black, armed with a knife dripping purple liquid. The moment I suppressed my drowsiness and faced him, my Intuition and Disarm Trap abilities began violently blaring warnings.


  After observing the assassin for a few brief moments, I realized that some sort of bomb-like object had been implanted inside his body. At least it did not appear to be remotely detonated, which was something of a relief.


  What the hell, this was incredibly annoying.


  Since killing him outright would likely trigger a suicidal explosion that would catch everyone nearby in the blast, I first implanted one of my doppelgangers into him and placed him under Subjugation. Then I immobilized him completely and attempted to extract information, but it seemed that either a mind-control-type magic item or magic itself had erased his memories and free will.


  The same applied to the other assassins we had captured. They were hollow puppets, capable only of carrying out the orders they had been given. I had taken away control of their bodies, but restoring minds that had already been broken by someone else was far more troublesome.


  In the end, I gave up on extracting information from these puppet-like assassins and instead removed the magic item embedded near that one assassin’s heart. His chest imploded during the process, but that couldn’t be helped.


  I crunched through the assassins’ corpses whole, starting from their heads. And while I was at it, I chewed through the explosive magic item I’d removed as well.


  
    [Ability learned: Burst!]


    [Ability learned: Human Bomb!]

  


  There was nothing among the assassins’ equipment that could identify the mastermind behind the attack, but I did manage to obtain a few magic items, so it was still a decent profit.


  After breakfast, I reported the matter to the Tomboy Princess. In response, she said, “Hm. I shall identify the culprit at once. As for today’s dissatisfaction and anger, thou mayest vent them later.”


  Well, if it was the Tomboy Princess, she would, most likely, uncover the culprit quickly.


  As of today, the group-based guard training has finally completed a full cycle, giving me a general grasp of everyone’s strengths and habits. From now on, I intend to focus on developing each person’s best qualities.


   

  Day 145


  

  Today, I only trained the guards in the morning. In the afternoon, I accompanied the Tomboy Princess as her escort while she went into the castle town.


  Since it was a perfect opportunity for the expedition first-timers like Seiji, I gave them time off and allowed them to explore the royal capital freely. Even so, since there was no telling where or when assassins might strike, I instructed them to stay grouped together to a reasonable degree.


  Thanks to the ear cuffs, I could tell where they were, and each of them possessed decent combat skills anyway, so they would probably be fine. Even if someone did get kidnapped or killed, I would simply immediately avenge them, so there wouldn’t be a problem.


  As for escorting the Tomboy Princess, Parabellum’s side consisted of Kanami, Redhead Shorty, Auro, Argento, and me, for a total of five. The rest of the formation consisted of the young knight and a little over a dozen guards dressed in plain clothes.


  The number of escorts had decreased considerably compared to before, when they apparently traveled with several dozen guards, but it would probably be fine. The Tomboy Princess herself had also become calmer than before.


  We wandered through not only the main streets but also the back alleys, following the directions of the Tomboy Princess riding on my shoulders.


  Various things took place in the back alleys. We got harassed by idiots, witnessed a kidnapping in progress, crushed assassins, and more besides. Still, we also discovered hidden high-quality shops dealing in magic items and weapons, so overall, I could say we got a lot out of the day.


  In two days, I would finally have a full day off, so when that time came, I planned to slip over to the Labyrinth City on my own. My anticipation for labyrinth liquor and monsters I had never encountered before only kept growing.


  Ah, I can hardly wait.


  I’m truly looking forward to it.


   

  Day 146


  

  Today, I worked up a sweat again, training the guards starting in the early morning, before the sun had even risen.


  Each guard had excellent individual potential. Since they protected the palace where royalty lived, they were all capable people. I kept calling them generic guards, but in reality, they were essentially the Tomboy Princess’s personal royal guards. The young knight was the only one constantly by her side, but the roles they carried out were many.


  Among them, all of whom were growing at an impressive pace, the young knight’s growth was especially remarkable. One reason was his weapon change. Recently, the boy had begun using a short spear instead of a sword.


  The trigger had been my suggestion some time ago that he should try using one, but honestly, I had not expected him to switch so quickly. Of course, he had not completely abandoned the sword, but even so, changing the weapon he had used for years must have required considerable thought.


  As a result, his movements had improved dramatically. It was true that I was holding back, but he managed to graze me with the spearhead during a mock battle, so there was no doubt that his talent with the short spear surpassed his talent with the sword.


  If the boy continued to grow while using the short spear, I secretly hoped he might someday become an Epic Awakener or Main Cast, or at least someone close to that level.


  In fact, when I imagined him truly reaching that level, then possibly ending up hostile to us, I almost started drooling. By then, he would surely have become a very… delicious existence.


  I had yet to eat an Epic Awakener or a Main Cast. I imagined the taste must be exquisite.


  I wanted to try eating one. I really wanted to.


  Is this how livestock farmers feel, raising pigs and cattle?


  Slurp.


  No, no, I need to stop.


  Well, let’s hope none of this happens, mainly for the boy’s sake.


  So, for me, the young knight was something to look forward to in the future, but his growth was also having an unexpected influence on those around him. Perhaps inspired by his progress, Auro and Argento were also working hard, refusing to lose to him. Since they trained together almost constantly, the two seemed to view the boy as a rival.


  Having someone they could compete with and improve alongside was convenient for Auro and Argento’s growth in many ways.


  Once basic training ended, we soaked in the baths at the Amber Palace and washed up. I had been thinking of doing some individual training in the afternoon, but the Tomboy Princess once again said she wanted to tour the royal capital, so I ended up escorting her and wandering through the city again.


  Naturally, various incidents transpired during the outing again, but they were all fairly trivial, so let's skip the details. It was nothing more than wiping out a small kidnapping-focused criminal organization and eating every member, and devouring several intelligence agents from countries other than the Empire, the Kingdom’s ally, in back alleys—countries like the Estgrand Beast Kingdom ruled by the Beast King Lionel, the Atalacua Demon Empire ruled by the Demon Emperor Hulton, and the Lumen Holy Kingdom that preached human supremacy. I also managed to obtain information about a bribe gifted from a wealthy merchant to a certain noble.


  Nothing really worth going into. Even after eating several dozen people, I didn’t obtain a single ability.


  Once the sun set, we returned to the Amber Palace together.


  Tomorrow is my day off, and I intend to fly over to a Derived Dungeon and try exploring it. The preparations are perfect.


   

  Day 147


  

  Before the sun rose, I flew through the early morning sky, clad in my exoskeleton, toward the nearest Labyrinth City to the royal capital, Purgatori.


  I arrived in less than thirty minutes and entered from above. The reason I didn’t go through the gate was simply that dealing with inspections was more trouble than it was worth. As long as nobody noticed, there was no problem. And actually, if they did notice, I could simply eat the witnesses and destroy the evidence.


  In the end, nothing happened. I received a necklace from a doppelganger I had sent ahead beforehand and immediately put it on.


  The necklace had a simple design, consisting of a sturdy cord with a small golden plate attached to it. It was an item issued by the Central Guild Authority, an organization operated by one of the Great Gods. It was called a Dungeon Attack License.


  As long as one wore it, even demi-humans would be distinguished from the monsters generated inside the labyrinth. To avoid pointless conflicts, wearing one when entering a labyrinth was recommended, though entry was possible without one.


  Naturally, however, there were other advantages to buying the necklace. If someone wearing this necklace was killed by another adventurer inside a dungeon, for example, the culprit’s necklace would glow red. Even if the culprit switched to another necklace or had a new one made, it would apparently turn red again. Then the Guild would mobilize all its resources to capture the culprit. If they had deliberately robbed the victim of money or valuables, they could even be tortured before being executed.


  Of course, it was not as if there were no loopholes at all, but having one of these necklaces reduced the risk of being killed by other adventurers and offered a certain degree of safety and peace of mind. There were also other benefits, such as discounts when shopping at stores affiliated with the Guild, but the greatest advantage was probably that guarantee of safety.


  The reason Minokichi had been attacked in the labyrinth before was none other than the fact that his body had grown larger due to Existence Evolution, causing his necklace to snap apart and fly right off.


  The troublesome part was that issuing just one of these required five silver coins. On top of that, a separate necklace was required for each labyrinth, meaning one had to buy a necklace corresponding to that specific dungeon every time one entered a new one.


  Bringing a used necklace into another dungeon would have no effect. It would only glow blue and issue a warning.


  It was quite a greedy business. The fact that five silver coins was an amount easily earned by clearing a certain number of floors in a labyrinth only made it feel even more ruthless.


  Setting that aside for the moment, I decided to enter one of the Derived Dungeons contained within Purgatori, a labyrinth called Sacrop’s Mine.


  Sacrop’s Mine was a standard type of dungeon that continued downward underground, apparently reaching as far as the twentieth level. The route was somewhat short, but the monsters that appeared there made it suitable for intermediate adventurers, so it was just right for a day trip.


  Given the name, I had imagined something like a cave with exposed rock walls, but instead it was made up of dim corridors paved entirely in something like metal, all in one color.


  The faint darkness might have been a little troublesome for humans without the Night Vision ability, but there were few traps, and the ones that did exist were crude enough to be easily destroyed.


  For an intermediate dungeon, it was rather lukewarm.


  As I continued onward while feeling slightly underwhelmed, I found a single goblin equipped with a pickaxe. Its muscles were moderately developed all over its body, and its skin was somewhat dark. It was a type of goblin known as a Mine Goblin.


  I promptly beheaded it with my Silver Arm and tried eating its head.


  The taste was… acceptable, I suppose. It was not exactly delicious, but it was not especially bad either. Perfectly ordinary, more or less. Normally, I would have taken one bite and left the rest, but this time I investigated several matters as part of an experiment.


  They said that the bodies of those who died inside a dungeon vanished after a certain amount of time. And when I attempted to verify the information Minokichi and the others had gathered, it turned out to be true.


  Even if a corpse was placed inside something like a Storage Backpack, it would disappear if it was not carried outside the dungeon within a certain time limit. Because of that, when adventurers died in a dungeon, their names were apparently carved into a massive memorial monument in a communal graveyard located in one corner of the city.


  In other words, whether monster or person, anything that died inside a dungeon would be eaten by the dungeon.


  Strangely enough, however, dungeon monsters could still be consumed as food. If adventurers ran out of portable rations in a deep dungeon, they would cook and eat the dungeon monsters they killed.


  I intended to experiment to determine what actions, and to what extent, would allow me to bring dungeon monsters back with me.


  First, I held a bite-sized piece of meat in my mouth, pinched one of the Mine Goblin’s fingers in my right hand, altered the shape of my Silver Arm to completely wrap around another finger and take it into my body, tossed its right leg into my Item Box, and left the torso as it was.


  When the abandoned torso vanished, the finger I had been pinching in my right hand vanished as well. However, the meat in my mouth, the finger wrapped inside my Silver Arm, and the right leg stored in my Item Box remained.


  I was slightly surprised that it remained inside the Item Box, but it was convenient, so I had no complaints. If I had to force a guess as to the reason, perhaps anything taken into my body would not vanish, and the Item Box was recognized as part of me. I couldn’t prove that, though.


  In any case, this meant I’d have souvenirs for Kanami and the others waiting outside.


  After my experiment, I followed the shortest route I had researched in advance. I killed any monsters I encountered, one after another. Then I ate their meat, tossed the leftovers into my Item Box, and steadily descended deeper.


  Finally, roughly four hours into my journey, I arrived at the deepest part.


  ※※※


  


  It had been two months since the dwarf Balt Bartra first expressed his desire for a certain boss-drop item, and one month and twenty-six days since the five-member party Falk Lander, Hounds of Sword and Steel, led by the female adventurer Arty, began diving into the Derived Dungeon Sacrop’s Mine. And now, after repeated attempts without obtaining the item they sought, the stress had begun to mount.


  Inside the safe zone near the boss chamber on the deepest floor, an area where monsters did not appear, the blonde ponytailed swordswoman Arty was going over the team’s final strategy check with her four companions.


  “As I’ve said many times already, if Greatsword Berla appears, Zaik holds the front and blocks the attacks while Balt and I cut down its legs from both sides. Then Beranna and Aisha finish it from the rear with their strongest attacks. If Magic Resonance Hatchel appears, Beranna and Aisha will pressure it with smaller attacks to interrupt the chanting while Zaik protects them. Balt and I will circle behind Hatchel and keep attacking. And of course, the mace is the first thing we target. As for our main target, Quakehammer Garund, we proceed as usual while staying wary of that massive attack. Sound good?”


  There were two major reasons why Arty’s group had repeatedly challenged and repeatedly killed the boss monsters without obtaining the item they wanted. The first was that the drop rate for the item itself was extremely low. They were aiming for a Unique-class magic item possessing abilities specialized toward a particular field.


  The second reason was that the Cyclops, the boss monster of Sacrop’s Mine, existed in three different variants: the young Cyclops Greatsword Berla, who wielded a massive, thick greatsword as though it were a mere twig; the female Cyclops Magic Resonance Hatchel, who primarily attacked with powerful magic while wielding a gigantic mace; and the strongest of the three types, the old Cyclops Quakehammer Garund, who carried a gigantic hammer capable of smashing the ground and causing tremors.


  The magic item Arty and the others sought dropped from Quakehammer Garund, and Garund’s spawn rate was slightly lower than Berla’s or Hatchel’s.


  In other words, it could not be helped that this was taking time.


  “Yeah, yeah, got it, got it. Let’s hurry up and go already!”


  The one who answered Arty was Zaik, a Werebear walking on two legs, equipped with an electrified bastard sword and a tower shield bearing the image of a bear’s head. Despite his ferocious, bear-like appearance that stirred instinctive fear in humans, he was somewhat airheaded, a furry show-off.


  “There’s no need to rush. Calm down a little, Zaik.”


  As she admonished the impatient Zaik, Arty looked toward the remaining three: Balt, the dwarf equipped with heavy metal armor and a morning star; Beranna, the mage in black-purple robes carrying a baton-shaped magic staff; and Aisha, the armed priest carrying sanctified seeds, holy water, other small tools, and a footman’s flail. After confirming that all three had nodded firmly, she continued.


  “Right. Then let’s hurry and…” The moment Arty was about to say they should head to the boss room after finishing their strategy meeting and resting, an explosion rang out, followed by a violent tremor.


  A fierce shaking struck Arty’s party, as though the dungeon itself were creaking and about to collapse. Overwhelmed by its force, all five members froze in place and waited for the shaking to stop. Eventually, the tremor subsided. Tiny fragments and dust drifted down from the walls, and the dungeon returned to its original silence.


  “What was… Ah, someone beat us to it.”


  Arty recovered from the shaking at once, identified the cause of the sound and tremor from experience, pressed her right hand over her eyes, and looked up toward the ceiling. Her attitude seemed to say she couldn’t take much more of this.


  “Ugh, and it was our main target too. Worst timing ever. Damn rookies, this is why—Do they not know the rules for boss fights or what?” Zaik the Werebear also grumbled in frustration, perhaps influenced by Arty.


  “Now, now, Arty, Zaik, calm down,” offered Aisha. “These things happen from time to time. If they just didn’t know the rules, there’s nothing to be done about it, is there?”


  “Aisha, you sure are taking this lightly. If some rookie who didn’t know the rules hadn’t shown up, we could’ve hunted Garund ourselves.”


  “Gah, gah, gah, gah, gah! It’s okay, ain’t it? What’s done is done!”


  Arty and the others immediately understood what had happened, and they each voiced their own thoughts on the subject. Arty and Zaik were disappointed to have missed the long-awaited chance to fight Garund. Aisha, who often had her head in the clouds, tried to comfort them. Beranna smiled wryly, slightly exasperated, and Balt’s hearty laughter rang out.


  Because the five had a close relationship, their frank words flew without restraint.


  They had good reason for reacting as they did. Basically, near a dungeon boss room, there was usually a space known as a safe zone. If another party was already there, the unspoken rule among adventurers was to line up behind that party and challenge the boss afterward.


  In other words, someone had skipped the line.


  This rule was something like a gentlemen’s agreement meant to prevent pointless grudges from forming inside the unusual space of a dungeon. It was not an absolute requirement. However, it was also true that most experienced adventurers followed it to avoid unnecessary disputes. After all, there was no real loss in taking a short rest in the safe zone.


  Rookies without the composure to wait sometimes rushed ahead and cut in line just like this, so the team was used to it, and their complaints ended quickly.


  “Shall we go take a look?” asked Arty, the party leader. “I’m curious what’s going on in there.” From the mischievous grin on her face, it was clear she intended to watch what happened to some rule-ignorant rookie during a boss fight.


  “I’m in. I want to see what kind of rookie this is. You do too, right, Aisha?”


  “Yes, Beranna. And if they’re injured, we need to treat them. Lives are precious, after all!”


  “Gah, gah, gah, gah! Sounds fun to me!”


  “Then let’s hurry up and go! Come on, come on!”


  With everyone enthusiastically agreeing, Arty and the others soon reached the doors to the boss room. Only a few moments had passed since the tremor had run through the dungeon, a tremor that had been caused by the hammer blow that the boss monster, Quakehammer Garund, delivered the instant it emerged from the massive door at the far end of the boss room. In other words, the boss battle should have only just begun.


  Shockingly, beyond the open doors, the boss room held a scene far too gruesome to accept.


  “What… is that?” Arty’s question came out in a whisper so faint it seemed ready to vanish, and the other four could not answer. They could only focus on what lay inside the boss room, unable even to look away.


  What all five of them felt equally was overwhelming fear.


  Amidst a vast sea stained with fresh blood, a one-eyed giant demon, a Cyclops, desperately attempted to crawl away using only its right arm. The Cyclops’s magnificent gray beard had soaked up blood and turned red, plastered messily against its skin. Its massive body, which should originally have exceeded nine meters in height, had been drastically reduced, with both legs severed midway down the thighs. As for its left arm, everything beyond the shoulder was gone. Dark red blood poured endlessly from those enormous wounds.


  Its abdomen seemed to have been sliced open as well, and part of its entrails spilled out. The more it crawled, the more its insides leaked free, yet Garund continued crawling without paying that any mind.


  That was how deeply it feared its pursuer.


  That was how far its fear had driven it.


  Terror overflowed from its single eye, and from its mouth came bizarre screams too painful to listen to.


  The Quakehammer Garund in Arty’s memories had always possessed a majestic bearing, as if declaring that no matter what enemy appeared, it would crush them head-on. But now, not even a shadow of that figure remained.


  The sight of it desperately trying to flee from the three-horned Black Ogre before it was undeniably pathetic. Perhaps the contrast with its former image made it seem even more so.


  No one could laugh. Arty and the others understood that the three-horned Black Ogre carving Garund apart with a greatsword, the square blade as large as his own body, was a Great Ogre.


  Arty’s group knew several ogres themselves, and they also knew that their combat abilities were just as extraordinary as those of Dragonewts. However, reducing a boss monster, especially a dungeon boss, to this state in less than ten minutes went far beyond common sense.


  That alone was not enough to leave Arty and the others frozen in fear. If anything, they would normally have admired such strength and looked upon it with respect. After all, Arty and the others challenged dungeons, places where the strong could reign as justice itself, and they held an almost religious obsession with every form of power, whether violence, intellect, or wealth.


  So why were they terrified?


  The answer was simple.


  “Meat with a satisfyingly firm bite that releases more flavor the more you chew, and rich blood with a deep taste that still goes down easy. Huh. Cyclopes are actually delicious.”


  Arty, who possessed the Vigilante job class, one of the scout-type classes specialized in detection, clearly heard the muttering of the Three-Horned Black Demon.


  Yes. The reason Arty and the others were frozen in terror was because…


  He’s eating it… while it’s still alive…


  Quakehammer Garund, the strongest boss monster of Sacrop’s Mine, was being one-sidedly eviscerated and devoured, alive.


  Urgh…


  An intense wave of nausea assaulted Arty, but she covered her mouth with her hand and forced herself not to vomit.


  When diving deep into dungeons, it was common to eat dungeon monsters to stave off hunger. Arty and the others had experienced it many times themselves, and since obtaining certain jobs even required consuming monsters, they had gathered a fair amount of information on edible monsters. Because of that, they did not feel much aversion toward eating monsters in itself.


  Still, eating the flesh of a creature while it was still alive was another matter entirely.


  Cyclopes, classified somewhere between the Giant and Demon races, possessed a certain level of intelligence. From Arty’s perspective, eating such a being while deliberately keeping it alive was utterly beyond the pale.


  This is… horrible…


  The severed left arm and right leg were nowhere to be seen, but the Three-Horned Black Demon bit into the bleeding calf of Garund’s remaining left leg and ate with obvious enjoyment. Realizing that the missing arm and leg had probably already been eaten, Arty and the others found their bodies trembling in tiny spasms beyond their control.


  Gripped by the terror of being eaten from the feet up, they could only watch in silence as the Black Demon devoured, bones and all, an amount of flesh nearly equal to his own size in no time. Then, with one hand, he raised the cleaver-like greatsword and swung it down at Garund’s only remaining right arm.


  The slash was so fast that Arty could see nothing but the blade’s afterimage. A moment later, Garund’s right arm spun through the air, and fresh blood sprayed out.


  Garund let out a scream so intense it seemed ready to tear his throat apart. The Black Demon ignored it, picked up the severed right arm, and began eating again. Watching him steadily consume an amount of flesh and bone that clearly should not have fit inside a Great Ogre’s stomach, combined with the sheer brutality of the scene, felt completely unreal to Arty and the others.


  As Arty and her companions stared, unable to look away, it did not take long for Garund to be eaten completely. His powerful vitality had become a curse, and he had remained alive until his head was devoured. Even Arty and the others felt something close to pity for him. They had defeated Garund before, but doing it like this was too much.


  Finally, after the Black Ogre finished collecting Garund’s drop item, the very item Arty’s group had wanted, he seemed to notice them. The instant Arty looked directly into his eyes, her thoughts went completely blank. A wave of unpleasant sweat burst from her entire body, and her teeth began clacking noisily.


  The fear was so intense that she could not organize her thoughts. Her mind should have been spinning faster than ever, yet she could not decide what to do.


  Meanwhile, unable to endure the overwhelming pressure of the Black Ogre steadily approaching them, Aisha was the first to collapse.


  Beranna reached out to help Aisha as she fell backward, but perhaps she had no strength left either, because she failed to support her and fell too. Fortunately, the momentum had been greatly reduced, so neither likely took any damage.


  Even so, no matter how long Arty waited, neither of them showed any sign of getting up. In fact, they did not move at all.


  Looking closely, Arty saw that Beranna was hugging Aisha while playing dead.


  He’s not a bear, he’s an ogre! Is this bitch just trying to escape reality?! Arty thought amid her fear.


  Perhaps Zaik also instinctively judged that he could not win. He quickly removed his equipment, lay down on the ground, and exposed his belly in a pose of submission.


  Do you have no pride?! Arty almost shouted for a moment, but she understood all too well why he would want to do that. Her own arms and legs were trembling uncontrollably, and even standing was difficult. Surrendering without even trying to fight was probably the decisiveness only a beastman with strong instincts could display.


  Only Balt remained standing perfectly still. It seemed that his magnificent beard was not just for show. As expected of the oldest, Arty thought, but when she looked closer, she saw he had simply fainted while still standing. What the hell? Now that’s just unfair. I take back my admiration.


  Arty’s thoughts scattered as though she, too, were trying to escape reality, but when the Black Ogre came close enough to reach her, even her escapism reached its limit.


  I’m going to be killed.


  What crossed her mind was Garund’s form from moments earlier, carved apart with expert technique so that he would not die, desperately crawling as he tried to escape, only to be eaten alive until the very end. She saw an image of herself overlapped with him.


  I’m going to be eaten.


  The Black Ogre opened his mouth slightly. His sharp fangs, glinting like white metal, were wet with red here and there.


  A small, terrified “eep” escaped Arty against her will. At the same time, the strength left her entire lower body, and the moment she collapsed on the spot, her thighs grew warm. She felt a sense of release.


  When she understood what that meant, her face flushed bright red with shame, but fear overwhelmed even that.


  The Black Ogre’s face was right before her eyes.


  “Keep doing your best. Also, here. You should use this.”


  The Black Ogre was saying something. Then there was a large hand on Arty’s shoulder, and a long, narrow cloth with a pleasant texture.


  Arty could not immediately understand what he had said. Still unable to understand, she remained seated and motionless until the Black Ogre’s presence had completely vanished.


  “What… was that, anyway?”


  Arty’s mutter faded away without anyone to hear it.


  ※※※


  


  The Cyclops boss monster on the deepest floor was huge, and eating all that meat looked like it would take time. That would make learning abilities difficult. So, I decided to keep it alive while carving off its limbs and eating them.


  For the butchering, I used the magic item I had bought in the royal capital, the Giantkin Everlasting Cleaver. I enjoyed each portion in turn.


  
    [Ability learned: Earthshaking Hammer!]


    [Ability learned: Giant Ogre Bloodline!]

  


  The only abilities I managed to learn were those two. Setting Giant Ogre Bloodline aside, Earthshaking Hammer, which shook a wide area when striking the ground while equipped with a hammer, seemed fairly useful. But since it affected allies and enemies alike, I would have to be careful with it.


  The important thing, though, was not the abilities I learned.


  When I finished devouring the Cyclops, this appeared:


  
    [The clear conditions for Frontier Epic: Cyclops’s Hammer, Solo Defeat, Flawless Trampling, and Live Consumption have been achieved.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been granted the rare skill, Three Steps of Annihilation.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been granted the rare skill, Devourer of the Living.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been awarded the Unique-class magic item, Ogre Hammer of Smithing.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been awarded the Trial Conquest Commemorative Gift [First-Clear Deluxe Edition].]

  


  Apparently, if you killed the boss of a Derived Dungeon under certain conditions, you could clear something called a Frontier Epic.


  The Solo Defeat condition made me wonder if it had worked for Minokichi, so I asked him through the ear cuffs. Apparently, Minokichi had cleared one, too. At the time, however, he had not understood what was going on, and his mind had been hazy, so he had completely forgotten.


  That was very Minokichi of him. Well, what was done was done. It was not an urgent matter.


  When I tried to leave, a group of five men and women stood at the entrance, staring directly at me.


  It was a party made up of what looked like a human swordswoman acting as the leader, a young Werebear carrying a large shield, a middle-aged dwarf with a magnificent beard, a human woman who was probably a mage, and a young human girl who appeared to be a battle priest.


  I guessed they were about to challenge the boss and figured I should at least greet them briefly, but…


  The moment I approached, the priest girl fainted first. Her eyes rolled back as she slowly collapsed backward. The mage woman beside her hurriedly caught the girl and hugged her to protect her, but she could not support her weight, and they ended up sprawled on the ground together. She still seemed conscious, yet she made no attempt to get up. I wondered why.


  The young Werebear removed his equipment, lay flat on the ground, and exposed his belly toward me. It was somewhat dirty, but also fluffy enough that it looked like it would make a comfortable pillow or sofa. Still, petting an unfamiliar Werebear was a bit much, even for me.


  The dwarf man remained perfectly upright. However, his consciousness seemed to have departed somewhere far away. Fainting while still standing was honestly quite an impressive feat.


  As for the remaining member, the leader, her arms and legs trembled violently. Every time I took a step forward, she flinched sharply, and tears welled up in her eyes.


  I had not done anything wrong; being feared to this extent stung a little.


  Deciding not to dwell on it, I started passing by them and was about to say something to the leader when she collapsed on the spot and wet herself. For the moment, I chose not to mention it. I simply gave her a brief word of support and handed over one of my thread-woven towels. Even if the only people present besides me were her companions, leaving her in that state would have been embarrassing for her.


  In the end, we never exchanged a single proper word, and I returned to the surface.


  Afterward, I rose into the sky from a back alley to return to the Amber Palace.


  The only abilities I learned today were the two from the Cyclops, but I gathered a fair number of items, so overall, I can say it was a productive day.


   

  Day 148


  

  During training, a messenger from the First Queen came again, and for some reason, I was invited to a tea party attended by noble ladies. Honestly, I did not particularly want to meet the Queen, and I could not help but wonder why they would invite me, an ogre and a man, to a noblewoman’s tea party.


  Apparently, I could bring Kanami with me, but that was not exactly much of a plus.


  Whatever the Queen’s true intentions were, this time I decided to prepare an excuse: “My employer is the Tomboy Princess, not the Queen. Therefore, if the Tomboy Princess refuses to go, I have no choice but to comply with her decision as well.”


  I had thought persuading the Tomboy Princess would be easy if I used something she had wanted to see for a while as bait, but… apparently, the Tomboy Princess had been secretly working behind the scenes to make this tea party happen, so I could not escape.


  With my head hanging low, I departed for the party with Kanami, who accompanied me in formal dress.


  The weather was clear, so the tea party was held in a garden inside the royal castle. When I categorized the emotions in the gazes directed at me by the gathered noblewomen, they were about fifty percent fear and disgust, forty percent favor, and ten percent intoxication.


  I had expected disgust, but I had not expected so many to be favorable.


  Or rather, it would be more accurate to say that the intoxicated gazes coming from the Queen’s royal guards and some of the noblewomen were frightening. They almost seemed to be drooling at the sight of prey.


  Imagining that these people might be of the same kind as the Queen was honestly terrifying.


  During the tea party, people spoke to me from time to time, but for the most part, they merely kept their distance. There was no harm done, so I decided to accept the whole thing as unavoidable.


   

  Day 149


  

  Group training in the morning, then individual training in the afternoon. It was a day filled entirely with training.


  Behind the scenes, I was secretly maneuvering through my avatars in various ways, but for now, I intended to enjoy this peaceful day.


  The minister who led the Noble Faction seeking to remove the Tomboy Princess would likely move soon. Before the storm arrived, I wanted to rest properly.


  Today’s Synthesis Results:


  
    	【Helmet Splitter】 + 【Heavy Axe Strike】 = 【Heavy Axe Helmet Splitter】


    	【Light Warrior】 + 【Light Sword Wielder】 = 【Light Sword Warrior】

  


   

  Day 150


  

  Today, I gathered all the guards and held joint training.


  Since my doppelgangers were covering all of the Amber Palace’s security, there was no problem with mobilizing everyone. If any intruders appeared, I would simply enjoy them from the shadows.


  The joint training, conducted with wooden weapons, was organized as a match between the corps members and the guards. Only the numbers were equal. Everything else was left to each team’s judgment in a serious match. Aside from the scale and prop weapons, it was training as close to real combat as possible, just like usual.


  The battle grew fairly heated, but in the end, the mercenary corps won. Compared to the guards, who were all human, our side had members of various races, which probably gave us greater adaptability. There was also a major difference in raw ability, though.


  Afterward, we held a banquet.


  Because I ate a Cyclops the other day, I had become able to generate Cyclopes, so I served Cyclops meat. The delicacy was met with an unexpectedly positive response, so I planned to let everyone back at the base try it someday too.


  The many varieties of high-grade alcohol prepared by the Tomboy Princess were so delicious that every sip left me dazed.


  A few were even good enough to rival Elven liquor.


   

  Day 151


  

  In the afternoon, while escorting the Tomboy Princess through the royal capital, I noticed that the whole city seemed strangely lively. Apparently, a major festival called the Hilbardas Heroic Martial Festival was to begin in ten days. Everyone was cheerfully making preparations with smiles on their faces.


  Since this is the first festival I’d encountered since coming to this world, I was very curious to see what it’s like. I definitely wanted to participate.


   

  Day 152


  

  A war brokr out.


  Not within the Kingdom or the Empire, but among other countries. The nations concerned were somewhat far from the Kingdom, so I hadn’t felt any particular effects yet, but there was no telling what would happen from here.


  Once the Tomboy Princess’s request was complete, if the war was still ongoing, going there to earn some money might not be a bad idea.


  I wanted to travel the world in search of flavors I’d never tasted before. Seafood interested me in particular. Apparently, there are even labyrinths located on the ocean floor.


  After training today, I played a simple game with the Tomboy Princess and the others using handmade playing cards, and we ended up staying awake quite late. Kanami and the others seemed to enjoy themselves too, so all was well.


   

  Day 153


  

  North of the royal capital stands a massive oval structure known as the Colosseum.


  Normally, gladiators gathered there for various reasons: people reduced to slavery as punishment for crimes, the lowest-class citizens of vassal states brought under the Kingdom’s rule through war, those sold off after failing to repay debts, and others like them. They killed one another while commoners gathered to watch and bet on the results.


  So much human blood had soaked into the ground that the soil had turned a faint reddish brown. Broken teeth and metal fragments lay buried within it, and the enormous stone pillars set into the structure’s four sides were carved with countless scars.


  For some reason, I had ended up standing in that Colosseum.


  This was because of an order given to the Tomboy Princess, and also because of arrangements made by her political enemy, the Minister. In other words, from the Minister’s perspective, I was in the way, so he wanted me gone.


  From my point of view, on the other hand, the Minister had prepared a stage for me to eat powerful opponents, so I welcomed it. On the other hand, being surrounded by tens of thousands of spectators did make me somewhat nervous.


  The unique heat produced by such a massive crowd only swelled larger as time passed.


  ※※※


  


  “Thank you all for waiting! At long last, today’s maaain event is about to begin!”


  The announcer’s voice rang throughout the stifling heat of the Colosseum.


  The crowd had reached record-breaking numbers due to two overlapping factors: the fact that the Black Apostle Ogre, who had recently monopolized rumors throughout the royal capital, would be appearing in today’s main event, and the fact that more people than usual had gathered in the capital just before the Heroic Martial Festival, held once every three years.


  Even the seating area, capable of holding roughly sixty thousand spectators, could not contain the crowd. People overflowed into the walkways to watch standing, and even the private rooms reserved for nobles were completely full. Each individual murmur may have been small, but when multiplied more than sixty thousand times over, it became a massive storm of sound echoing around the arena.


  The announcer, holding a magic item that amplified his voice enough to reach every corner of the Colosseum, loudly recited lines meant to stir up excitement: information about the warriors about to appear, and light jokes.


  Ignoring it all with a languid air, one master–servant pair sat within the royal family’s private room.


  “Princess, are you certain about this?”


  “What are you referring to?”


  The one who tilted her head was Princess Rubilia, a young princess with platinum-blonde hair and an almost fairy-like beauty, despite her age. Sitting neatly atop a luxurious chair slightly too large for her frame, she looked toward the questioner: the young knight attending her alone.


  After letting out a small sigh, the young knight pressed his fingers against the bridge of his nose and voiced his concern.


  “I mean, whether it is truly acceptable to reveal Master’s greatness.”


  “Ah, there is no problem at all. If anything, this event is the perfect opportunity to show everyone just how incredible Aporou is.”


  While the young knight wore a worried expression, Princess Rubilia answered with an alluring smile far beyond her years, casually picking up a red fruit from a basket resting on the nearby table. It was a fruit called a rubel, shaped somewhat like a grape. Known for its unique sweetness and tartness, rubel was commonly used for wine and juice. When fresh, it could be eaten whole after simply wiping the skin clean.


  Rubel also possessed detoxifying properties, and its color changed when exposed to poison, instantly revealing any tampering.


  Because of that, nobles and royalty favored it as a fruit that could be eaten easily without requiring a food taster.


  “Fu fu fu, rubel is truly delicious.”


  Princess Rubilia’s expression as she melted into blissful delight was adorable enough to charm most everyone around her, but the young knight, long accustomed to it, remained unaffected.


  “Princess, don’t blame me for whatever happens afterward.”


  “It shall be fine. Trust in me, Mar.”


  Princess Rubilia laughed brightly at the young knight as he hung his head. It was the usual sight of a tomboyish master pushing around her loyal servant.


  “This is not a matter of whether I believe you or not,” said the knight. “No matter what happens to me, I will follow you to the end, Princess. The only issue is how those around us will react.”


  The young knight, McCool Shay, was certain that the battle about to unfold would almost certainly send ripples through everything surrounding his master, Princess Rubilia.


  “This may become the trigger for a great calamity. If that happens, I fear our forces may be somewhat lacking.”


  “Mm, thy concern may indeed be correct, Mar. And yet…” Princess Rubilia paused there, ate a single rubel, and drank a glass of juice squeezed from the fruit. Then she turned toward McCool, standing beside her, and smiled fearlessly. “Even taking all that into account, it shall be fine.”


  It was difficult to fully believe something said without any basis or explanation. And yet Princess Rubilia’s words, and those clear eyes of hers, held enough power to dispel McCool’s anxiety.


  With a shrug that seemed to say, Good grief, what a troublesome master I serve, McCool returned to standing perfectly upright.


  “If you say so, Princess, then I have nothing more to say. I will continue to serve faithfully at your side.”


  “Mm. See that thou dost.”


  Just as Princess Rubilia and McCool exchanged smiles, the announcer’s voice grew even louder.


  “Entering from the south gate is the pride of our Colosseum, Gladiator King Liger Bazett! His record, as you all know, stands at five hundred battles and five hundred victories, undefeated! This pureborn warrior, who has never once been sullied by the dirt and remains here by his own will, shall make blood bloom once more!”


  At the announcer’s words, one of the iron-barred gates positioned around the arena opened with a heavy sound, and a single large man emerged. He possessed a massive frame, nearly two meters tall. His exposed arms were about as thick as an ordinary man’s torso and covered in countless scars.


  He wore light armor made from pale green dragon leather. A greatsword nearly as tall as himself rested across his back, while two more swords hung at his waist. His reddish-brown hair was wild and unkempt, and his beast-like yellow eyes intimidated everyone around him. He was a mighty warrior wrapped in an oppressive aura, one fierce enough to make people tremble even from afar.


  The man who had stood in the Colosseum longer than anyone else, the man who had piled up more corpses than anyone else, Liger Bazett was like a blood-starved tiger.


  “Next, entering from the east gate, we have the wandering Otherworldly Swordmaster, Kaede Sumeragi, who hails from the distant east! Though she is the only woman participating today, not only can she slice through solid masses of metal with her odachi, but she can even unleash flying slashes, so please be careful with your heckling!”


  The one emerging from the east gate was a beautiful woman dressed in loose Eastern attire, colored primarily black and crimson. Her glossy black hair was tied together behind her head, and at her waist hung a weapon almost unknown in these lands: an odachi.


  Her black eyes looked gently over the surroundings, and unlike Liger, she did not radiate intimidation. Yet her quiet figure conveyed tremendous inner strength. The sight of Kaede walking forward in her distinctive wooden footwear, which produced a light clacking sound, was beautiful enough to captivate men and women of all ages throughout the Colosseum.


  A blade of ice with a deadly edge: Kaede was truly worthy of such a description.


  “And from the west gate, we have none other than a Wyvern, famous as a Lesser Dragon! This particular specimen was captured from the Jadal Mountain Range, and all eyes are upon what kind of battle this ferocious Jadal Wyvern will deliver!”


  The instant the west gate opened, a monster nearly nine meters long burst out, thrashing violently.


  To prevent it from escaping by flight, its wing membranes had been shredded to pieces. Shackles connected to chains were fastened around its neck and limbs. Sixteen heavily built men struggled desperately to restrain it by holding those chains, but it was almost meaningless. Several were flung around by the rampaging Wyvern and smashed into the walls, dying instantly.


  The Jadal Wyvern, covered in blackish-green Lesser Dragon scales, was among the most violent of all wyverns. The sharp spikes growing from its back and tail were poisonous, and its body was immensely durable.


  Capturing such a creature was difficult enough to challenge even an army.


  This time, among the roughly thirty wyverns captured by one of the Kingdom’s Heroes, they had chosen the Jadal Wyvern Leader, the most savage and hardest to control.


  “And finally, the one you’ve all been waiting for. Entering from the north gate is the man of the hour, the captain of the mercenary corps Parabellum, Silver Arm, Apo…”


  Once the announcer finished his introduction, the signal to begin should have followed. But just before that, the Jadal Wyvern shook off the men holding its chains and began charging toward the north gate.


  With its short, thick hind legs, developed for takeoff and landing, it kicked the dirt backward. Using its forelegs, stripped of their wing membranes, to balance itself, it crawled forward. The sight of it scattering poisonous drool and roaring as it craved prey carried an overwhelming power capable of crushing weaker creatures by sheer instinct.


  From the iron bars of the north gate, directly in the Jadal Wyvern’s path, a single ogre slowly emerged. He had a Silver Arm, three horns, and black skin carved with markings.


  In the ogre’s hand was a single silver-white halberd, and he wore loose, trouser-like clothing. His upper body was bare, with a bracelet on his right hand and gold rings around his ankles, but nothing else. With almost no armor to speak of, he looked far too defenseless for the Colosseum, where lives were wagered in combat.


  At the sudden start of battle, a great roar rose from the entire Colosseum. Faced with the charge of the massive Jadal Wyvern, the ogre did not move a single step. The spectators screamed and cheered, watching in excitement.


  Looking down on the scene, Princess Rubilia murmured softly: “Do it, Aporou. Show them well what thou, and my mercenary corps, truly are.”


  It was not as though he had responded to Princess Rubilia’s command, but when the distance between him and the Jadal Wyvern closed to less than five meters, the ogre, Aporou, moved.


  The halberd vanished completely from the spectators’ sight. At the same time, with a shrill sound, the Jadal Wyvern’s massive body was suddenly split in two.


  Along the centerline of its body, the Jadal Wyvern was divided, spilling a tremendous amount of fresh blood and pink entrails as it slowly collapsed.


  As a result of the halberd being swung at extreme speed, a gigantic high-pressure water blade had been produced from the Water Spirit Stone blended into the axe head, and even after cleaving the Jadal Wyvern in two, it did not lose momentum and continued straight toward Liger.


  The water blade carved a deep slash into the ground, proof of its destructive force.


  “Tch… Nuuueeeiiiaaaaaah!”


  Seeing the speed of the water blade, Liger gave up on dodging and drew the greatsword from his back while roaring with fighting spirit. At the same time, he used a combat art to meet the water blade now closing in right beside him.


  Combat Art unleashed: Blazing Dominion Strike: Brandy Bron!


  Liger’s greatsword swung downward, took on a red glow, and intense heat filled its blade. The force of the heated sword and the water blade canceled each other out on impact, but as the water blade was scorched by the heat, a massive cloud of mist erupted, dyeing Liger’s vision white.


  Liger immediately swung his greatsword, generating a fierce wind that swept away the white mist and secured his line of sight.


  Unfortunately, by then, Aporou had already closed in.


  Because Aporou had approached silently, Liger’s reaction was badly delayed, creating a fatal opening. A sharp breath caught in Liger’s throat as he realized neither defense nor evasion would make it in time, and he prepared for death.


  His face was stained with shock, and his eyes held a light that seemed to say this was impossible. Having reigned over the Colosseum as its champion for many years, Liger had perhaps never imagined he might be killed this easily.


  Watching him, Aporou began to swing his halberd again at a speed impossible to follow with the eye. On his face was the savage smile of a predator with delicious prey before him.


  The battle between the two had already been decided.


  However, just then, someone cut in between them. It was Kaede, her odachi drawn.


  “Cheriaaah!”


  Combat Art unleashed: Flashing Tempest!


  Countless high-speed slashes from the odachi spread out like a fan and swept across a wide area, attacking Aporou. But every single one was knocked down by his halberd and Silver Arm. Sparks scattered, and the scream of metal rang throughout the Colosseum, which had somehow fallen silent.


  “Tch!”


  Kaede clicked her tongue at her inability to break through, then drove a power-focused strike at Aporou. That, too, was blocked, forcing her movement to stop. Though the exchange had lasted only a few seconds, an ordinary person would have died many times over. Once it ended, Liger and Kaede leaped far away from Aporou almost simultaneously.


  A thunderous cheer erupted from the spectators, who had been watching with bated breath.


  “Wh-What in the world just happened?! Just as it seemed the Jadal Wyvern had gone berserk, it was killed in a single blow! And in the very next instant, even Gladiator King Liger nearly lost his life, only barely saved by Lady Kaede at the last possible moment, escaping by the skin of his teeth! This is overwhelming! Absolutely overwhelming!”


  The excited announcer’s voice rang out, and the crowd’s cheers grew louder and louder. The vibrations caused by the spectators felt like a small earthquake, and the Colosseum was wrapped in a strange, feverish heat.


  Amid it all, Liger and Kaede exchanged a few words, apparently deciding to fight Aporou together.


  That was probably the correct decision. However…


  “So Aporou still had something that interesting hidden away, did he?” Beyond Princess Rubilia’s gaze as she murmured those words, something black rose from Aporou’s entire body.


  He had once said that among undead-type monsters, those that reached a certain level of strength sometimes wore a black aura. If this was similar, then it was likely an ability that granted resistance to both physical and magical attacks, Princess Rubilia guessed.


  “Raaah!”


  Liger raised his greatsword overhead, wrapped it in swirling blue flames, and swung it down with enough speed to generate a fierce wind. From the greatsword that cut deep into the ground, blue flames spread across the surface, expanding over a wide area like a wave and roaring violently.


  The wave of blue flame reached Aporou and seemed about to engulf him in an instant, but a wall of earth, raised as his thick leg crushed the ground beneath him, blocked the flames. The moment the wave of fire flowed around both sides of the earth wall, the shattered wall turned into bullets of stone and soil that attacked Liger.


  Liger received the bullets with the broad face of his greatsword, deflecting or dodging them. Not a single one hit him, but his movement stopped. Seizing that opening, Aporou rushed in, only for Kaede, who had been waiting behind Liger, to step forward and meet him.


  “Incredible…” McCool murmured despite himself. He was watching Gladiator King Liger and the Otherworldly Swordmaster Kaede move at superhuman speeds, like Heroes and Braves, wielding masterful swordsmanship and combat arts.


  “Mm, indeed. It is somewhat beyond what I imagined, but that makes it especially convenient,” Princess Rubilia agreed with McCool’s honest impression.


  Kaede’s odachi, Ouya no Mugen, was swung in a strike accelerated by the Swordmaster-exclusive Battle Art said to be impossible to perceive: Instant Execution Blade. The odachi sliced through the air and traced a path meant to take Aporou’s head, yet it was effortlessly deflected by the Silver Arm wrapped in a black aura.


  Kaede had never imagined that an attack capable of cutting even steel like paper could be stopped simply by angling the Silver Arm diagonally along its trajectory. And the instant her movement faltered in shock, Aporou’s knee strike slammed directly into her abdomen. A sound like an explosion erupted, and Kaede’s slender body was blasted away.


  Even as blood spilled from her mouth, Kaede did not resist the momentum, instead rolling with it to lessen the impact.


  Meanwhile, Liger had closed in behind Aporou during that opening and tried to bring down his greatsword in a diagonal slash. However, Aporou spun without even looking back, and his roundhouse kick struck the sword’s hilt. The hilt shattered under the blow, and the greatsword flew far into the distance.


  Having lost his primary weapon, Liger immediately drew the two swords hanging at his waist. Activating the combat art Cross Slash, he struck at Aporou’s side from both directions simultaneously. The twin blades, glowing with red phosphorescence, scattered sparks and shrill metallic cries, but they failed to carve into flesh. Their edges were blocked by the black aura surrounding Aporou and slid harmlessly across its surface.


  Realizing his attacks would not get through, Liger hurriedly tried to retreat, but he was a step too late. The shaft of the halberd slammed into Liger’s left flank as he leaped back. His body bent in half and was launched several meters away without even bouncing once.


  Thanks to their exceptional recovery abilities, neither Kaede nor Liger was out of the fight yet, but Aporou remained completely unharmed.


  The gap between them was simply too vast.


  As the intense battle unfolded before them, the spectators in the Colosseum gradually fell silent, unable to do anything but watch the ongoing fight.


  Suddenly, the battle arrived at an unexpected conclusion.


  ※※※


  


  The battle in the Colosseum took the form of a battle royale, with the four participants entering simultaneously from the four gates.


  At first, I had planned to sit back and observe for a while. But right at the start, a wyvern charged at me, so I strengthened the halberd’s water blade with Hydrokinesis and accelerated it with a combination of Aeromaster and Law of Gravity before cleaving the creature in two.


  I also took the opportunity to target the rough-looking man introduced as the Gladiator King, but he managed to block my attack.


  Well, ending things too quickly would have been boring anyway.


  After that, the female warrior and the man immediately teamed up, so while I used abilities here and there, I mainly relied on my raw physical capabilities and had them help me train by raising my basic combat strength.


  I wondered if about thirty minutes had passed.


  After testing the feel of the new abilities I was willing to reveal, I knocked away both of their weapons and tried to recruit them as subordinates. And the one I absolutely wanted was not the Gladiator King, but the female warrior.


  To clarify in advance, it was not because she was beautiful.


  In this world, others besides me had come from different worlds. One of them was this country’s Sage from Another World, and he was what had led me to investigate the matter.


  Apparently, one of the Great Gods, the Great God Governing Spacetime and the Sea of Stars, was responsible for summoning them. Though “summoning” was not quite accurate. What was created here was a copy of the original, born by duplicating the soul of the original living in another world, while the body itself was an entirely separate one prepared by the Great God.


  That was why even someone originally ordinary could obtain power enough to fight like the female warrior.


  To be honest, I did want to eat her. I was extremely curious about what sort of taste a body prepared by a Great God would have, and what kind of abilities I could obtain from it. Yet naturally, there was a reason I did not eat her.


  Visitors from other worlds, commonly called Foreigners, apparently possessed a vague ability to sense one another’s existence. Once they got close enough, they could at least roughly tell the direction. In that case, it would be better to spare the female warrior, the first one I had found, and wait until she led me to another Foreigner before eating that one instead.


  Unfortunately, the Tomboy Princess would probably refuse to let me eat the Sage from Another World, but Foreigners stood out, so I would likely find another one soon enough. And if there happened to be someone from the same world as me, they might possess ESP abilities. Personally, I wanted something like Teleportation, but I shouldn’t get greedy.


  Ah, I wanted to try eating a Foreigner as soon as possible.


  As I watched the female warrior, those thoughts in my mind, she became terribly frightened. Immediately afterward, apparently sensing danger to her life, the female warrior gladly joined the corps. The Gladiator King followed her example.


  His reason for joining was, “Because I lost. Also, it sounds interesting.”


  Simple enough. Good.


  I immediately held a modest welcoming party for the two of them in the center of the Colosseum. The audience was dumbfounded, but we ignored that.


  I took out my Giantkin Everlasting Cleaver, sliced up the fallen Jadal Wyvern’s meat, cooked it in a large frying pan, and splashed it with labyrinth-made liquor I had bought in the Labyrinth City. Then I coated it with Sacro rock salt obtained from the Cyclops I had killed the other day, completing a wyvern steak feast, which the three of us ate together.


  Eating meat made me want alcohol, so I also drank more labyrinth liquor.


  Some spectators in the noble-only private rooms seemed to be saying something, but I silenced them with a single glare, so it wasn’t an issue.


  The wyvern meat, which I was trying for the first time, was extremely delicious. It was light and clean like chicken, yet somehow also like high-grade beef, a truly mysterious delicacy. Naturally, I also crunched through the scales.


  
    [Ability learned: Lesser Dragon Scale Refinement!]

  


  Since a Lesser Dragon ranked far below a true Dragon, I had not expected much from its abilities, but this made them worth searching for. I wanted to keep eating, but I decided to leave the rest for the others.


  Since I did not want anyone to learn about my Item Box, which could store anything, I had the Gladiator King and the female warrior each drag half of the wyvern corpse behind them as we left the Colosseum.


  Afterward, the Tomboy Princess came to the waiting room and said, “Mm, mm, thou hast done well. But hiding something so interesting from me was most improper! Bring it out again and let me touch it a little!” Her expression changed constantly to match her words.


  Well, that was just how she usually was.


  For now, I appointed the Gladiator King and the female warrior as guards assigned to Auro and Argento, and issued them ear cuffs. I planned to give them patterned mantles and the like at a later date.


   

  Day 154


  

  One of the Kingdom’s greatest military powers was the group of four Heroes known as the Four Cardinal Heroes.


  The Tidal Quake Hero, Freed Acty, came from a farming background. A man in his twenties. Other than his clear light-blue eyes, he had no especially distinctive features, to the point that his ordinary, forgettable face itself stood out. His favored weapon was the two-handed longsword Azure Currentblade: Fineshbul.


  The Shadowguard Hero, Alrich Tin Agbar, was born to Kingdom nobility. A teenage woman. She possessed sadistic tendencies, and her most notable features were her sickly pale face and disheveled hair, making her look like there was something… off… about her. Her favored weapon was the segmented whip called Dominator’s Lash: Contro Ninetail.


  The Ironstone Hero, Gascade Barossa Meloy, was also born to Kingdom nobility. A man in his forties. A veteran grand general with a body as rugged and unyielding as a great boulder. His favored weapon was Isunbar’s Iron Maul.


  The Sylvan Bastion Hero, Fyufyu Ain, was an elf woman several hundred years old who had abandoned her homeland and was the only demi-human among the Four Cardinal Heroes. Her favored weapons were the longbow called Fyurian’s Timberfold and the poison blade Steelseed Venomblade: Tinfu Fyura.


  Originally, the Avenger who had previously joined our side might have become part of this group, turning them into the Five Cardinal Heroes or something similar. Considering the nature of the Epics, I thought the chances of that having originally been the case were extremely high.


  Well, putting that aside.


  At present, three of the four were apparently traveling around the Kingdom.


  It seemed they were busy challenging Divine Era Labyrinths and branch labyrinths together with their Retainers, Companions, and Secondary Key Figures, exterminating monsters ravaging the territories, and taking on the trials recorded in their respective Epics.


  That left the remaining one in charge of protecting the royal capital. And for some reason, since yesterday, I had been stalked by the Shadowguard Hero, Alrich Tin Agbar.


  While I trained, I would occasionally catch glimpses of her peeking out from the shadows atop Garnet Palace, which stood adjacent to Amber Palace. With her sickly face, she honestly gave off the atmosphere of some apparition out of a horror movie.


  There was quite a distance between us, and she was concealing herself using Hero abilities, so ordinarily no one would even realize they were being watched. But she had still been caught by my Spatial Awareness Sense: Area.


  [image: 02]

  Honestly, if she was not causing direct harm, I did not particularly care and could simply ignore her, but it still made things more difficult than they had to be.


  I decided I should be careful not to reveal too much of my hand.


   

  Day 155


  

  At present, the faction opposing the Tomboy Princess, the Noble Faction led by the Minister, had grown into the Kingdom’s greatest power bloc.


  The nobles controlled roughly seventy percent of the Kingdom’s territory, while the remaining thirty percent was ruled directly by the king. Although some nobles sided with the king, most belonged to the minister’s faction.


  If every one of them truly worked for the sake of the Kingdom, there would have been no problem. But there would always be those seduced by power and consumed by greed. Such people inevitably neglected their responsibilities, imposed heavy taxes to enrich themselves, and left the common people starving.


  For now, the minister’s existence acted as a weight keeping things in check, so on the surface, things still appeared relatively calm. But unless some major turning point occurred, the Kingdom, as it was, would eventually rot away.


  Today, the balance that had somehow been maintained, fragile though it was due to the machinations surrounding the Tomboy Princess, finally collapsed. This morning, the minister who stood at the head of the Noble Faction, Gilbert Isra Baldra, was discovered dead.


  A completely new poison had killed him, and the cure just happened to be drinking the blood of a certain ogre. New poisons truly were frightening things.


  As a result, an ominous atmosphere now swirled throughout the royal castle, leaving everyone tense and on edge.


  It was unclear how these ripples would affect the Kingdom going forward, but it felt as though true upheaval would soon arrive. Personally, I very much hoped to take advantage of that chaos and eat something delicious. Primarily Heroes, Braves, and Foreigners.


  Just imagining the taste was enough to make me drool.


  The organs of that aged minister tasted mediocre, after all. I need something to cleanse my palate.


   

  Day 156


  

  One day had passed since the minister was poisoned to death.


  During that time, all kinds of factions and organizations had made major moves, but so far, very little had directly affected those around us.


  To summarize the information currently circulating regarding the minister’s assassination, the Kingdom had yet to identify the culprit.


  Even the investigations being carried out frantically by its elite intelligence units had uncovered nothing beyond facts anyone could easily learn: “The minister was killed in his private chamber within his estate.” “There were no signs of a struggle.” “The magical alarm system installed throughout the mansion did not react.” “The first to discover the body was the head butler, accompanied by several maids.” “He was poisoned.”


  Beyond that, the investigation had made absolutely no progress.


  Apparently, the minister’s corpse had been covered in purple pustules no larger than beans, along with patches of localized necrosis across his body. By the time he was found, it had already become a grotesque, foul-smelling corpse.


  Judging from the symptoms, the poison used had been identified as a completely new type. Using the collected samples, court-serving Magic Pharmacists and Alchemists were desperately researching a cure. However, an initial report submitted to the king by the elderly man who had led the medical division for many years stated that the poison was so dangerous that, even given enough time, there was no guarantee a cure would ever be discovered.


  In other words, once poisoned, death was inevitable for anyone except the culprit, who most likely possessed the antidote.


  “Even the minister, protected by powerful elites, was assassinated this easily,” people said. “If someone like him could be killed so effortlessly, then people like us, with far inferior protection, would stand no chance at all should the culprit truly target us. We, too, would end up no more than ugly corpses, following the minister into death. Perhaps our entire families would even be slaughtered.”


  Predictions approaching certainty like that had spread among nearly all the nobles, planting in them an unprecedented fear of death.


  The heads of the powerful noble houses formerly led by the minister had, in particular, exchanged information regarding secret meetings and shared their anxieties deep into the previous night. Today, one day after the assassination, many of them walked through the royal castle in tightly packed groups, dark circles under their eyes, cheeks sunken, complexions pale. Some hurried about while trying to avoid attracting attention. Others shut themselves inside their estates under the excuse of poor health.


  There were still some who maintained their usual confident demeanor, but they were either nobles originally aligned with the king, powerful martial nobles among the aristocracy, or cunning schemers skilled in dirty tricks.


  It was clear that nobles who fully supported the royal family were not especially numerous.


  The minister had a storied past.


  In his youth several decades ago, the minister apparently traveled across countless battlefields and became known among neighboring nations as the Silencio General, the General of Silent Slaughter.


  His first campaign took place in May of his fourteenth year, during a war against a neighboring nation renowned for its military strength, though that country has since become a vassal state of the Kingdom. There, he reportedly slew an enemy battalion commander in single combat.


  From that point onward, through his natural cunning and martial ability, he played a major role in expanding the Kingdom’s territory. No matter the battlefield, he consistently achieved the best possible results, and for decades after his first campaign, he continued displaying tremendous valor.


  Unfortunately, after passing forty, he suffered grievous injuries during a drawn-out war fought along the border with the Dhruvan Republic, now split in half and absorbed by the Kingdom and the Empire, over rare mineral resources such as Mark Ore. His left leg below the knee was lost, and several toes on his right foot, including the big toe and the fourth and fifth toes, were severed as well. Following those injuries, he resigned from his position as general.


  Many around him had assumed he would become a military strategist and remain tied to the battlefield for the rest of his life, but instead, he shifted his focus toward politics.


  There as well, he achieved remarkable success. At times, he compiled critical legislation that determined the Kingdom’s future, while at others, he secured treaties with foreign nations on highly favorable terms. Those accomplishments were recognized, and in only a very short time, he attained his most recent position. Over many more years, he further solidified his standing.


  His authority had reportedly rivaled even that of the king.


  Thus, the minister had accumulated numerous achievements and become one of the key figures responsible for raising the Kingdom to a power capable of forming an alliance with the Empire on nearly equal footing.


  As for how such a capable minister came to oppose the Tomboy Princess, the explanation isn’t straightforward, so that’s a story for another time. There were probably many changes of heart involved. Or perhaps circumstances forced him into it.


  In any case, now that the minister, the Tomboy Princess’s greatest political enemy, had been killed, the Kingdom had reached a major turning point.


  From our perspective, it also meant the perfect opportunity to make a profit had arrived. But putting that aside…


  One of the minister’s hobbies, a remnant of his days as a general charging across battlefields, involved collecting practical magic items with genuine combat applications. Other such hobbies included military drills and gunshoho, a board game similar to chess or shogi. Since the game incorporated different troop types and terrain effects, it also served as training for issuing smooth, accurate commands during real battles.


  The number of magic items he had gathered approached three hundred. Considering the price of even a single combat-oriented magic item, the collection served as a powerful testament to the sheer scale of the minister’s wealth.


  Even the lowest-ranked items among them were Rare-class. Beyond that sat rows upon rows of dozens of Unique-class items, and mixed among them were even several Ancient-class artifacts.


  Unfortunately, there were no Legendary-class items, but even so, the collection was more than impressive enough. Since the minister himself, a man overflowing with talent, had personally selected them all, every single piece was of exceptional quality.


  Strangely, all of those magic items had reportedly vanished in a single sweep, after every anti-theft measure protecting them had been utterly and completely destroyed.


  As I mentally viewed the roughly three hundred new item slots now filling my Item Box, a smile naturally spread across my face.


  Imagining what would happen from here on out, I spent another otherwise ordinary day.


   

  Day 157


  

  After finishing the usual morning training, I stepped out of the Amber Palace, thinking I might wander around town for a while. The moment I did, however, applicants hoping to join the mercenary band Parabellum swarmed me all at once. At a glance, there were probably more than sixty of them.


  Light warriors clad in standard leather armor, young fighters wielding one-handed swords, flails, and shields, beastkin with tiger ears carrying massive axes, archers with short bows slung across their backs, and many more. Their job classes and races were incredibly varied.


  Since I had stayed inside all day yesterday, I had not realized it, but apparently, adventurers and mercenaries had already been gathering near the Amber Palace, where we were staying. Perhaps because they had spent an entire day waiting, the applicants surged toward me in a desperate rush to get ahead of one another. Curious onlookers gathered as well, turning the whole area into such chaos that I could barely move forward.


  A few assassins targeting me had even mixed themselves into the crowd, so, while sorting those out, exterminating them, and capturing some for later consumption, I paused to think.


  For the moment, remaining in front of the palace gates any longer seemed likely to cause additional trouble, so I decided to conduct initial interviews a short distance away, at the large central park with the giant fountain.


  The sight of all the applicants trailing behind me in a long line looked almost like a parade of ducklings, which drew a smile from me.


  Granted, it was something of a bitter smile.


  The troublesome part was that the group kept growing during the walk. Quite a few people apparently went to fetch companions waiting elsewhere. I really didn’t want the numbers to increase any further, but I doubted they would listen even if I said so. Resigned to it, I hurried toward our destination.


  By the time we arrived at the central park, the number of applicants had swollen to nearly two hundred.


  If not a single one of them showed any real promise, that would just be depressing, so I silently hoped it would not be the case.


  Once the interviews started, I lost motivation after evaluating around thirty people.


  None of them really stood out. Some were probably usable, sure, but it still felt like a waste of time. Even now, more people kept lining up, the queue only growing longer as time passed. At this rate, there was no telling when it would end.


  Honestly, we weren’t in urgent need of new recruits anyway. There were already quite a few people back at the base, and more goblins and hobgoblins would continue being born in the future. It would take some time before they became fully useful through training and education, but regardless, we already had more than enough military strength secured.


  Plus, if we needed disposable forces on short notice, generating Black Skeletons or Black Fomorians would more than suffice.


  At the same time, though, I felt it would be best to find more capable personnel, people who could handle a variety of situations. The more cards I had available to play, the better. There would probably be even messier troubles waiting for us from here on out.


  So, as a condition for officially joining Parabellum, I decided to present applicants with a single requirement: advance all the way to the main tournament of the Heroic Martial Festival, which would be held in a few days.


  The Heroic Martial Festival, which had been coming up in conversation more and more lately, was, simply put, a grand brawling festival where strength determined everything. It was a massive event held once every three years at the Colosseum here in the royal capital, and apparently this year marked its fiftieth occurrence.


  Everywhere you looked throughout the city, there were posters and banners advertising it on a massive scale. The number of visitors, both participants and spectators, had increased as well, and now the entire capital was overflowing with even more energy than usual.


  Apparently, because this was the milestone fiftieth festival, quite a large number of royals and imperial nobles from other nations would also be attending. And naturally, the royal and imperial visitors would not be arriving alone. Knight orders serving as their escorts, groups of civil officials handling diplomatic negotiations with foreign nations, and representatives participating in the festival would all be coming in large numbers as well.


  Which meant there would be plenty of opportunities to devour foreign Heroes and Champions.


  It made me hungry to think about it.


  What exactly would Heroes and Champions taste like? The texture of their flesh, the hardness of their bones, the flavor of their blood, the abilities I might gain from them….


  Merely imagining it was enough to make me drool.


  Ah, I can hardly wait.


  Anyway, back to explaining the festival.


  Apparently the average number of participants each time numbers in the thousands. There are several reasons so many contestants gather, but the biggest one by far is the prizes awarded to the victor and those who reach the Top Sixteen.


  The prizes change every year, but past rewards included things such as:


  
    	A dragonslaying sword forged from materials harvested from a Wise Serpent, Dragon, or Wyrm.


    	Five golem soldiers crafted from rare magical metals, along with various spare parts.


    	A Lightning Wyvern trained as a riding beast, together with a thunder dragon spear made from its scales.


    	Access rights to classified information regarding labyrinths scattered throughout the kingdom.


    	Amulets and jeweled orbs capable of greatly enhancing vitality and related attributes.

  


  In other words, the rewards were extremely lavish. Personally, I wanted the labyrinth information and the Lightning Wyvern. The meat of the Jadal Wyvern was delicious, so I definitely wanted to try the flesh of other wyvern species as well.


  On top of that, those ranked from the Top Sixteen to the Top Nine receive five gold coins, those from the Top Eight to the Top Four receive ten, and the Top Three onward earn an additional five coins each. In other words, the champion walks away with twenty-five gold coins.


  It’s not enough money to spend a lifetime lazing around, but it’s certainly enough to enjoy several carefree years.


  That was why every fighter confident in their abilities flocked to participate.


  All that being said, reaching the main tournament of the festival would serve as proof that someone possessed at least a respectable level of skill. The preliminaries were apparently conducted as battle royales involving dozens of participants, so the field would narrow considerably from that alone.


  Unless they were at least capable of that much, any potential recruits would probably end up as nothing more than disposable pawns.


  I already had the Black Skeletons for disposable pawns. I had no need for deadweight freeloaders.


  Once I presented those conditions, the applicants gradually dispersed, each reacting in their own way, some giving up in disappointment, some grinding their teeth in frustration, others rejoicing or firing themselves up with determination.


  With that, the interviews ended, after which we wandered around as originally planned before returning.


  Tonight’s dinner was steak made from the remaining Jadal Wyvern meat from the other day. The surface had been seared over high heat to lock in the juices, then seasoned with labyrinth salt bought in the royal capital and homemade sauce. The meat released an aroma that powerfully stirred the appetite.


  When I opened my mouth wide and bit into it, the firm texture and the juices that overflowed the more I chewed were irresistible.


  Then, as I followed my appetite and enjoyed five or six enormous wyvern steaks, it happened:


  
    [Ability learned: Lesser Dragon Eye!]

  


  … Huh? Why had I learned an ability? The time limit should have passed long ago. No, come to think of it, learning an ability from the Red Bear had been strange too. Back then, I had been too confused to pay attention, but the time limit should have already passed then as well.


  In that case, perhaps my Absorption ability had changed from the one I had in my previous life quite some time ago, maybe even from the moment I became a goblin.


  Still confused, I lined up guesses and searched for the cause. This was the first time something like this had happened.


  Apparently, I would not be getting much sleep tonight.


   

  Day 158


  

  Far in the distance, the morning sun shone upon the royal capital, now no larger than a speck.


  Triggered by yesterday’s “somehow I learned an ability” incident, I had continued eating wyvern meat. Although I had eaten some in the arena with the two warriors I had convinced to join me, there were still easily several dozen servings of meat left. But even after eating all of it, I gained no new abilities. So, to secure fresh meat, I decided to lead everyone to the Jadal Mountain Range.


  We departed last night as soon as the idea came to me. After several hours being carried by the skeletal centipedes, eliminating dangers along the way with both the centipedes and my avatars, we arrived. On the mid-slope of the Jadal Mountain Range, whose peaks were covered in white snow, we began hunting Jadal Wyverns and the other monsters living there.


  The Jadal Mountain Range was famous for being home to Jadal Wyverns, but it was also a dangerous region inhabited by many other monsters. For example, there were Cockatrices.


  They looked like large, human-sized chickens with serpent tails and scales. Their Evil Eyes and beaks carried a petrification effect, and their poisonous claws were dangerous enough to immobilize someone with no more than a graze. Even so, their meat was known for its light, refreshing flavor. Apparently, it was even used in dishes served at royal and imperial banquets; the Tomboy Princess had said that fried Cockatrice was one of her favorites.


  However, Cockatrices were genuinely powerful monsters, so their meat rarely appeared on the market.


  Another example: Nagas.


  They were female demons whose lower halves were giant serpents. They possessed traits similar to Dryads and Succubi, tempting men of other races and draining them dry, and every one of them was beautiful. Apparently, the fools lured in by that beauty were strangled to death and swallowed whole once the act was over.


  Since Nagas were also a type of demi-human, they were intelligent and could command serpentkin such as Night Vipers, making them fairly troublesome opponents.


  However, their nests often contained materials traded at high prices, so some reckless merchants apparently tried to take them on.


  Another example: Bear Bees.


  These were a type of magical beast-insect, resembling bears with six bee-like legs, two pairs of four wings, a venomous stinger, and partial exoskeletons.


  A bear with a bee’s agility, flight ability, a powerful poison stinger, and sturdy armor… What the hell, that’s terrifying.


  The only saving grace was that their numbers were relatively low.


  Many other kinds of monsters lived in the area as well. To me, the Jadal Mountain Range was a treasure trove of unknown ingredients, and since it was also a fairly high-level region, the experience points would be delicious too.


  I decided to act alone and do as I pleased, leaving command of the remaining members entirely to Kanami, though a few others did come along, like Redhead Shorty. For some reason, the Tomboy Princess and the young knight also came along with me, but with the newly joined Gladiator King and female warrior present as well, they would probably be fine even if attacked by a pack of Jadal Wyverns.


  Probably.


  If there was an issue, they could contact me through the ear cuffs.


  My solo hunt began.


  Since time was precious, I activated both Phased-Array Radar and Spatial Awareness Sense: Area simultaneously. That allowed me to perceive a vast region all at once, making it far easier to search for targets. There were reactions nearby, but none of them seemed particularly noteworthy, so I ignored them and searched for monsters that interested me more.


  As I ran soundlessly through the mountains, careful not to reveal my presence, I discovered something worthwhile in less than a few minutes. It was a Bear Bee nest.


  Built into the face of a sheer cliff, it could practically be called a fortress. I had no idea what it was made of, but the gray nest measured well over a hundred meters across. The sight of the hemispherical structure clinging to the cliffside was strangely unsettling.


  The Bear Bees apparently had specialized roles. Some were Worker Bear Bees that hunted monsters and brought back prey, while others stayed deep inside the nest, caring for Bear Bee Children. There were especially massive and sturdy Soldier Bear Bees, their entire bodies protected by exoskeletons as they flew around the nest guarding against intruders, and there even seemed to be Lazy Bear Bees loafing around deeper inside.


  Still, despite the nest’s enormous size, the population was really small. Including the Bear Bee Children, there were only around eighty of them in total. And since that number included the young, there were probably only fifty to sixty capable of fighting.


  It was surprising that a nest this large housed so few individuals, but considering the sheer size of each Bear Bee, they probably required a great deal of space.


  In any case, finding a Bear Bee nest so quickly was an excellent start. The reason was simple: their honey was known as a luxury ingredient. Apparently, the larvae could also be eaten, much like bee larvae back in my previous world.


  Incidentally, while Bear Bees sometimes turned the corpses of monsters brought back to the nest into meat dumplings for food, most of the bodies were implanted with the seeds of a certain magical flower and used as nursery beds to bloom beautiful flowers, from which the bees collected nectar.


  The fact that they cultivated their own food source honestly impressed me. Bear Bees were unexpectedly incredible creatures.


  Anyway, pulling myself together, I decided to turn the Bear Bees into familiars so I could keep them for beekeeping near the base.


  The procedure was simple. I burned paralytic poison and manipulated the airflow to send the smoke into the nest, filling it completely. Then I waited for a while, confirmed there was no response, and entered.


  As a result, I managed to turn one Bear Bee Queen, more than twice the size of an ordinary Bear Bee, five Children about the size of goblins, ten Worker Bear Bees who were responsible for building the nest, and six Soldier Bear Bees into familiars.


  I killed the rest and tried to eat them while they were still fresh. The distinctive gamey flavor of the bear meat was good, but parts like the insect legs and bear paws were especially delicious, perhaps because honey had soaked into them, giving them a certain sweetness.


  
    [Ability learned: Master Beekeeper!]


    [Ability learned: Bee Sting!]

  


  Obtaining Master Beekeeper, which granted a strong boost to beekeeping, was a stroke of Luck.


  I also secured a large amount of the slightly reddish honey. When I tasted a mouthful, it was so delicious that I shouted despite myself. I also felt power welling up from deep inside my body.


  Hmm. If beekeeping succeeded, I definitely wanted this on our dining table. Not only did it taste amazing, but it blew away fatigue too.


  It also seemed like it could become a useful trade good with the elves.


  I collected the other monster materials inside the nest, then roughly cut apart and dismantled the enormous nest itself before stuffing it into my Item Box. The outer shell of the nest was quite sturdy, so I wanted to retrieve it in case it could be used for something.


  When I resumed exploring, a pack of Vorpal Bunnies attacked me next.


  They seemed to be a more advanced species of the Blade Rabbits I had encountered before. A sharp blade with a gentle curve grew from each forehead, and their tails had something like bladed whips attached. Since they approached soundlessly and attacked with the blades on their heads and tail-whips, they were probably somewhat troublesome opponents.


  They were in my way, so I killed them quickly and ate the rabbit meat. I did not learn anything, but it did fill my stomach. The taste was decent enough, so it seemed like it would make a good snack when paired with drinks. The head blades, in particular, had a crisp texture like rice crackers, with a sharp, spicy kick that made me want alcohol even more.


  The next opponent I encountered was a Rock Golem. I was about to eat some more Vorpal Bunny meat when I spotted a conveniently sized rock and sat down on it. The “rock” turned out to be a Rock Golem buried more than halfway in the earth.


  Golem-type monsters generally came into existence in one of two ways: either a human possessing a specific job class infused materials with magic power and performed a ritual, or they naturally formed in places overflowing with magical and vital energy.


  Naturally formed golems almost always strongly reflected the characteristics of the land where they emerged. Near volcanoes, there were Lava Golems made of molten rock; near icy mountains, there were Ice Golems formed from snow and ice; and in deserts, there were Desert Golems composed of shifting sand.


  A trait shared by all Golem-types was their lack of fatigue, allowing them to remain active for extremely long periods of time. In addition, unless their cores were destroyed, they could easily regenerate damaged parts using surrounding materials. Because of that, they were also famous as dungeon monsters roaming Derived Labyrinths.


  Of course, they also commonly appeared in Divine Era Labyrinths created by gods using their Authorities. Apparently, in those cases, they were vastly stronger. Not only did they receive reinforcement from the dungeon itself, but they also possessed abilities suited to the surrounding environment.


  This particular Rock Golem stood around five meters tall, roughly comparable to the height of a Troll. Since it felt no pain and its body was made of stone, the Rock Golem probably surpassed the Troll in attack power and defense. However, the Troll would hold a slight advantage in agility. All of the Rock Golem’s attacks were slow and heavy. Getting hit would definitely hurt, but nothing felt fatal.


  Since it was in the way, I casually smashed apart the boulder that formed its torso and extracted the fist-sized magic core that made the Rock Golem itself. Much like a slime’s core, this magic core was the golem’s only weak point. Destroying or removing it was enough to defeat one.


  Magic cores could be repurposed for various things, but this time, I tossed it into my mouth and rolled it around like candy while wandering off in search of my next prey.


  During my daylong hunt, I managed to kill around ten Jadal Wyverns, securing plenty of meat, and gathered a considerable amount of materials from other monsters as well. Unfortunately, I gained no new abilities, but I did obtain enough material to investigate why I had been able to learn an ability from meat left sitting around for several days, so I had still achieved my original goal.


  My plan was to let the meat sit for around four days.


  The Tomboy Princess and the others seemed to have enjoyed themselves as well and came away quite satisfied.


  As for the Bear Bees I had turned into familiars, I created a skeletal centipede wagon for them and sent them back to the base. There was no way I could bring them into the royal capital, after all.


   

  Day 159


  

  While we were conducting morning training, Alrich Tin Agbar, the Shadowguard Hero who had been monitoring us, stopped hiding and openly requested permission to participate in our training. As I mentioned before, her gaunt appearance made her look like some sort of wandering ghost, which was honestly pretty unsettling.


  From now on, Alrich would be observing us from up close; there was no reason to refuse her outright. If anything, having someone of Alrich’s standing within the Kingdom monitoring us, only for us to outmaneuver her anyway, would work in our favor in various ways.


  We accepted Alrich’s request. A major reason was that our current employer, the Tomboy Princess, approved of the decision. According to her, “The more the merrier.” Naturally, there was a hidden meaning behind that too, but setting that aside…


  I had stayed on guard, wondering what would happen once we let Alrich join, but nothing particularly strange occurred. Watching her diligently devote herself to training, I found myself viewing her favorably. Calling her “Shadow Hero” will be simpler from now on.


  If I went outside again, applicants would probably swarm me once more, so I spent the afternoon inside the Amber Palace.


  Redhead Shorty, who had leveled up even further during yesterday’s mountain hunt and strengthened herself by eating meat, said she wanted to spar, so I included Auro and Argento as well.


  Redhead Shorty’s growth rate was impressive enough already, but Auro and Argento’s teamwork had improved even more than I expected. Perhaps because my blood and the sisters’ blood both flowed through them, they seemed able to understand each other instinctively. Without any signals whatsoever, they synchronized their movements naturally, as though it were no different from breathing. Their ferocious attacks, linked one after another, formed combinations that would have led to mutual destruction if either of them had mistimed even a single step.


  Feeling pleased to watch the children grow, I spent the day peacefully.


  Well, it was peaceful… aside from orchestrating various schemes behind the scenes with my doppelgangers and plotting with the Tomboy Princess. The process of steadily wearing down the Noble Faction’s morale, military strength, and finances was fairly entertaining. Recovering precious metals and magic items from nobles who had been embezzling taxes collected from their territories also had the added bonus of filling our own coffers nicely.


  Another two or three targets should be enough to swing things heavily in our favor. Fear of the unknown was remarkably easy to stir up, which made things quite convenient for the ones setting the trap.


  Tonight, for the first time in a while, Kanami and I went out on a date beneath the night sky. The stars were somewhat difficult to see because of the royal capital’s brightness, but the night view of the city, dotted with magical lights, was beautiful enough that I had no complaints.


  Now then, only two days remained until the festival.


  I was looking forward to seeing what would happen.


   

  Day 160


  

  During this morning’s training, the female warrior told me she had sensed a Foreigner other than the Kingdom’s Sage. Apparently, they were mixed in with a group from a Western foreign nation that had come to participate in tomorrow’s festival.


  I immediately went out into the western castle town along with the female warrior to investigate what kind of person this Foreigner was, and we found them right away. Apparently, they had also sensed the female warrior’s presence and had been following the reaction toward us.


  The Foreigner we met was a somewhat small-framed young man. He was eighteen, still young, with messy short brown hair and black eyes. His skin had been tanned slightly darker by long travels, and he was a cheerful joker who laughed easily.


  His armor consisted of gauntlets, greaves, and a breastplate the color of dead leaves, made from the shell of a giant antlion-type magical insect called a Deadly Grid, which appeared in desert regions, along with a reddish-brown coat made from the hide of a Manticore, also found in desert regions.


  His weapons included a tabarzin-type magic battle axe capable of causing delayed small explosions in the wounds it inflicted, along with several hunting knives, though those were apparently only backups. His main weapon seemed to be a handheld cannon that looked at first glance like a simple tube, made from mithril and rare magical metal such as Dambraux, the Sylvan Supreme Steel.


  The young man was known as the Otherworldly Magic Cannoneer, and apparently specialized in fighting multiple opponents with the cannon’s immense firepower.


  In fact, the cannon’s ammunition was not physical shot, but the Cannoneer’s own mana. Because of that, as long as his internal mana lasted, he would not run out of ammunition, and he could also apply various attributes. It seemed highly versatile, with rounds such as Unquenchable Flame Shells that kept burning even underwater, Stasis Freezing Shells that could freeze even magma, and Healing Shells that restored injuries and stamina.


  The young man apparently made full use of that ability, and in the year since arriving in this world, he had earned a decent reputation as an adventurer in the Western nation. He seemed quite confident in himself and proudly told the female warrior, a fellow Foreigner, tales of his own heroics, including how he had wiped out a massive horde of monsters before coming to the royal capital.


  After observing the young man to a certain extent, I succeeded in finding out where he was staying. While I was at it, I also handed him a piece of one of my avatars under the pretense that it was a means of contact, so I would not lose track of him.


  It would be easiest if I could quickly place him under Subjugation, but against someone at a certain level of skill, there was a high chance he might reject parasitism by my split body. If he noticed, he would become wary, so I intended to proceed carefully over time.


  Well, cornering him slowly and patiently will only intensify the emotional impact when I finally eat him.


  Incidentally, according to what I had heard from Gobjii and the others, guns exist in this world. However, they’re only around the level of matchlock guns, with poor range, power, and accuracy. Apparently, the Sage from Another World of the Kingdom also attempted to develop guns to expand military strength, but gave up partway through. There were many reasons for that, such as a lack of technology needed for mass production, but the most significant factors seemed to be this world’s unique laws, namely jobs and magic.


  To put it simply, bodies strengthened by certain job classes, once they reach a certain level, can deflect bullets with skin alone or move faster than bullets. On top of that, magic is overwhelmingly superior to guns in terms of power, accuracy, and range.


  Improving guns would likely require an extremely long time, and if development continued, their performance would probably rise. However, in this world, gaining experience and acquiring multiple jobs make one overwhelmingly stronger. The cost and effort required for improving gun technology were also considerable.


  Because of all that, gun use has basically not spread in this world. At most, they’re treated as an eccentric hobby for wealthy nobles.


  The situation changed if one obtained a Magic Gun, an extremely rare magic item from a Divine Era Dungeon. That was because several rare job classes could be obtained by acquiring a Magic Gun, like the Magic Gunner, who created magic bullets using their own mana and monster materials.


   

  Day 161


  

  Under clear skies, the Heroic Martial Festival began with the king’s proclamation.


  Magical fireworks had been launched since early morning, and the heat of the citizens filling the spectator seats permeated the arena. In the noble-only seating area, royals and imperial nobles from the Kingdom and other nations gathered in one place, chatting among themselves while watching the matches progress one after another.


  The festival would be held over two days, today and tomorrow. Today consisted of the preliminaries, where a huge number of participants would be eliminated.


  The opening matches were battle royales, so they were fairly interesting to watch. Large numbers of fighters crushed one another in the confined arena, making everything flashy, and since all kinds of drama unfolded, great cheers rose from the crowd. The reaction was especially loud when contestants thought to be strong were overwhelmed by sheer numbers and defeated.


  Spectators also placed bets on who would advance to the main tournament. Some competitors were popular due to their past festival results, but surprisingly, many gamblers seemed to aim for long shots.


  All that is to say, I was currently in the noble seating area as the Tomboy Princess’s guard.


  I had wondered whether I would need to dress appropriately for the occasion, but the fact that I was known to have a divine blessing worked in my favor; I was permitted to dress as usual.


  I felt scattered gazes from around me, but many were favorable. That said, those came mostly from people of other nations. From the Kingdom’s nobles and the Tomboy Princess’s siblings, I sensed slightly more complicated emotions.


  Even so, I was very pleased: I could eat as much as I wanted of dishes lavishly prepared with fresh fruits and high-grade ingredients. When I accidentally emptied an entire large platter by myself, however, the young knight scolded me, so I restrained myself a little.


  Magic items kept the room temperature comfortable, and the entire arena was visible from where we were. I was grateful to the Tomboy Princess for arranging such an excellent place for me. Plus, many corps members who could not enter with us were watching from the general spectator seats, so I alone properly handled the escort duties. Let’s just say I was not slacking off.


  Time passed without anything in particular happening, and by evening, every scheduled event had ended.


  Once the sixty-four contestants advancing to the main tournament had been decided, the spectators streamed out into the royal capital at night. The city was extremely lively with food stalls and stage plays dramatizing the battles from today’s preliminaries.


  I instructed the corps members to go and enjoy themselves, while I attended a dinner party packed with royals and nobles hiding dark intentions behind their smiles. Since Kanami accompanied me, we stood out quite a lot.


  While I was standing behind the Tomboy Princess as her guard, occasionally being approached by royals and nobles who had taken an interest in me, the First Queen came over, a glass of wine in hand.


  Since the Tomboy Princess and the Queen were mother and daughter by blood, they were on good terms, and they had similar smiles. But when the First Queen glanced at me during their conversation, then whispered something into the Tomboy Princess’s ear, I felt something cold run down my spine.


  How should I put it? She was looking at me like I was prey.


  I had a bad feeling about it. Suddenly, even the sight of the Tomboy Princess smiling cheerfully seemed unsettling. But contrary to my expectations, nothing happened then, and the Queen left. Apparently, she was busy greeting visitors and chatting with people.


  After enjoying the party for a while, we returned to the Amber Palace.


  The corps members and children, exhausted from playing, were already asleep, so Kanami and I decided to drink together while looking at the moon. I had eaten and drunk at the party, of course, but it still had not been enough.


  The season was changing, and it had gradually grown colder, but for bodies warmed by strong labyrinth liquor, the chill felt just right. Without saying much in particular, we slipped into bed around the time the date changed.


  After tomorrow’s main tournament, things would probably get pretty busy.


   

  Day 162


  

  The weather on the day the main tournament began was somewhat cloudy.


  For breakfast, I ate Jadal Wyvern steak. A court chef introduced to me by the Tomboy Princess had prepared it, and the fragrance was so savory that it stirred my appetite enough to make even steak first thing in the morning feel perfectly manageable.


  Unlike before, the meat had a texture almost like tofu and was soft enough to melt in my mouth. The meat juices burst across my tongue, and from the moment they were absorbed into my stomach, something like mana filled my body.


  
    [Ability learned: Wyvern Roar!]

  


  As I slowly savored the taste, I managed to learn an ability. Clearly, my Absorption ability really had changed from what it used to be. At first, I had thought there was no way it could be true, but now it was certain.


  That meant the question was: What conditions allowed me to learn abilities?


  The amount I ate did not seem especially different, and I did not think the strength of the target had changed much as a factor either. Perhaps only the time limit after death had changed. If so, then if I had eaten Velvet’s remains, I might have learned something.


  Ah, I could not help thinking what a waste that had been. I now regretted cremating them so quickly instead of at least tasting one of their arms as a test, but it was too late.


  In any case, to determine the time limit, I decided to eat Jadal Wyvern steak for breakfast for a while. That should at least give me a rough estimate.


  After that experiment began early in the morning, I spent today once again by the Tomboy Princess’s side, watching the festival unfold.


  The battles taking place on the special stage set up in the arena were all suitably flashy, befitting the main tournament.


  For example, there was a match between an elderly High Sorcerer, an advanced level of the Sorcerer job class, who wielded a mace, and a young Monster Tamer girl with her familiar. Just as the old man seemed to freeze the entire arena with Water-Ice sorcery, the girl’s panther-type monster familiar transformed completely into white flame and swelled to the size of an elephant. The giant flaming panther melted the ice and charged toward the old man as if to devour him. Though since killing was forbidden, she probably only intended to leave him half-dead. The old man, however, intercepted it with nothing but his mace.


  Despite putting up a good fight, the girl lost, and the old man, still energetic despite being covered in injuries, advanced.


  There were other battles too: Hero against Hero, clashing head-on and tearing into one another’s flesh with their nations’ prestige at stake; the Foreigner youth spectacularly firing his cannon and blasting away a middle-aged Master Swordsman who controlled sixty-eight magic swords at once; and many more. The main fighting forces of various nations were putting on a wild, chaotic spectacle.


  Honestly, it was fun to watch, but it also made me hungry. It was like having dish after dish of top-quality cuisine made from the finest ingredients laid out in front of me, and being unable to try any of them.


  The sorcery used by the elderly High Sorcerer, for example, was among the best I had ever seen, and the supple limbs of the girl’s panther-type familiar looked densely packed with delicious meat. And now, while two Heroes of equal standing had clashed and weakened each other, it was nothing less than the perfect chance to finish them off.


  The scene almost made me feel as though I could reach out and take them. But I restrained myself.


  At present, the number of people I could eat without issue was limited, and even when eating was an option, timing mattered. For now, gathering as much information as possible was more important.


  Even so, my appetite continued to rise, so to distract myself, I single-handedly polished off a considerable portion of the dishes served to the spectators. Apparently, they had learned from yesterday and prepared dishes specifically for me, so I gratefully enjoyed them.


  Time passed, and night arrived. As magical lights illuminated the entire royal capital and the festival’s excitement reached its peak, the final match began.


  Of the several thousand people who had participated in the festival, the two who survived to the finals were the Thunderclap Hero, who belonged to the Empire, and Heavy Crimson General Helvy Scarda, who belonged to the Demon Empire.


  The Thunderclap Hero, Artunel Bearda Rickenber, was the next head of a great noble family that had served the Empire since ancient times. On top of that, she was a powerful figure ranked third among the Eight Great Knight Corps, Rugald Orden, to which eight Braves belonged. With blond hair, blue eyes, and an androgynous beauty, she looked like a prince from a painting.


  Her favored weapon was a double-edged one-handed sword, and her armor consisted of silver-white heavy armor and a mantle. However, since she wore no helmet to protect her head, her beauty was fully exposed. She had probably received the loudest, shrillest cheers of anyone at this festival.


  Of course, because she was female, there were some rough male voices mixed in, but setting that aside…


  Heavy Crimson General Baralark Barak was a metal-type Midian, a demon whose entire body was covered in a crimson metallic shell. He held the fourth seat among the Sectos Heavy Generals; the Six Heavy Generals boasted by the Demon Empire ruled by Demon Emperor Hulton.


  A metallic shell was similar to the exoskeleton possessed by insectoids and the like, and was a defining trait of metal-type Midians. Its properties varied from individual to individual, but for a metal-type Midian, it was their strongest weapon, armor, and symbol.


  In Baralark’s case, his form somewhat resembled a Demon Lord. His crimson, dully shining metallic shell could burn fiercely at his will, wrapping him in flames and becoming armament that served as both offense and defense. The flames he wore were hotter than the flames once breathed out by the Red Bear. As if that alone were not troublesome enough, part of his metallic shell transformed into a greatsword, sharp spikes bristled from his thick limbs, and his long tail of fire scorched the ground.


  The battle between the two was fierce. The shockwaves alone destroyed layer after layer of barriers created by magic items and spells to protect the spectators, and the tension in the arena ran high many times. Fortunately, several hundred barriers had been installed and reinforced, not only by the Kingdom but with cooperation from other nations as well, so not a single person was injured.


  The fight lasted about thirty minutes and finally ended after utterly wrecking the inside of the arena. Perhaps because it was the final battle, both fighters seemed to have fought without holding back. The arena probably would not be usable for a long time.


  The winner was Heavy Crimson General. Their abilities had been evenly matched, but compatibility had played a major role. The Thunderclap Hero had surpassed him in swordsmanship and speed; it would be fair to say she had spent the battle toying with Heavy Crimson General, wrapped as he was in a heavy metallic shell.


  However, the Thunderclap Hero’s defining lightning strikes and tremors had not worked against her opponent. Heavy Crimson General probably had an ability like Electric Attack Immunity, just as I did. The thick, crackling lightning blasts seemed to vanish upon hitting him, so that had to be the case.


  Another major factor was that she had been unable to completely cut through the metallic shell, which released the waves of vibration into the ground.


  Incidentally, Shadow Hero, who had participated as the representative of the host nation, the Kingdom, had lost to the Thunderclap Hero in the semifinals.


  Shadow Hero had moved unpredictably, slipping through shadows and the like, skillfully throwing her opponent off balance, but in the end, she had fallen to lightning-fast attacks. Though honestly, Shadow Hero’s true specialties were probably surprise attacks and assassinations, so the moment she fought head-on, the outcome had practically already been decided.


  After two days of fierce battles, the festival finally came to an end, closing just as it had begun, with a declaration from the king.


  That said, the celebrations continued late into the night, and nearly all sixty-four participants who had reached the main tournament attended the banquet hosted by the king. Kanami and I attended as the Tomboy Princess’s guards. Unfortunately, Redhead Shorty and the others could not attend, though the female warrior and the Gladiator King, who had both made it into the main tournament, were present.


  Since it was a perfect opportunity, I used the chance to approach nobles of reasonably high standing whom I had not been able to speak with before, with the Tomboy Princess there to introduce me and help establish connections.


  Many reacted favorably, so the promotion of our mercenary band could be considered a success. On top of that, I handed out iron nameplates in place of business cards, so if requests came in, all the better. And even if they threw them away afterward, it would not be a waste since the avatars parasitizing the nameplates could still gather intelligence.


  Once I had handled everything I needed to do, I immediately started eating. Along the way, Kanami got hit on, and I somehow ended up in an eating contest with another guest stuffing himself with food, among various other happenings, before the banquet finally came to an end.


  And then, my real work began. I had to carry out each task quietly and swiftly.


   

  Day 163


  

  In one of the rooms of the Amber Palace, I looked down at the spoils of last night’s hunt while somehow suppressing the hunger welling up inside me.


  The hunt, which had continued until just before sunrise, had been thrilling in every sense of the word. After all, every target I had chosen had been a powerful fighter, and there was a high chance they possessed strange abilities I knew nothing about. There had absolutely been a possibility that I could suffer severe damage from an unexpected counterattack. Though, of course, I had been confident I could crush them regardless.


  In the end, almost nothing had gone off script, and I successfully hunted down every target.


  The prey I killed were the Otherworldly Magic Cannoneer youth, an axe-wielding mercenary captain employed by a certain Kingdom noble, a young Dragonewt who skillfully wielded twin swords and served as a noble’s retainer, a male gilman carrying a trident and controlling water, and a lion beastman with a flaming mane.


  Among them, the Foreigner had been the easiest.


  When he attended the banquet, he boldly made advances on the female warrior as soon as they reunited, and I had instructed her beforehand to keep pouring him drinks until he got completely drunk. Then, just as planned, when he was returning to his inn with her, I stabbed him from behind.


  [image: 03]

  It had ended before he even felt pain, so I hoped that would allow him to forgive me.


  The other four took a bit more effort.


  The middle-aged mercenary captain required separating him from his men first, while the Dragonewt youth had remained completely sober, not drinking even a single drop of alcohol. The gilman slipped away from the banquet midway and dove into the canals running through the royal capital, while the lion beastman was highly sensitive to presences.


  I dealt with the middle-aged man by lacing his alcohol with a sleeping poison and putting both him and his mercenaries to sleep before killing him.


  The Dragonewt youth received a highly diuretic poison mixed into the fruit he was eating, then I attacked him from behind while he was in the restroom.


  The gilman, who was floating underwater, was knocked unconscious using a method similar to dynamite fishing.


  As for the lion, by the time I got to him, I was tired of complicated plans, so I simply ambushed him on his way home and finished the job.


  All four of them had connections somewhere within the Noble Faction, so this at least counted as reducing their strength somewhat. For the Foreigner youth, too, there had been movement within the Noble Faction to recruit him, so let’s say that was unavoidable as well.


  However, Shadow Hero’s presence the whole time had been extremely troublesome.


  I had sensed traces of Shadow Hero here and there from patches of darkness and the like, so I had actually ended up putting more effort into concealment than the hunt itself. Without abilities such as Kidnapping and Cognitive Obscuration, there was even a chance I would not have been able to pull it off. But I successfully hunted them in the end, so it was fine.


  I immediately stripped all equipment from the corpses and began feasting on their bodies.


  
    [Ability learned: Flame Leo!]


    [Ability learned: High-Speed Swim!]


    [Ability learned: Dragon Arts!]


    [Job unlocked: Magic Artillery Wielder!]


    [Ability learned: Ki Refinement Arts!]


    [Ability learned: Otherworldly Divine Body!]

  


  I managed to learn some fairly decent abilities.


  Honestly, I would have liked more, but the Foreigner youth’s body was far more delicious than expected, so I considered it a success overall anyway. Apparently, a Foreigner’s body fills me with power just by eating it. And on top of that, it simply tasted really good. Among everything I had eaten so far, it ranked near the very top. It was a flavor that made me crave tasting it again.


  … It seemed restraining myself from eating the female warrior would require a fair amount of willpower.


  To clean up after myself, I created five doppelgangers, changed their appearances, and had them mimic the five people I had eaten. Then I sent them out of the royal capital, following the actions my prey had originally been expected to take, which I had investigated in advance. That way, even if they disappeared anyway, I would not be suspected.


  Once every aspect of the hunt’s cleanup was complete, I began training the fourteen new recruits joining the corps.


  I had contacted everyone who cleared the conditions yesterday. And by the time today’s morning training ended, not a single one of them had been spared, just like usual. Every last one was either collapsed from exhaustion or spraying vomit everywhere, making for a fairly miserable sight.


  From here on, training will only get harsher, so they’ll simply have to do their best.


  Perhaps because of fatigue from the hunt, I felt sleepy in the afternoon. I took a nap, ate dinner when I woke up, handled some miscellaneous work, and then went back to sleep again.


   

  Day 164


  

  Recently, some of the nobles had been moving frantically behind the scenes. This was because the grandson of the assassinated minister, whose killer has still not been identified—honestly, what are the authorities even doing—was officially named the new head of the Noble Faction. Immediately afterward, under the pretense of worrying about the current state of the Kingdom, or rather, while fabricating a wide variety of justifications, he began secretly gathering supporters to start a revolution.


  Apparently, the minister had doted on this grandson, left behind by his son, who had died in battle several years ago. The grandson was handsome, with enviable features, and strong enough to reach the main tournament in the recent festival.


  However, perhaps because he had been so spoiled, something about him was warped. Though distantly, royal blood flowed through him, and he strongly seemed to believe that he himself was fit to be king.


  He was also counted among the Tomboy Princess’s potential husbands, and he possessed enough ability to usurp the throne.


  Behind the minister’s grandson, whom I’ll call “Grandson” from now on, lurked a snake-like old man who has served as the second-in-command since the minister’s time. It would be fair to say that most of the current flow of events is under that man’s control. Because Snake Gramps has already laid the groundwork, many important figures in the Kingdom, including the knight commander and the chief civil official, are under his influence. There’s a high chance this coup will be prepared in a short time and carried out immediately.


  Since the minister’s assassination, the Noble Faction had gradually lost power, with scattered nobles defecting out of fear for their lives. Even so, it still retained more than enough strength.


  Well, I intend to watch how things played out.


  No matter what happens, all I have to do is secure the safety of my current client, the Tomboy Princess, and fulfill the work I’ve been hired for as thoroughly as possible.


  Any enemies who get in the way would be eaten.


  Very simple.


   

  Day 165


  

  Today, we left the royal capital and traveled to the nearest Labyrinth City, Purgatori.


  Using several skeletal centipedes, we moved as a large group that included the corps members and the Tomboy Princess’s guards, then threw younger members like Auro and Argento into dungeons appropriate for their respective levels of strength.


  Dungeons allow a person to gain experience efficiently, making it possible to level up faster than outside. On top of that, they provide various monster materials and magic items obtainable only within labyrinths, while also strengthening coordination among comrades.


  Training is important, but actual combat ultimately offers more rewards.


  Auro and Argento are precious to me, but they still need to experience harsh circumstances. There’s a saying about lions casting their cubs into a thousand-fathom valley. The children had to grow capable of overcoming near-death situations through their own strength.


  I intended to stay in the Labyrinth City for a while, so I ordered those entering the labyrinths not to return for three days.


  After seeing everyone off, I worked with Kanami and the Tomboy Princess on the procedures and preparations necessary to conquer labyrinths—while occasionally stuffing myself with the meat of foreign spies and assassins I discovered—and discussed what to do moving forward.


  I wanted the opportunity to feast on true delicacies… Heroes and Champions. Due to various circumstances, I had been unable to attack the Heroes and Champions I encountered during the festival, leaving my appetite merely stimulated without being satisfied. Being able to eat the Foreigner youth had allowed me to endure it for now, but even so, my cravings only grew stronger by the day.


  Wouldn’t Grandson hurry up and do something already? If he did, then perhaps I could obtain a proper justification, and the Tomboy Princess might even grant permission, however unlikely, for me to eat one of the Kingdom’s Heroes.


  At this point, I sincerely wished for chaos, from the bottom of my heart.


   

  Day 166


  

  Early in the morning, just after the sun had risen, I reunited with Minokichi, Asue, and Oniwaka for the first time in a while.


  Recently, I had been sensing something like a feeling, an omen, or a premonition that my Epic, Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution,” was about to begin in earnest. In the first place, there had been very few blanks in the items displayed in my mind lately.


  While continuing preparations and countermeasures for what was likely to come, I decided to have a meal with Minokichi and the others, who had been diving into the Labyrinth City. Here in the Labyrinth City, many adventurers earned their daily bread by bringing back labyrinth treasures and drop items, while many seekers challenge the labyrinths purely to pursue their own paths. In addition, many people ran businesses aimed at them, such as weapon shops, general stores, and magic item shops. Excluding places like the royal capital, both the resident population and the number of visitors from other regions were far greater than in other towns.


  Because of that, there are quite a few restaurants large enough to seat hundreds of people at once.


  With just a quick look around, I saw several groups of dozens who probably belonged to the same adventurer clan, as well as what looked like mercenary bands, all eating together while chatting noisily. Our group numbered fewer than sixty, so we quickly found a restaurant where everyone could enter together. That said, there was no way the place could comfortably accommodate Minokichi, who stood five meters tall, so he had to eat outside… alone. That could not be helped.


  The dish we all shared was called Hell Warden Beast Mezuki Shaburi Hot Pot. As the name suggested, the meat used in the dish came from a Mezuki, a rare creature on this continent and a boss monster that appeared in Derived Labyrinths. Shaburi hot pot was, simply put, something like sakura hot pot, but made with horse meat. You added thin slices of Mezuki meat into a pot filled with nutritious vegetables and ate it shabu-shabu style.


  Lately, the weather had grown even colder, so this dish, which warmed the body from the core, was truly exquisite. Above all, it made the alcohol taste even better. Starting the day with a drink in the morning might sound questionable, but for an ogre like me, let’s just say it’s no different from water.


  Incidentally, as its name suggested, a Mezuki was a type of monster distinguished by its horse head. It stood around four meters tall, and its heavily bulging, armor-like muscles contained inhuman strength, just as its appearance suggested. Its thick, log-like legs were surprisingly fast despite their appearance, and, as expected of a boss monster, its vitality was tremendous. Apparently, even if its belly was split open and its entrails spilled out, it did not die easily. In some cases, it could even continue moving for a while after half its brain had been crushed, making it an extremely troublesome monster.


  It also wielded weapons such as sasumata or thrusting poles, and supposedly always appeared paired with a Gozuki, a creature resembling a Minotaur, equipped with heavy-duty biological armor. Gozuki excelled in the destructive power of each blow, while Mezuki specialized in speed and bewildering its enemies. The dense, coordinated attacks these two monsters unleashed in perfect harmony forced even powerful adventurers capable of reaching the deepest floors of Derived Labyrinths to suffer tremendous losses.


  Since they were already extremely tough by race and further strengthened by the labyrinth’s effects, they were apparently only defeated a few times each month, at most. Because of that, our hot pot, which was generously filled with Mezuki meat, was priced accordingly. Honestly, it was not usually the sort of dish one ate in the morning, nor was it the amount one normally spent on a single meal, but I was in the mood, so it could not be helped.


  No matter how powerful a boss monster might be, once killed, it was nothing more than meat. Someone had killed a Mezuki and brought back the drop item, Mezuki thigh meat. When that meat entered the market, this restaurant bought it, and now we, the customers, were ravenously enjoying it.


  Such was the way of the world, but it did make me think a little. Would I, too, someday be killed and eaten by someone?


  … If so, Kanami was probably the most likely candidate. Even now, she often said she wanted to drink my blood, and I did let her. Sometimes, in the heat of the moment, she even bit into my flesh, and each time, I could see an indescribable emotion wavering deep in her eyes.


  Well, if it was Kanami, I suppose I would not exactly mind. Minokichi would be acceptable too, perhaps.


  Setting that aside…


  After the meal, the Tomboy Princess started some trouble: Upon seeing Minokichi for the first time, she grew incredibly excited. She tried to climb his boulder-like back, fell off, and I hurriedly caught her. Yet she refused to give up and tried climbing again, only to fall once more. I caught her again. That cycle repeated for a while.


  Eventually, though uninjured, the exhausted Tomboy Princess gave up, sitting on my right shoulder and falling asleep while leaning against my horn. I had transformed part of my body to secure her in place, but it still seemed best to avoid any sudden movements. While silently hoping she would at least not drool on me, I decided to check the results Minokichi and the others had obtained from challenging the labyrinth.


  Since they had spent longer in the labyrinth than last time, the magic items and monster materials they had acquired were several levels higher in both quantity and quality. With our current hoard, we could reliably issue at least three magic weapons, tools, or other magic items to every corps member, even as our numbers steadily increased. Minokichi and the others had gathered plenty, and the items I had skimmed off during the minister’s assassination were especially significant.


  Incidentally, Velvet’s inheritance still contained many powerful items, but it would not be too late to distribute them after strengthening everyone a little more overall. Aside from a few exceptions, most of the best items were still beyond the corps members’ current level.


  After taking stock of their spoils, I sparred with Minokichi and the others for the first time in a while. We paid a large sum to rent out one corner of the Guild’s training grounds, and since using weapons seemed likely to cause too much damage, we fought barehanded.


  As expected of someone tempered in the labyrinth, Minokichi’s steps were faster, deeper, and stronger than before, and the power of his blows had risen as well. When I dodged a fist swung down at me from overhead, it smashed into the ground, shattering the floor and sending a heavy boom and impact through the surroundings. Every time Minokichi moved, his huge hoofprints were carved into the ground. Flames and lightning leaked from his breathing with crackling, roaring sounds, imbuing his fists with heat and electricity.


  A direct hit would have dealt considerable damage, but because this was training, he was not so bloodthirsty that I had to use my abilities just to dodge.


  After about an hour of fighting without pause, the training ground had become quite damaged, so we ended things. I was still somewhat unsatisfied, but it was enough to confirm how much stronger he had become.


  I apologized to the Guildmaster for making such a mess, then had Asue smooth the ground over with her ability, resolving the matter. If she had not been able to level it out, we would have had to pay a fine.


  After that, we parted ways with Minokichi’s group and challenged a labyrinth ourselves. I had planned to go with just Kanami, but the Tomboy Princess and the others ended up coming along as well.


  At the Tomboy Princess’s request, we chose the highest-difficulty labyrinth in Purgatori. It was a cave-type labyrinth called Vesper Cave, the Cavern of Water Spirits, and apparently, its structure was as complex as an ant nest.


  When we entered, the surrounding rock walls were wet with water and eerily reflected the light. The uneven floor, which seemed likely to hinder combat, was covered in countless puddles. The temperature was lower than I had expected, and our breath turned white in the air. When I listened closely, I could hear flowing water, and even the smallest sound echoed off the stone walls, carrying far into the distance.


  This labyrinth had many water-related traps, so without waterproof, cold-resistant equipment prepared in advance, one could gradually lose body heat and stamina without noticing. The only light sources were patches of glow moss growing here and there on the rock walls, so it was quite dim.


  The monsters that appeared here were apparently mostly types that used the terrain to catch people off guard, but there were also quite a few tough, powerful species mixed in.


  To give a few examples:


  
    	Aqua Slimes, which at a glance looked like ordinary puddles.


    	Amebo Cannoneers, which fired water from their mouths like bullets.


    	Cave Poison Lizards, lizardmen whose claws and fangs had acquired strong venom.


    	King Red Crabs, crabs as large as ogres and covered in outer shells harder than steel.


    	Cave Waligates, crocodile-men with crocodile heads and humanoid bodies who wielded various weapons.


    	Assassin Bats, which attacked from the darkness with blade-like wings and ultrasonic waves that inflicted status abnormalities.


    	Aqua Elementals, which had round metallic cores and would have looked like slimes if they were not floating in the air.


    	Lightning Urchins, which fired electric shocks from the countless spines on their backs.


    	Jiyurashi, catfish-like creatures that manipulated electricity and the ground with their long whiskers.

  


  And so on…


  Due to the terrain, many monsters possessed water- and ice-attribute abilities, but there were also scattered monsters with lightning-attribute abilities, which served as their weakness. Because of that, countermeasures had to be broad, and apparently, many adventurers got tripped up if they let their guard down.


  Incidentally, among these, King Red Crabs were the most troublesome. They had four enormous pincers capable of cutting not only steel but even mithril, hard outer shells, massive bodies, and the ability to fire countless explosive bubbles from their mouths like a machine gun. Beyond their high offensive and defensive strength, their unique abilities also demanded caution. Depending on party composition, some adventurers apparently fled the moment they encountered one. These were probably something like the mid-bosses of this labyrinth.


  Anyway, let’s set aside such general information.


  There were few of them, and every King Red Crab we encountered was smashed and killed with my Silver Arm. Then I gathered their drop items, such as outer shells and crab legs. We advanced, while killing as many other monsters as possible as well, and of course, I disarmed the traps on every treasure chest we found along the way and collected everything inside.


  Monster corpses disappeared after a certain amount of time inside a labyrinth. If they became drop items, they could be brought back, but the quantity of drop items was far too small compared to an intact corpse. As I mentioned before, however, for some reason, if I put them into my Item Box, I could bring the corpses back with me, so I collected them all while making it look to the Tomboy Princess and the others as though they had dissolved into the dungeon and vanished.


  Because many other adventurers slowed us down and we took detours to help the young knight and the others level up, we did not have enough time to reach the deepest floor today. We had made it nearly halfway, though, so I decided to call that good enough for now.


  We set up tents in a fairly open area inside the labyrinth. The tents were specially made items that combined tents sold in the Labyrinth City with my thread, so I was confident in their durability. A monster on the level of a King Red Crab would destroy one in a single hit, but against attacks around the level of an Amebo Cannoneer, they could endure for several minutes.


  I had also spread a thread-based warning net around us, so there was no need for anyone to stand watch. After preparing everything so we could sleep soundly, I made dinner.


  Dungeon monsters were the main ingredient in all our dishes, but the crab hot pot made with King Red Crab was especially delicious. The meat was firm and dense, and its flavor seeped richly into the broth. In the cold air of the labyrinth, it warmed us from the inside.


  However, even after eating quite a lot, I seemed to have become less able to learn new abilities. If another opportunity to evolve came, I would need to think carefully about what to do.


   

  Day 167


  

  Last night, monsters attacked us eight times. Each time, I crushed them to death at once, while still half-asleep, so the Tomboy Princess and the others could continue to sleep soundly.


  For breakfast, we ate the monsters I had killed overnight, then continued diving deeper for a while.


  Around late morning, we finally reached the deepest floor, an open, dome-shaped space. The central area, roughly forty meters across, had few irregularities in the ground and seemed relatively easy to fight in. Massive stalactites hung from the ceiling like icicles, and around the central space were rimstones that looked like the ridges of terraced rice fields. In the pools surrounded by clear blue rimstone, glowing aquatic plants seemed to grow naturally. Magical light rose from beneath the water and reflected off the ceiling, creating a sight like stars floating in the night sky.


  Despite being the deepest floor where the boss monster appeared, it was a mystical place worth admiring. Kanami, the Tomboy Princess, and the others gazed vaguely around at the sight, murmuring their quiet impressions. As for me, I thought I would bring Auro, Argento, and the others, who were currently diving into another labyrinth, to see it someday.


  The quiet moment ended with the appearance of the boss monster. Honestly, I wanted to tell it to wait just a little longer.


  Anyway, the boss monster of Vesper Cave, the Cavern of Water Spirits, was called Octorp High.


  It was a chimera-like monster made of aquatic creatures, and its appearance was extremely bizarre. Technically, it was humanoid. It stood about four meters tall, and its entire body was covered in a dark red outer skin made from something like chitin. Its abdomen was densely covered with barnacle-like growths that fired compressed water. Its right arm resembled a two-mouthed moray eel that could extend and retract to a degree, while its left arm was a grotesque hand with four claws and an unnaturally swollen forearm that could be used as a shield. Its lower body was shaped like that of an octopus, and from its back grew more than a dozen writhing things like jellyfish tentacles. Its head vaguely resembled a shark’s, and its four strangely large eyes, like those of a deep-sea fish, darted restlessly around while unbearable shrieks leaked from what seemed to be its mouth.


  Its appearance was eerie and disgusting, and as expected of a boss monster, it was quite powerful. Aside from the monstrous strength of its eel-arm and octopus legs, its shark-like mouth could release a powerful red dissolving fluid, as well as ink that inflicted multiple status abnormalities such as blindness, confusion, and paralysis.


  Most troublesome of all, however, were the tentacles on its back. Those jellyfish-like tentacles secreted a powerful paralytic poison. Apparently, the standard way adventurers died here was being stung by the tentacles and rendered unable to move, then either crushed by its eight octopus-like legs or eaten alive by the eel-arm and shark head.


  Plus, it could also manipulate the surrounding water, so proper countermeasures were necessary before challenging it.


  Incidentally, Octorp High’s method of appearing seemed to vary each time. Sometimes it leaped out from the rimstone pools, while at other times it dropped from a hole in the center of the ceiling. This time, it came bursting out from a rimstone pool.


  I challenged Octorp High alone. The abilities I could use in front of the Tomboy Princess and the others were limited. Still, body-enhancement types, which were difficult to identify at first glance, were perfectly usable. Thanks to that, I managed to kill the boss in about three minutes.


  Its hard outer shell shattered relatively easily, but its extremely soft main body seemed to possess Physical Attack Resistance, or an even stronger ability, so it gave me a little trouble. I cut off its octopus legs with my halberd several times, but new legs grew back immediately after each cut. Its regenerative power was nothing to laugh at.


  When Octorp High suffered damage too severe for even its excellent regenerative ability to keep up with, it recovered by preying on the giant fish and giant crabs swimming in the rimstone pools. After it healed once, I paid attention to preventing that, but I had not expected it to start eating its own octopus legs to recover once it could no longer eat the giant fish or crabs.


  Well, I often did similar things myself, so I had no right to complain.


  
    [The clear conditions for Frontier Epic: Water Spirit Octorp, Solo Defeat, Time Limit, and Part Destruction, have been achieved.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been granted the rare skill, Captor and Devourer.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been granted the rare skill, Water Spirit Slayer.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been awarded the Ancient-class magic item: Water Spirit Shell: Octorp.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been awarded the Trial Conquest Commemorative Gift [First-Clear Deluxe Edition].]

  


  Apparently, I had cleared another Frontier Epic.


  From what I had investigated, each Frontier Epic had roughly six or seven clear conditions, and fulfilling three or more of them counted as a clear. Solo Defeat was apparently included among the conditions most of the time. Because of that, those who challenged labyrinths solo had a higher chance of obtaining Rare Skills than parties did. That said, it was only higher in comparison, and such things still remained rare.


  Well, as a method of self-strengthening, it was quite direct and efficient.


  Defeating a boss monster alone, especially one strengthened by the power of a labyrinth, was difficult, but not impossible. I was proof of that. However, even with enough ability, whether someone could fulfill the Solo Defeat condition was something that could only be known by trying. Whether they could clear it or not, I decided I should probably have Kanami and the others attempt it as well.


  So, after casually collecting Octorp High’s corpse, without letting the Tomboy Princess see, I had Kanami attempt the boss fight next.


  Since the three conditions, Solo Defeat, Time Limit, and Part Destruction, had already been identified, if she fought while meeting those requirements, she should have been able to clear the Frontier Epic smoothly.


  My prediction proved correct.


  After about ten minutes, Kanami defeated the newly generated Octorp High and cleared Frontier Epic: Water Spirit Octorp, gaining the same abilities I had.


  Up to that point, everything had gone according to plan.


  However, the magic item she received was not Water Spirit Shell: Octorp, but an item of the same rank called Water Spirit Strange Sword: Octorp. Apparently, there was some variation in the magic items awarded, and both their abilities and forms differed. The one thing they had in common was that they bore the boss monster’s name.


  When I tried using Water Spirit Shell, I could instantly equip an exoskeleton shaped like Octorp High. It seemed similar to the two exoskeletons I could equip through Exoskeleton Armor, Might of the Mountain Lord and Jade King Eagle’s Soaring Wings, and it did not hinder my movement. With practice, I felt I could learn to move the back tentacles and the octopus legs exactly as I wished.


  Perhaps shell-type magic items could be thought of as a kind of transformation item.


  Incidentally, according to the young knight serving as the Tomboy Princess’s guard, Water Spirit Shell was among the highest-priced Ancient-class items on the market since it allowed the user to obtain a pseudo-version of a boss monster’s abilities and could only be acquired by clearing a Frontier Epic, which was only natural.


  As for Water Spirit Strange Sword, which Kanami had obtained, its blade was formed from something like jellyfish tentacles. Just like Octorp High’s tentacles, the sword’s tips secreted powerful paralytic poison. Moreover, its dozen-plus tentacles had regenerative abilities and could apparently be controlled freely by the wielder’s will. It seemed extremely versatile. The tentacles could be gathered together and used like a thrusting sword, or made to flex and move like a segmented whip.


  This was bad. Kanami was seriously starting down the path of a villainess. Normally, her personality was bright, gentle, and ladylike, but once a switch flipped, she became ferocious. Her trying to tear off the head of the goblin who had attacked her in her sleep that one time was a fond memory, so I was a little worried.


  … Well, whatever. Kanami’s enemies will probably be the only ones to suffer anyway.


  With that settled, I collected the corpse of the second Octorp High, now turned into a giant ice statue by Kanami’s ability, and gathered various materials from the dome-shaped boss room as well: things like glowing aquatic plants and the giant fish Octorp High had been eating. The glowing aquatic plants were rare because they grew only in a few locations. The giant fish could be used as ingredients for expensive medicine, and the giant crabs sold for high prices as luxury ingredients.


  These were bonus materials that only a party that defeated Octorp High could obtain, so I took them without hesitation.


  On the way back, we rushed along the shortest route. The Tomboy Princess lacked stamina and was slow on foot, so I carried her on my shoulders while cutting down every monster in our path. It took less than two hours.


  Seeing the Tomboy Princess reacting like an excited child on a roller coaster was somewhat soothing. At the same time, I reminded myself that I needed to act more like a proper parent to my own children, too. Not only training them, but also teaching them other things.


   

  Day 168


  

  Every member I had sent into labyrinths with orders not to come out for three days returned safely. Some had suffered serious injuries in battle, but they had already been treated using Life Potions made by the alchemist and other various items I had issued beforehand, so it was nothing major.


  Since they’d had three full days, more groups than I’d expected had managed to reach the deepest floors. Not all of them had defeated the boss monsters, but for now, their results were more than sufficient.


  Perhaps because they had been able to feel the strength they had built through training, many of them looked more refreshed than usual.


  Plus, Auro and Argento had successfully defeated a boss monster.


  As expected of my children, I thought, and as a reward for their efforts, I gave them the magic cannon and tabarzin I had taken from the Foreigner youth—the magic cannon for Auro, and the tabarzin for Argento. Auro preferred ranged combat while Argento favored close combat.


  Both seemed satisfied with what they received, so they probably would not fight over them.


  After collecting and redistributing the magic items everyone had obtained from the labyrinths, I let each person do as they pleased. In other words, it was a day off.


  Then I assigned Kanami as the Tomboy Princess’s guard, while I headed back into Vesper Cave, the Cavern of Water Spirits, with Auro and Argento. On the way to the deepest floor, I talked with them about various things, such as how to kill the dungeon monsters we encountered, how to strip them for parts, and their structural weak points.


  The bodies and minds of the two children were growing extremely quickly, thanks to Precocious Growth, one of the abilities I had possessed as a racial trait since my goblin days. Even so, they were still children. I taught them every day how to deal with people who separated their true feelings from their public faces, but they still had childlike, innocent sides to them, so even if they were careful, they might still be deceived someday. Since my avatars dwelled inside the ear cuffs, I could always tell where they were and offer advice. Even so, it was still safer to train both their combat ability and their judgment so they could handle things on their own.


  With that in mind, we continued onward and reached the deepest floor a little past noon. Since we had taken the shortest route, it had not taken much time.


  Behind me, Auro murmured, “When it was just us, even in a labyrinth less difficult than this one, we moved slowly and stayed on guard the whole time… Father really is amazing.”


  Argento tilted his head and said, “Yeah. That red crab… King Red Crab, was it? I tried touching its shell, and it was really hard. How can he break that with just normal punches?”


  Thinking that perhaps I had managed to present them with the image of a somewhat respectable father, I enjoyed the mystical sight of the boss room with my children, who looked at me with complicated expressions.


  While we were there, I set about subjugating Octorp High again. Only Auro and Argento were watching. So, since wasting time would be pointless, I activated multiple abilities at once and moved to kill it immediately.


  Before that, however, I created vacuum membranes around them to block sound. As further insurance, I gave them one of Velvet’s inherited items, the Ring of Lingering Life, a magic item that nullified one instant-death attack at the cost of destroying itself. Once preparations were complete, I launched a preemptive attack with Death Voice, the demonic voice that invited death at a fixed probability, combined with Roar of the Dark Servant Demon, which amplified volume and inflicted status abnormalities.


  A voice so loud even I was surprised rang out. The surrounding stalactites shattered into dust, and the water around us surged violently, sending bubbles bursting across the surface. Octorp High, struck by that deafening voice as it echoed off the rock walls and grew even louder, slowly fell forward.


  With a heavy splash and clatter, it stopped moving completely.


  “Huh?” I muttered in surprise, then took the halberd from my Item Box and prodded Octorp High with the spearhead. Lightning surged from the tip, and the smell of scorched flesh rose, but it showed no sign of movement.


  Even after leaving it alone for a while, nothing changed.


  Apparently, it had died instantly.


  
    [The clear conditions for Frontier Epic: Water Spirit Octorp, Solo Defeat, Time Limit, and One-Hit Kill have been achieved.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been granted the rare skill, Water Spirit Annihilator.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been awarded the Ancient-class magic item: Water Spirit Strange Shield: Octorp.]


    [The achiever, Prince of the Night Heavens, has been awarded the Trial Conquest Commemorative Gift.]

  


  Um… most likely, Water Spirit Slayer, which I had obtained last time, had raised my attack accuracy and the like.


  The Rare Skills obtained through this world’s laws, such as Three Steps of Annihilation, Devourer of the Living, Water Spirit Slayer, and Captor and Devourer, differed from the many abilities I had gained through Absorption. Most of them were active at all times. Since I could not freely turn them on and off, they were inconvenient at times, but they also produced unexpected results like this, which was why it was such a surprise.


  Well, whatever.


  I collected the corpse of my third Octorp High in total, then harvested the materials inside the boss room, which had regenerated since last time, though in slightly smaller quantities. When I turned around, thinking it was time to leave, my eyes met Auro’s and Argento’s, both frozen stiff.


  A strange silence passed between us.


  For some reason, their gazes hurt. They looked at me as though they were seeing something incomprehensible. These were certainly not the kind of eyes one usually directed at one’s father.


  Feeling strangely uncomfortable, I tried to cover it up by having them challenge Octorp High the next time. To be clear, I did not force them. But when I asked, “Want to try?” they became oddly excited and said yes.


  If I joined in, it would not serve as training, and yet Octorp High was not so weak that two immature children could defeat it. Even though I had given them powerful weapons in the form of the magic cannon and the tabarzin, their overall abilities were still far inferior. They would probably be stung by the tentacles and rendered unable to move within minutes, or else caught by the octopus’s legs and eaten.


  So I assigned two Black Undead Knights, which I had recently become able to create through Lower Undead Creation, to support them.


  The party formation consisted of Auro firing a wide variety of magic bullets from long range, despite her lack of experience, Argento attacking from midrange with the tabarzin while firing his innate silver partisans, and the two Black Undead Knights constantly drawing Octorp High’s attention at close range.


  I sat at the edge of the boss room and watched while drinking Elven liquor. I had already taught my children Octorp High’s weaknesses and points to watch out for, and I could intervene if necessary, so I thought they would be fine.


  Fortunately, the small worry I did have turned out to be needless.


  Of the two Black Undead Knights that had continuously endured attacks on the front line, one had already been destroyed, while the other had lost half its body and was nearly wrecked. Even so, the children managed to defeat Octorp High without suffering any major injuries.


  It had taken them over an hour, and they had been protected the entire time by frontline fighters overwhelmingly stronger than themselves, so they had not fulfilled the Frontier Epic conditions. Even so, defeating a boss monster stronger than they were carried immense meaning.


  The amount of experience they absorbed must have been enormous as well.


  Completely exhausted and barely breathing as they lay on their backs atop the wet floor, they had gained many levels. Auro appeared to have obtained the new job class Magic Artillery Wielder, while Argento acquired Axe Blaster.


  They had already earned Lancer and Archer through their own efforts, and perhaps due to inheriting my blood, they had also been born with Berserker and Grappler. The levels of each job class were still low, but the greater the number of jobs, the stronger the cumulative bonuses became. Physically, Auro and Argento already far surpassed ordinary humans to begin with, and the enhancement rates from those bonuses were incomparable to those of regular humans.


  The growth potential of Mixed-Bloods like them, who possessed traits from both humans and demi-humans, was clearly on another level.


  Perhaps these two might someday surpass me.


  I believed children should surpass their parents, so it was a pleasing possibility.


  That said, I had no intention of losing for a long time yet. My dignity as a parent was at stake.


  Thinking that, I praised my children for their growth, collected Octorp High’s latest corpse, and returned to the surface by the shortest route while chewing on the bones of the skeletons that had fulfilled their role. Along the way, whenever we encountered dungeon monsters weak enough for the children to handle, I let them fight.


  It took us quite a while to return, but we somehow made it back in time for dinner.


  Using the events in the dungeon as fuel for conversation, we enjoyed a seafood meal that night.


  I also tried a famous liquor called Slime Wine: Cuforea, which had dropped from an Aqua Slime during this latest expedition. When I had examined Cuforea with Item Appraisal after obtaining it, the description had stated that it paired well with fish dishes. After actually drinking it, I found it had a refreshing finish, with sweetness balanced by a clean, sharp bite.


  It seemed the information about pairing well with seafood had been true.


   

  Day 169


  

  Just after sunrise, the main force of my mercenary corps, which I had summoned from our base in the Great Forest, arrived in the woods outside the Labyrinth City.


  They numbered four hundred.


  It was a fairly large force. However, since most of them were goblins and hobgoblins, the Tomboy Princess, who had been looking forward to the main force’s arrival, could not hide her disappointment. From where she sat on my shoulder, her posture seemed to say, “Huh? Are you serious? Not goblins. This has to be a joke.” She did not say it out loud, only with her eyes, but that was how it felt to me.


  The young knight and the other guards reacted similarly. They did not say it explicitly, but their shoulders slumped, and their heads drooped.


  There were indeed powerful races among our force, such as Dullahans, Dragonewts, and ogres, but they were comparatively few. And because the world generally recognized goblins and hobgoblins as weak races—and they normally were pretty weak—it was only natural that an army mostly made up of them would seem unreliable.


  For the Tomboy Princess and her people, who wanted as much fighting strength as possible for the coming battle against Grandson and the Noble Faction, reinforcing their forces was urgent. Thanks to the late minister’s sabotage, they had fewer allies than planned, and Grandson’s side seemed ready to move soon, so they were growing impatient.


  Even if beggars could not be choosers, it was natural to want strong, high-quality forces when possible. Given the level of fighting strength they had likely expected from me, the Tomboy Princess’s reaction was understandable. If I had been in her position, I might have reacted the same way.


  As she began revising her estimates of our combat strength downward with an unusually serious expression, I smiled wryly and ordered the mercenary corps to begin their morning training, something that had already become second nature to them.


  Today, a faint white snow fell from the sky, and a cold wind blew. Wearing the various enchanted overcoats that served as the mercenary corps’ standard equipment, the members began training with warm-up exercises, their breath turning white.


  The effects of the ear cuffs quickly healed minor injuries, so the goblins moved fiercely. Their practical combat drills were far too violent to be called mere training. Some failed to fully evade incoming sword points, had their necks sliced open, dark red blood streaming out, coming within an inch of death, yet still counterattacking without flinching.


  Others had their arm bones shattered by a war hammer carrying full momentum, endured the agony through sheer willpower, and returned the favor by smashing their opponent’s flesh and bones. Some clashed with spells of the same tier, scattering destruction, thunderous noise, and flashes of light as the magic annihilated itself. Others deliberately blocked spells with magic item shields, and even as the aftershock grievously wounded them, they continued advancing toward their opponents without stopping.


  In many-on-many coordination drills, others moved in disciplined formation, roaring as they exchanged blades. Some deflected, redirected, and knocked aside the combat arts released by human members through painstakingly honed technique. The scene looked just like actual combat.


  Faced with their brave figures, seemingly unafraid of death, the Tomboy Princess and the others stared wide-eyed in a daze for a while. It was a bloody training scene that ordinary humans could never imitate. Anyone seeing it for the first time might well be struck speechless.


  Of course, I was the one who had trained and molded the corps members into this. In fact, without excellent healing methods, quite a few members would already have died from injuries during training. Normally, no one would go this far.


  Still, the Tomboy Princess’s reaction was amusing, and as Kanami and the others laughed with me, she seemed to notice us. Her cheeks reddened, and she squirmed shyly.


  These were not ordinary goblins. Not at all. And of course, the same went for the other corps members, too.


  When I proudly said so, the Tomboy Princess gave me an expression that seemed to say, “How cheeky of you, Aporou.” She was still blushing, and she looked embarrassed, but cheerful.


  After about an hour of training, we left the main force waiting in the forest and returned to the Labyrinth City. Even though we had sent out scouts to keep watch and were concealing ourselves so noise and flashes wouldn’t reach the Labyrinth City, we had to return to the royal capital soon, or someone’s spies—though I doubted there were any—might grow suspicious.


  Well, as it turned out, that worry had been needless.


  Since we would return to the royal capital tomorrow, I allowed everyone to enter the labyrinths under the condition that they only went to shallow floors, and each member of the team spent their final day in the Labyrinth City training, shopping, and otherwise doing as they pleased.


  That night, thinking that my Epic might finally begin soon, I wrapped myself in warm blankets.


  [All starting conditions for World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution,” have been fulfilled.]


  By fulfilling the unlock conditions, the progression will advance through


  
    	Section One: The Time of Concealment - Levina Mas


    	Section Two: The Sun of Portents - Luran Vera


    	Section Three: The Song of the Signal Fire - Tiran Chichi


    	Section Four: The Devouring Fang - Guld Belan


    	Section Five: The Poison-Dead Elder - Gilbel Djurai


    	Section Six: The Crawling End Castle - Lulu Iera


    	Section Seven: The Bullets of Warfire - Ibul Ballad


    	Section Eight: The Retreating Warhorse - Totoru Tirol


    	Section Nine: The Annihilating Hoof of the Axe - Aste Riuos


    	Section Ten: The Rite of Heroic Battle - Katoru Gatoru


    	Section Eleven: The Weeping Demon of Ruin - Tseperia Apotoru


    	Final Section: The Princess of Command - Rubilia Mauks.

  


  Since the Epic has already progressed from “Section One: The Time of Concealment” through “Section Five: The Poison-Dead Elder,” it is no longer possible to obtain all success rewards. However, it remains possible to obtain everything by clearing the hidden conditions within the remaining sections.


  World Epic: The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon, Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution,” has begun from “Section Six: The Crawling End Castle.”


  We wish you success.]


  It was somewhat unexpected that there were no longer any YES or NO choices like before, and that this one was mandatory, but my preparations were mostly complete anyway, so it wouldn’t pose much of a problem.


  Still, the announcements do seem to be gradually changing somehow.


   

  Day 170


  

  Early this morning, we returned to the royal capital riding skeletal centipedes.


  Meanwhile, I had our main force hide beneath the royal capital.


  The royal capital possesses one of the more advanced civilizations in this world, and an elaborate water and sewage system was built beneath it, under the leadership of the Sage from Another World, over many years, thanks to enormous financial investments. Because of that, people in the royal capital don’t need to fetch water from wells or rivers. Turn on a faucet, and fresh water immediately flows out. Even the toilets are flush-operated.


  The Sage had probably wanted to make the structure much simpler. Still, because the royal capital itself was enormous, and because the Sage from Another World apparently lacked specialized engineering knowledge, the resulting pathways form an intricate network resembling a labyrinth. It’s so complicated that if one entered carelessly, they could easily become lost and no longer know where they were.


  Before anyone noticed, various monsters began inhabiting it as well. Among them were the Tesso, Iron Rats whose fur and teeth were nearly as hard as steel, and which grew as large as small dogs. There were also the Bakusa Rats, troublesome creatures that normally caused no harm… but if even one was killed, nearby members of the swarm gathered and triggered a chain of small explosions.


  Then there were the Bugs Rats, creatures possessing the traits of various insects, such as bombardier beetles that released high-temperature gas and hornets armed with powerful venomous stingers. There were also Trash Slimes, swollen by consuming sewage and garbage. And Trash Mambas, which swam through the sewers covered in filth.


  All of them have infested the underground, making it an extremely dangerous place.


  Fortunately, because these creatures prefer darkness, they rarely surface unless their numbers grow too large. The fact that there’s never been a single incident of royal capital residents being attacked by them above ground is proof enough of that.


  That was why ordinary people stayed away from the underground. It was not unusual for children venturing below to be often later discovered dead or reduced to scattered chunks of meat. Apparently, abandoned children were sometimes deliberately left down there as well.


  The only people who entered the underground intentionally were adventurers who accepted the periodically issued monster extermination requests located there. And for those involved in shady business, the underground was an extremely convenient place. Every district contained hideouts belonging to organizations large and small. Normally, peace was maintained through agreements between the local rogues, but territorial disputes apparently broke out once every few months. That was one reason the underground had become even more dangerous than it already was.


  Putting that aside for now.


  I had already been exploring the underground with my doppelgangers for some time, wondering if it could be put to use somehow. As a byproduct of the covert hunts for foreign spies I had been conducting, I had also secured a section there that was by now entirely under my control. So, because I had already been maintaining it fairly well and keeping it clean, leaving it unused felt wasteful. I decided to hide our main force there.


  That said, given the sheer numbers involved, various expansions were necessary. I left that construction work to the corps members, who were already experienced after expanding our forest base. They were probably hard at work underground right about now.


  Incidentally, it was not as though security in the royal capital was lax. It might seem that way, considering our force of four hundred had entered the capital without being discovered, but we had dug a direct route beneath the city walls, so it only made sense that they had failed to notice.


  Honestly, if they had discovered us, that would have been a real surprise.


  Enough about these trivial matters. For now, like an angler patiently waiting for prey to take the bait, I decided to leisurely enjoy the brief calm before the moment arrived.


   

  Day 171


  

  Today, for the first time in a while, I resumed my original job issued by the Tomboy Princess: training the guards.


  I had made them keep training while we were away in the Labyrinth City, and apparently, they had not slacked off. Everyone’s movements seemed to have lost a little more wasted motion.


  The one thing that caught my attention, however, was that a clear difference had formed between the group that had accompanied the Tomboy Princess as escorts and the group that had remained at the Amber Palace. In just a few days, the escort group had become noticeably stronger.


  This was probably not due to level-based changes in physical ability alone. Some of them had indeed leveled up, but only by one or two levels at most, which was still within the margin of error. Even so, the weight of their blows, the speed of their attacks, and the force behind their combat arts had clearly changed.


  Most likely, this demonstrated the effects of the bonuses I granted to those around me.


  Until now, almost all of my companions had been under those bonuses since birth, so I had never been able to compare properly, nor had I felt motivated enough to seriously investigate. But this was a good opportunity to look into various things. Setting aside whether the details were truly accurate, it was a meaningful period of investigation that gave me plenty to think about.


  While I was doing that, night fell.


  For dinner, we decided to eat Octorp High. From what I had investigated, there should still have been some leeway, but if I left it too long, the chance of learning abilities from the monster’s meat might decrease. Today was probably the right time to eat it.


  I had four corpses on hand, so I prepared the first as a whole roast just for myself, chopped the second into sashimi, made tempura from the third, and cooked the fourth in various other dishes.


  That was how I learned that Octorp High tasted very different depending on the body part. Its legs were like an octopus, its right arm like a moray eel, its left hand like a sea urchin, the tentacles on its back like some kind of sweet jelly, and its head like shark meat.


  The outer shell was too hard for anyone but me to eat, but as expected of a boss monster, its entire body was a first-class ingredient.


  
    [Ability learned: Tentacle Generation!]


    [Ability learned: Lorenzini Organ!]


    [Ability learned: Dense Chitinous Hide!]


    [Ability learned: Razor-Rough Sharkskin!]


    [Ability learned: Binding Strength Enhancement!]


    [Ability learned: Abhorrent Black Octopus Ink!]

  


  It had been a while since I’d learned six abilities in one go.


  Using Tentacle Generation allowed me to create the tentacles that had been on Octorp High’s back, while Lorenzini Organ let me reproduce the shark organ that sensed electrical currents. Dense Chitinous Hide could strengthen the exoskeletons I equipped with Exoskeleton Armor, such as Might of the Mountain Lord and Jade King Eagle’s Soaring Wings. Razor-Rough Sharkskin was an ability that made my skin like sharkskin, and Binding Strength Enhancement meant exactly what it sounded like. Abhorrent Black Octopus Ink apparently allowed me to spit octopus ink that inflicted status abnormalities.


  Many of them were powerful, so from now on, I decided that deliberately hunting boss monsters was likely to be efficient.


   

  Day 172


  

  Recently, spies from other countries had actually begun disappearing from the royal capital. The biggest reason for that was me.


  For some time now, I had been tracking spies, using my avatars to gather information on them—such as appearance, age, affiliation, equipment, bases, and so on—then hunting them under the cover of night.


  In situations like this, Kidnapping, Eavesdropping, Cognitive Obscuration, and similar abilities were extremely useful. Setting Cognitive Obscuration aside, abilities like Kidnapping that proved highly useful in specific situations often became unexpected lifesavers when it mattered. I was grateful for them. It made me think that eating so much had been worth it.


  My spy hunting had largely been to gather information. After all, there were limits to how much I could learn about other nations while staying in the royal capital. And when it came to little-known secrets, it was best to ask professionals in that field. I had heard plenty of rather interesting stories, such as shady information about nobles from other countries.


  Spies were also excellent ingredients. I had yet to learn a single new ability from any of them, but they were extremely useful for raising the levels of abilities I already possessed. As expected of elites, their various skills were high.


  Recently, however, perhaps because they had begun to sense that the royal capital was dangerous, many spies had begun returning to their homelands. The capable ones with sharper danger instincts were the first to vanish. Even during the few days I spent in the Labyrinth City, their numbers had decreased more than I expected.


  Originally, I had planned to quietly and carefully reduce their numbers over a longer period of time, but at this rate, there would soon be no spies left at all, so I decided to hunt them all down in one sweep here and now. Honestly, things never seemed to go exactly as planned.


  So, beginning at dusk, when the crowds on the streets started to thin, I hunted thirty-four of them. I crushed multiple hideouts and gratefully collected the magic items left behind there, documents detailing the Kingdom nobles’ hidden affairs, contraband gathered through illegal means, and various other things.


  It was a remarkably profitable line of work, allowing me to obtain goods, information, and ingredients all at once.


  By the time the hunt had finally settled down and I thought about returning to the Amber Palace, it was already deep into the night. Most of the royal capital was wrapped in darkness and utterly quiet. The stars and moon shone overhead, and my breath turned white in the cold air. Surrounded by the quiet presence of those asleep and the biting chill that nearly made me shiver, I found myself reminded of that night I was killed, even though the scenery and level of civilization were entirely different.


  I wondered what had become of Aoi, the one who killed me. I did not particularly hate or resent her, but I worried about whether she had been caught by the police and thrown into prison.


  Well, there was no way for me to know, so thinking about it was pointless.


  Lost in thought as I walked down the empty boulevard, I suddenly noticed that person standing behind me. Like a wandering ghost, they stood silently in the darkness.


   

  Day 173


  

  After finishing today’s morning training without issue, I decided to spend the afternoon studying this world.


  Using both my main body and split bodies, I had gathered knowledge about this world far and wide, but even so, the things I didn’t know still vastly outnumbered the things I did.


  I mean, it figured. After all, it had not even been half a year since I reincarnated.


  Even so, I truly appreciated the fact that I could read fairly valuable books and grimoires here, at the center of the Kingdom. It was all thanks to the Tomboy Princess’s arrangements, and the books in the National Library were filled with excellent reference material, making my studies progress smoothly. With just a little searching, I could easily learn all sorts of information: the characteristics of each nation and their approximate military strength, the personalities and armaments of Heroes and Champions, regional specialties and the tendencies of each labyrinth, laws and natural principles, delicious ingredients and methods of preparation, and much more.


  I had also gathered information about this world from Redhead Shorty and the blacksmith, but if I wanted detailed information, reading books was still the most reliable method.


  As I read through the books, watched Auro and Argento study beside me, and relaxed, I enjoyed the last bit of peace for a while. Moments like this were nice too.


  Then, late at night, our prey took the bait, so we slipped underground without anyone noticing.


   

  Day 174


  

  At sunrise, a coup broke out in the royal castle.


  Naturally, this was carried out by the Noble Faction, led by Grandson. Knights, nobles, and royal guards working in the castle who belonged to his side all moved at once, and their carefully prepared plan succeeded in securing nearly every member of the royal family immediately after it began.


  There had been no small clashes with the guards protecting the various palaces where the royal family lived, but in the end, they were overwhelmed by numbers. Still, perhaps because both sides were technically comrades, there were many serious and minor injuries, but few deaths.


  Well, that made sense: two Heroes had acted as the Noble Faction’s spearheads. The Tidal Quake Hero, Freed Acty, had been forced to comply because his family was being held hostage, while the Ironstone Hero, Gascade Barossa Meloy, acted out of obligation to the late minister.


  Incidentally, the Sage from Another World was still shut away, conducting research.


  If they managed to secure two of the Kingdom’s only four Heroes, very little would be unmanageable, especially when the powerful companions of those Heroes joined them.


  So, when those two Heroes and their companions stormed into the Amber Palace to secure the Tomboy Princess, only to find it completely empty, the sight of them standing there in stunned silence made me laugh despite myself. Since Tidal Quake had charged in so determinedly for the sake of his family, the reaction seemed especially strong for him. Ironstone, on the other hand, looked irritated at having been outmaneuvered, but he possessed the mental strength to recover quickly. He seemed like he would be somewhat troublesome in a fight.


  Personally, my only regret was that I could not record footage of the two of them looking so foolish.


  Despite that unexpected turn, Grandson and his people largely succeeded in carrying out their plan. They managed to confine the somewhat inconspicuous king, the Second Queen, and the Tomboy Princess’s younger siblings in a spire within the royal castle. That said, the royal family was treated politely. Although they could not leave, the spire had originally been a place for confining royal family members who had lost political struggles, so every room was luxuriously furnished.


  Structurally, the spire was easy to defend and difficult to attack, and with the current alert level so high, rescuing the prisoners would probably be a good deal of work. I had no intention of going to rescue them, though, so I did not particularly care. Grandson and his people intended to place the Tomboy Princess’s younger brother on the throne as the new king, and the king and the others were bargaining chips against ducal houses that did not belong to the Noble Faction, so at least it was certain they would not be killed.


  For now, anyway. As long as they had value, they would not be killed. Probably.


  Anyway, after this surprise attack, the only ones who still had not been captured were the Tomboy Princess and the First Queen. The moment Grandson’s side realized they had escaped, they frantically expanded the search. Leaving only the bare minimum force needed to hold the royal castle and palaces, they used almost every other hand they had, searching with enough force to practically turn the entire royal capital upside down.


  They went that far because the two remaining royal family members were likely far more troublesome opponents than the king himself. The late minister had planned a coup like this, and Grandson had put it into action, precisely because these two existed in the first place. The point is that they could never feel secure while their greatest enemies remained free.


  Sadly for them, Grandson’s side would probably never find us. The First Queen had gone underground yesterday with her private soldiers, just like us. Each palace had secret passages known only to the master of that palace. Not even the king knew where they were, so once someone entered them, there was no way a search could reach them.


  On top of that, the First Queen had secured Shadow Hero. If Shadow Hero faced both Tidal Quake and Ironstone at the same time, even she had no chance of victory, but when it came to stealth, Shadow Hero was overwhelmingly superior. With that power, she would surely keep the First Queen and her people hidden. Finding Shadow Hero’s group once they had fully committed to escaping would be nearly impossible. And I had heard directly from her last night that she would protect the First Queen, so there was no doubt.


  Putting the First Queen aside, the Tomboy Princess, the others, and I were now in a room within the secret passage, one even the Tomboy Princess had never known about until now.


  The room was rectangular, roughly thirty meters long, twenty meters wide, and four meters high. With so many people inside, it felt somewhat cramped, but not so much that we could not all fit. However, it was filthy from the thick dust that had accumulated since ancient times, and the air was stagnant. The state of the decorations, worn down from age and deterioration, made it clear just how long this place had been abandoned. And apparently, the last person to know of this room had died before telling anyone else about it.


  Using Phased-Array Radar, I had sensed the room’s existence. Among the stone tablets decorating the secret passage, one depicted a giant ape-man fighting a beautiful woman equipped with a battle-axe. Following my Intuition, I fiddled with it a little, and the door to the room appeared.


  Just inside, there remained the corpse of the person who had probably died after being shot in the back with arrows. Most likely, they had been attacked by assassins or something and desperately made it this far. I offered a few seconds of silent prayer for the person who had died, clawing at the floor with no one to watch over their final moments, then I promptly disposed of the corpse.


  By staying in this room that everyone had forgotten, the chances of us being found dropped even further.


  For now, we cleaned the room to make it more comfortable. Grandson and his people surely never imagined their targets were leisurely cleaning right under their feet. Mm, just imagining it made me want to laugh. They were desperately searching above, while the thing they were searching for was relaxing below.


  Somehow, Grandson seemed like a clown. It was almost pitiful.


  Even as the Kingdom’s very structure was changing in real time, we calmly continued cleaning. After all, we would not begin moving until night.


  There was no need to rush.


   

  Day 175


  

  Night fell, with the stars and moon illuminating the world.


  In the royal castle, now sparsely populated, figures moved silently. They were thoroughly trained elite goblins and Lower Ninja Kobolds skilled in stealth operations. In their hands, they held matte-finished mithril daggers or straight-bladed ninja swords, and biological weapons generated from their own bodies.


  [image: 04]

  The black garments they wore enhanced hiding effects, and their outer armor was assembled from black bones. Maintaining close communication through hand signals and eye contact, they moved in search of prey.


  These figures, their stealth pushed to the limit, targeted the Noble Faction’s private soldiers. In the wide corridors of the royal castle, they crept up behind enemies, watching for suspicious figures, covered their mouths, and slit their throats. Their movements were silent, flowing, and practiced. Even if someone stood only a few meters away, they would not notice them.


  The corpses were placed in bags and carried away, without so much as a single drop of blood left at the scene.


  When ordinary soldiers who had little connection to the Noble Faction passed nearby, merely doing their jobs, the goblins and kobolds did nothing and hid themselves. Some hid in the shadows of pillars or slipped into soldiers’ blind spots, while the especially skilled ones carried out stealth maneuvers that defied common sense, such as transforming the shape of their black-bone outer armor to cling to the ceiling.


  The hunt continued until dawn, and the number of missing private soldiers exceeded fifty. And in the morning, the bodies of ten nobles were discovered in their bedrooms.


  They were not figures as influential as Grandson or Snake Gramps, only men connected to the lower ranks of the Noble Faction. Even so, they had been killed with the same poison as the minister and transformed grotesquely before they were discovered by the maids who came to wake them.


  Their greatest enemy may have escaped, but the Noble Faction had grown somewhat careless after taking control of most of the Kingdom. This assassination incident awakened the fear they had begun to forget, the fear born from the minister having been killed as though it were nothing. Some quietly returned to their territories. Some tried to escape the pressure through women and alcohol. Others laughed boldly and blustered that if the killer could kill them, then they should try.


  Their reactions varied, but all of them shared an indescribable fear.


  The nobles were not fools. They had a rough idea of the culprit: the Black Apostle Ogre hired by the Tomboy Princess. With the combat ability he had displayed in the arena, they felt he could have broken through the security network around the minister’s estate.


  Unfortunately, there was no evidence at all, so they could not say for certain. It was also possible that someone else had committed the crime specifically to make them think it had been the black Apostle Lord. That only deepened the confusion, and the nobles had no way to reach the truth.


  Then came the report that the Tomboy Princess was raising an army.


  Even though she had escaped the nobles, no one had expected such information to arrive within a day. After all, until just before the coup, they had confirmed that the Tomboy Princess was indeed inside the Amber Palace. Even riding hard by horse, it would take three days to reach the ducal house friendly with the Tomboy Princess. The idea that she could do it in one day was hard to believe.


  Grandson repeatedly pressed the subordinate who gave the report about its reliability, but he eventually accepted that perhaps the Tomboy Princess could indeed do such a thing. Those who inherited the blood of the Kingdom’s Founding King, Lorgis, like the Tomboy Princess, possessed the power to read the hearts of others. Most of the current royal family had lost that power. At best, by directly touching someone, they could hear the other person’s thoughts as faint whispers too quiet to make out properly.


  The exceptions were the Tomboy Princess and the First Queen. The First Queen could read the thoughts of anyone she saw. Though it seemed difficult for her to read true feelings that were skillfully hidden, it was still an extraordinary supernatural ability.


  By contrast, the Tomboy Princess, who was even called an atavist, possessed an ability almost identical to that of Founding King Lorgis, who had been a Satori Mixed-Blood. Simply by looking at someone, or even by recognizing their existence, she could read quite deeply into their heart. It was a power far too strong.


  Because she had also been born with the Blessing of the God of Judgment, the princess had been confined inside the spire from the moment of her birth until she turned twelve, raised with utmost care without ever being allowed to take a single step outside.


  Born without freedom, and having seen more of the beautiful and ugly sides of people than anyone else, the girl had become warped. That was part of why she was such a tomboy, and why she manipulated others from the shadows, resolved to obtain her freedom even if it meant breaking the Kingdom.


  Perhaps the Tomboy Princess really could have predicted this coup. Grandson reached that conclusion. Irritated by the supernatural power left behind by his distant ancestor, he began rushing to prepare to meet the Tomboy Princess’s army.


  Founding King Lorgis. A rare Brave who possessed the traits of both the Hero and Champion job classes, and a mixed-blood child born from the union of a human and a monster.


  Lorgis’s mother was Luscatia, the Champion known as Luk Lucaltio, Guardian of War Spirits. She had lived through the Dark Age, when monsters far stronger than those of today ran rampant, and was said to have pioneered nearly half of the territory that now belonged to the Kingdom.


  Lorgis’s father was a Calamity-designated monster called a Satori, born from the brain, bones, and flesh of the Fallen God: Old Man of the Mountain Shadow, a being who had once been the Mountain God before losing all divine power and falling after losing the Eschatology: Conquest War.


  Luscatia and the Satori had apparently met on a battlefield.


  Many people gathered beneath Luscatia the Champion, and before long, children began to be born among her companions.


  During that Dark Age, the means by which humans could secure the necessities of life were limited. Perhaps because of that, conflicts between humans were also common. Many wars broke out for no reason more complicated than the fact that humans were easier to kill than monsters.


  Then the Satori came, crossing deep mountain ranges and forests, scorching deserts, and vast oceans from an island nation far to the east. The Satori had inherited the regrets of its creator, the Fallen God, and advanced according to the direction determined by the Great God ■■■ who governed the world. Not only could it read the hearts of others, but the coarse hair growing across its body, which stood over six meters tall, was as tough as dragon scales, and it was said that even sound could not keep up with its movements.


  The Satori barged into a war between Luscatia’s people and another tribe. After three days and three nights of battle, Luscatia severed its head.


  The devastation caused by the Satori was immense. Luscatia’s companions who had participated in the war, as well as the opposing tribe, both suffered losses so severe that they were nearly wiped out. That was what led the two groups to unite as one.


  Unfortunately, there was one problem: Luscatia, who had killed the Satori and been drenched in its blood, became pregnant.


  At the time, Luscatia had no partner, so it was widely understood that the child was almost certainly the Satori’s. Even so, it was unclear why Luscatia chose to give birth to Lorgis, who could be called the child of her mortal enemy. But after losing the ability to fight because the child had absorbed her strength, Luscatia trained Lorgis so he could fight on his own in her place.


  That was what was carved into the stone tablets passed down within the royal family, anyway.


  The day’s events are summarized as follows:


  Grandson’s private soldiers and allied nobles were assassinated.


  Anxiety spread through the Noble Faction.


  Then came reports that the Tomboy Princess had raised an army.


  That was half misinformation, though. The duke uncle I had contacted through Communication Clone, a split body specialized for relaying information, was the one leading the troops. The Tomboy Princess was still underground.


  Grandson believed more than half of the report to be true. After all, he knew the Tomboy Princess, who had been imprisoned until recently, had been scheming behind the scenes for the sake of her own freedom. And now he was preparing an army to meet that threat.


  Meanwhile, we, the underground standby forces, crept closer. And the flesh of private soldiers was delicious.


  That about sums it up.


  The things the Tomboy Princess had been doing behind the scenes were numerous. To give a few examples, she would skillfully manipulate civil and military officials of the Noble Faction into committing crimes and have them disposed of, uncover corruption and blackmail people into doing things before disposing of them, or expose affairs to wives and utterly ruin reputations.


  She had a heart twisted by a long life of confinement, overflowing with a thirst for freedom.


  Though honestly, the minister repeatedly interfering with her and even nearly arranging her kidnapping and assassination because she used her mind-reading ability a little too freely was probably her own fault. Even with the mental maturity and thought processes that had become excessively advanced from reading the minds of others too much, she still lacked practical experience, so she occasionally made surprisingly foolish mistakes. The perfect example was that time she got too close to a Big Kokko and nearly got attacked.


  Still, for some reason, her mind-reading ability did not work on me, and it was only weakly effective against my subordinates as well. So even after learning her true nature, it hardly mattered to me. After all, other than her mind-reading and a few other special talents, she was ultimately just a delicate, young, age-appropriate beauty.


  How long our relationship as employer and hired hand would continue remained unclear, but it would probably last a decent while.


  Today involved a somewhat unusual style of operation, so I was tired.


  Tomorrow, I intended to keep gradually reducing enemy forces here and there.


   

  Day 176


  

  Outside, a dark night spread, thick with steadily falling snow.


  The date had changed an hour or two ago, and dawn was still several hours away, but we energetically resumed our covert activities within the royal castle.


  Just like before, the Lower Ninja Kobolds and goblins of the same generation blended into the shadows and darkness of the castle, carrying out the simple task of gradually eliminating only the Noble Faction private soldiers who had mixed themselves among the patrols.


  Of course, instead of going through such troublesome and roundabout measures, I could simply mass-produce my avatars in the secret underground room or endlessly generate expendable pawns like Black Skeletons and Black Ogres, then crush Grandson’s forces beneath overwhelming numbers. Through Mana Absorption, I could replenish mana from the darkness, so unless I did something truly reckless, my internal mana would never run dry. Even with my own reserves alone, I could produce roughly five thousand Black Skeletons.


  We had also secured enough water to mass-produce my avatars, so there was no shortage of materials.


  On top of that, if Kanami, who possessed Mid-Tier Undead Creation, and several Black Skeleton Commanders helped, then preparing an army exceeding ten thousand troops was entirely possible. The Black Skeletons created by the Commanders had overall inferior stats compared to the ones I created myself, and because they were undead, they would vanish once the sun rose. Still, they were more than sufficient as disposable troops, and sunrise was still several hours away. That was plenty of time to crush the enemy beneath overwhelming numbers.


  Naturally, the enemy would quickly adapt by exploiting the vulnerabilities of skeleton-type monsters, like fire, holy power, and blunt-force attacks. However, sheer numbers still held significant strength. A surprise assault by tens of thousands of Black Skeletons would likely overwhelm most fortresses, which could not withstand such force.


  That was why now, with Grandson, Snake Gramps, and the other core enemy figures gathered in one place, there was no doubt it was the perfect opportunity to strike. Even if most of our main combatants, such as Minokichi, Spellsei, and Asue, were absent, we still possessed more than enough fighting strength. We could also mass-produce and replenish forces.


  In other words, we were in a situation where victory was almost guaranteed. And yet, the strategy I chose was to slowly erode the enemy from within.


  The primary reason for that choice was my employer, the Tomboy Princess. According to her: “I want the damage to the castle kept to a minimum. Despite everything, it is still the symbol of the Kingdom, and I would rather avoid having it stained in blood and destroyed by your absurd power as much as possible. Besides, at this point, simply assassinating the minister’s grandson and his people and calling it a day will not suffice. It does not necessarily have to be from the front, but regardless, I must make it known both inside and outside the Kingdom that I was the one who crushed them.”


  … or so she said.


  From my perspective, it was a lot of trouble, but I understood her reasoning.


  The Tomboy Princess had the pride of a bloodline standing at the pinnacle of the Kingdom. She could not simply allow herself to be looked down upon. She needed to broadly demonstrate that she possessed enough military strength to crush the nobles who had rebelled against her. If all that happened was that we mercenaries assassinated the leaders of the Noble Faction who staged the coup, it would likely affect the Kingdom’s governance afterward as well.


  Furthermore, unless they were decisively crushed and the victor made it unmistakably clear, there was a high chance that after the civil war ended and we departed, remnants would attempt another coup.


  More than anything, if this escalated into a large-scale war, the Kingdom’s territory would be ravaged by the aftermath. Bandits and other brutes might surface, and in the end, neighboring nations could even invent excuses such as restoring order amid the chaos and move in to divide and rule the Kingdom themselves.


  For the young, adorable, black-hearted princess scheming to stand at the top of the Kingdom, that was something she would surely want to avoid.


  If that was my employer’s wish, then it could not be helped. That was why we had chosen this strategy: gradually drain the enemy’s morale. From the outside, pressure would come from the threat of the powerful ducal army secured by the Tomboy Princess, a force known for its strength, totaling around five thousand when including all types of troops, from the most numerous infantry to cavalry mounted on riding beasts. Meanwhile, from the inside, we would stir up suspicion, reduce their fighting strength, and plunge them into chaos.


  If their morale did not fall as this continued, it would be astonishing. In that case, I would have no choice but to begrudgingly respect Grandson’s ability to command.


  For now, everything was proceeding without issue.


  At present, Grandson had around three thousand troops stationed in the royal castle. There were still plenty of reserve forces waiting in the nobles’ territories, too, but they weren’t inside the castle. Among those three thousand, the elite forces constantly guarding important Noble Faction figures such as Grandson and Snake Gramps numbered around three hundred. Each of these three hundred possessed at least three combat jobs, and their overall combat ability was quite high. At minimum, they were all equal to or stronger than Dull Iron Knight.


  Many possessed the Blessing of a Demigod, and though few in number, some even possessed the Blessing of a God.


  To put it favorably, they were Brave eggs who might someday hatch into Heroes or Champions. To put it harshly, they were failures who lacked the exceptional ability, personality beloved by a God, or indomitable spirit needed to be chosen as Heroes or Champions.


  A group of such people, thanks to the fruits of daily training, could move in perfect order as one enormous pack. They would undoubtedly be troublesome to deal with. These were opponents who would need to be handled by corps members stronger than Black Skeletons. If we attacked before they could coordinate and direct overwhelming numbers at each individual, we could probably crush them. However, relying solely on brute force would likely lead to needless casualties, so caution was necessary.


  Well, they probably wouldn’t stray too far from Grandson and the others. Their movements being easy to read was helpful.


  The remaining roughly twenty-seven hundred had reached a certain standard through daily training, but they were only strong enough that sending two or more Black Skeletons per person would make killing them simple. For that group, there was no need for unnecessary schemes. We could simply crush them head-on through superior numbers.


  Of course, depending on the enemy’s equipment, coordination, terrain, and compatibility, there was still a chance they might put up a struggle, but unless something truly exceptional happened, they would not pose a real threat.


  Even if the Black Skeletons could not kill them, there was always the final option, provided we ignored damage to the royal castle: the ability Human Bomb, which could turn humans or humanoid monsters into explosives.


  A swarm of Black Skeletons turned into moving bombs, capable of blowing up humans within a radius of several meters. Thinking about it from the enemy’s perspective was chilling. Black Skeletons were difficult enough to deal with on their own, yet even after being defeated, these would suddenly explode and scatter black bones around them. The shattered black bones would disperse after a while, but that also meant that whatever had been plugging the victims’ wounds would vanish. Without quick treatment, they would probably bleed to death.


  Even I thought the results would be nothing short of horrific. Naturally, though, if the time came, I would use it without hesitation.


  The enemy forces we needed to be most wary of were the two Heroes aiding the Noble Faction for their own reasons, along with their nine Companions and Secondary Key Figures.


  Personally, the one who concerned me the most was Ironstone, the veteran Hero who had survived countless battlefields and was helping them to repay his debt to the late minister… especially since I was the one who had killed said minister. Then there was Tidal Quake, fighting for the sake of his hostage family, and he was, of course, extremely dangerous as well.


  Actually, he was really bad news. Tidal Quake came from a farming background, but apparently, the land had been of poor quality, and he had lived in serious poverty since childhood. Even so, he had somehow managed to survive by helping his neighbors and family.


  When Tidal Quake turned ten, the lord began collecting more taxes than normal and transformed into a vicious man who cared only for fattening his own purse, accelerating Tidal Quake’s poverty. Tidal Quake and his family had already been poor, of course, but now the villagers who had previously lived by helping one another were reduced to a state where they struggled to find food for the day. At their lowest point, they apparently gnawed on dried grass roots.


  Then, one day, Tidal Quake received a Divine Blessing. After he began attending school in the royal capital, just like the Avenger, his life began to improve. Driven by the goal of supporting his family, he pushed forward every day and graduated with very high marks. After that, he joined the army, and some time later, when he formally became the Tidal Quake Hero, he used that authority to personally kill the lord who had tormented them.


  At the time, as if carving the suffering they had endured into him, Tidal Quake slowly cut off the lord’s limbs, starting from the ends, gave him only the bare minimum of food and water, and tortured him thoroughly while keeping him neither fully alive nor dead.


  In other words, despite his plain appearance, Tidal Quake had an extremely ruthless personality.


  As I said before, Tidal Quake served the Kingdom to support his family. Because of that, he held no loyalty toward the Kingdom or the royal family. If anything, he seemed to actively despise them, and he would not hesitate to kill royalty. Apparently, he would do any job asked of him. While Shadow Hero handled eliminating obstacles from the shadows, Tidal Quake’s role was to remove threats to the kingdom head-on.


  Given that personality, it was easy to imagine him throwing himself desperately to kill the Tomboy Princess in order to save his precious family.


  Incidentally, Tidal Quake specialized in wide-area attacks through water, so if the Black Skeletons gathered too closely together, he would undoubtedly wipe them out in one sweep. If Kanami and I fought together without holding back our abilities, I was confident we could crush even two Hero parties at the same time, but the battle would inevitably drag on.


  Besides, there was no telling what might happen on a battlefield. It would be irritating to get caught off guard by some unexpected development.


  For now, Kanami and I would handle them, but we would adapt as necessary, so I shelved that problem for the moment.


  As for whatever trump cards the Grandson and the others might have besides the Heroes, we had yet to confirm anything, so there was no way to know. I had a feeling they probably had something, but since Heroes alone were usually more than enough, there was also a good chance they had nothing at all.


  Unless they pulled out some absurd joker, things would probably proceed roughly according to plan. Most hidden cards could be crushed through overwhelming numbers anyway, but there was no harm in staying cautious.


  In other words, it would be best if they had nothing at all, but things probably would not go that smoothly.


  That was the current state of the enemy forces and everything we had confirmed so far.


  Grandson’s faction also understood that morale would collapse if their soldiers and nobles kept getting assassinated like this, so they had begun implementing various countermeasures. Soldiers patrolling the royal castle now moved in groups of three. Some larger groups of five or even ten could also be seen, usually when guards belonging to cowardly nobles were in the mix.


  Until now, their armor had mostly been cloth equipment closer to ornamental wear chosen for appearance, but it had now been upgraded to metal breastplates, gauntlets, and greaves. Their rings, earrings, and other accessories also seemed to have been replaced with magic items that enhanced their defensive capabilities. At the soldiers’ waists hung longswords and daggers, while in one hand they carried magic items resembling a fusion of a lantern that emitted light and a compass that functioned as a motion sensor.


  According to the young knight, the magic item was called a Beecompass. It was apparently quite expensive, but its performance was guaranteed. Its detection range was limited to one hundred and eighty degrees in front of the user, supposedly to exclude the holder from its search targets, but it could also react to the vitality of living creatures.


  Because of that, hiding from it was said to be extremely difficult.


  Yet despite being so thoroughly equipped, the soldiers themselves were a mess. Every time the Beecompass needle twitched even slightly, they would glare at the tip with bloodshot eyes, only to let out relieved sighs the moment they realized it had merely reacted to leaves swaying in the wind. The hands resting on their weapon hilts trembled faintly from fear.


  In this state, they looked more prey than hunters, and in reality, that was exactly what they became. The moment they had started relying on magic-item detection instead of their own senses, they created a fatal opening.


  We moved in groups of six, double the size of the usual enemy patrol units.


  The Beecompass was certainly an excellent tool, but by its very structure, the needle had difficulty moving vertically. So, if one stayed perfectly still inside a faint patch of shadow high along the corridor ceiling, clinging there with the eight legs of a Living Blackbone Armor forged by connecting together the black bones of three Black Skeletons, the reaction it produced became extremely weak.


  Once you knew its weakness, ambushes became easy to launch. Had the soldiers relied on their own senses instead, they probably would have heard the goblins’ breathing or the faint scraping sounds of the bone armor shifting against itself.


  Because we were operating in six-person units, the number we could hunt in the same amount of time had decreased compared to before, but that was unavoidable. As a result of tonight’s work, another thirty-six private soldiers quietly vanished from the royal castle, while six nobles were found dead inside their private chambers, poisoned in the same manner as the late minister and the others.


  The nobles who had been poisoned were not major figures either. They were people who had joined the faction out of circumstance, such as those who had sought shelter after reading the political climate poorly, or those ordered to participate by the main houses of Noble Faction families.


  Incidentally, on the carpeted floors where the nobles’ corpses lay and on the walls they slumped against, a message had been written in dark crimson paint made by mixing blood with special materials: “Who will be the next poison sack?”


  The strange glow of the special material mixed into the paint, combined with the streaks of dripping blood, made the scene feel even more grotesque. It was enough to make the maids and butlers who discovered it scream in terror.


  As the culprit, seeing them frightened felt rather satisfying.


  Then the night ended, and the sun rose. A little before sunrise, the royal castle and noble district had begun moving busily. The footsteps of knights and royal guards hurrying through the castle, the deep, booming voices of military officers giving orders to their subordinates, the faint clink of tableware from maids carrying breakfast to their masters, and the sounds of countless carriages and soldiers transporting supplies: Every last one of those sounds was connected to preparations against the approaching Tomboy Princess’s army.


  Most arrangements seemed to have been completed yesterday, and Grandson’s preparations appeared to be progressing according to plan. Orders were being carried out smoothly, with little confusion. That speed was probably possible precisely because, so soon after the coup, most preparations for war had already been completed.


  Incidentally, orders summoning the forces the nobles had left behind in their territories had also been delivered overnight by flying couriers on tamed griffons and wyverns, so a considerable military force would be assembled in a short time. Once those preparations were complete, their troop count would easily surpass the Tomboy Princess’s army, and they would form a united noble army supported by two Heroes.


  Shadow Hero had gone somewhere with the First Queen, while Sylvan Bastion seemed to be watching from the sidelines. There had been no word from the Sage from Another World either.


  Though fear of assassination remained, an atmosphere was beginning to fill the enemy side, one that said there was no reason they could possibly lose. Into that atmosphere spread the news that another noble had been assassinated.


  Personally, I had expected Grandson and Snake Gramps to issue a gag order to prevent morale from falling, but since they simply let the truth spread, the information traveled quickly. Apparently, they had judged that hiding information at this stage would be a poor move. However, they kept the matter of the bloody warning vague. Anyone who investigated could learn about it, but a fair number of people could still remain unaware. It was a delicate balance. This way, even if someone learned about the warning later, it would be blamed on their own poor information-gathering ability.


  I had planned to leak the information myself at the right moment if they imposed a gag order, so that part of my aim had missed. Still, the atmosphere flowing through the Noble Faction had grown heavier, so I decided that was good enough. Ideally, driven by anxiety, some members would start an internal revolt at the worst possible moment for them, but merely making them somewhat suspicious of one another was sufficient.


  It went without saying that Grandson and the others would eventually devise some sort of countermeasure, but we could simply outmaneuver them each time. With my clones, I could gather as much information as I wanted.


  Apparently, rather than hole up inside the walled royal capital and intercept us there, Grandson’s faction had decided to crush the duke’s army head-on in the plains located midway between the capital and the duke’s forces. No schemes or tricks, just straightforward brute force.


  If it came to that, the Tomboy Princess’s army would almost certainly lose.


  Not only did the Noble Faction possess superior numbers, but the presence of Heroes also drastically elevated the quality of their forces. In a head-on collision, the chances of victory were far too slim. Even elaborate tactics would likely prove meaningless before Heroes capable of smashing straight through entire armies.


  Well, our role from the start had been to prioritize retaking the royal castle, so I did not particularly care what happened over there.


  Besides, I’d already arranged insurance measures, so it’d probably be fine.


  
    [The hidden conditions “Castle of Terror Night” and “Creeping Malice” for Section Six: “The Crawling End Castle” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.]

  


   

  Day 177


  

  Apparently, heaven was not on Grandson’s side.


  The sky was covered in thick black clouds, making even daytime dim, while fierce winds mixed with white snow blew hard enough to knock a standing person over. By morning, the snowfall had already exceeded thirty centimeters, and it only continued growing heavier with time.


  There was no way an army could march in such conditions. They could perhaps force their way with some kind of magic, but many would suffer frostbite, and a drop in morale would be unavoidable.


  The blizzard would probably end tomorrow or the day after, so Grandson’s faction had apparently postponed the march until then.


  Incidentally, the same situation applied to the Tomboy Princess’s army led by the duke, but the noble I had planted in advance, one of my spies, had hidden them inside towns within his territory, so they were not stuck pitching tents in the middle of a snowstorm. I wanted the Tomboy Princess’s army to clash with the noble forces in as undamaged a state as possible, but I could only provide minimal assistance.


  As an aside, weather like this has apparently occurred from time to time since ancient days. Apparently, whenever a flying continent inhabited by Wise Serpents, Dragons, and Wyrms passes overhead, the dragon cumulonimbus supporting it, a cloud unique to this world and larger in scale than ordinary cumulonimbus clouds, causes weather like today’s.


  Flying continents do not arrive on fixed dates, nor are there any warning signs, so they’re difficult to predict.


  For Grandson’s faction, its arrival today was simply rotten luck. And for us, there was no reason to let such a perfect opportunity pass.


  Conveniently, the thick clouds and snow blocked the sunlight, creating an environment where even the lowest undead would not be naturally purified. Since the Tomboy Princess had imposed the restriction of “destroying the castle as little as possible,” I generated large numbers of Ghosts and their enhanced version, Black Ghosts, in the underground room. Ghost-types phased through and nullified all physical attacks not clad in mana. In exchange, they could not perform physical attacks themselves, meaning they would not damage the castle, which made them ideal monsters for this operation.


  I made the faces of the Ghosts and Black Ghosts resemble those of the dead nobles and private soldiers, generating roughly four thousand in total. Beside me, Kanami used Mid-Tier Undead Creation to generate about two thousand Purple Ghosts, another enhanced version of ordinary Ghosts.


  Normal Ghosts were translucent, but when we generated them, colors such as black or purple were added. That was probably because the direction of abilities granted differed depending on one’s patron deity. Incidentally, between black and purple, black was stronger. However, perhaps due to the correction from Mid-Tier Undead Creation, an ability one rank higher, their stats did not seem all that different.


  Of the six thousand generated, I slurped down four thousand of the black and purple ones like noodles using Soul Eater.


  
    [Ability learned: Ghost Touch!]


    [Ability learned: Black Ghost Touch!]


    [Ability learned: Purple Ghost Touch!]


    [Ability learned: Ghost Cry!]

  


  As expected, eating that many let me learn abilities, but by my calculations, I had to eat around a thousand just to learn one. Was there not some good prey somewhere that combined both quantity and quality?


  Also, perhaps because eating them met the necessary conditions, I was able to generate Purple Ghosts as well. Though I doubted I would ever bother generating purple ones when they were inferior to black, so it probably did not mean much.


  I released the remaining two thousand Ghosts throughout the royal castle.


  What happened next?


  Utter chaos.


  Ghosts slipped through walls and struck with Ghost Touch, which inflicted low-grade status abnormalities such as fatigue and melancholy on those they touched. It caused almost no physical damage, but in some cases, the mental damage was severe. Soldiers began complaining of poor health and were carried to the infirmary.


  Maids and noblewomen who caught sight of Ghosts with the faces of dead ministers and nobles, cheeks sunken, eyes hollow, and skin horrifyingly pale, screamed and fainted. The shrill cackling of Ghost Cry echoed throughout the royal castle from unknown directions, grating away at the minds of everyone who heard it. Some were swallowed by great torrents of Ghosts and inflicted with so many bad statuses that their mental endurance broke, leaving them foaming at the mouth and losing consciousness one after another.


  All sorts of things happened.


  Even Black Ghosts were weak enough to be cut down easily by attacks clad in mana, but with so many of them, exterminating them all took about an hour. So, since they proved more effective than expected, I generated and sent out the same number of Ghosts eight more times that day.


  The more I repeated it, the faster the enemy responded, but the goal of denying them any chance to rest had been achieved. Since the Ghosts’ laughter continued echoing through the night, their march tomorrow or the day after is likely to be in a fairly miserable condition.


  By contrast, things were incredibly easy for us. I generated the Ghosts, replenished my mana, rested until the Ghosts were nearly wiped out, then generated more.


  Today’s Synthesis Results:


  
    	[Ghost Touch] + [Black Ghost Touch] + [Purple Ghost Touch] = [Wraith Touch]

  


   

  Day 178


  

  I had hoped the blizzard would continue today as well, but things did not seem to be that convenient.


  The temperature rose, and a blue sky spread overhead as though yesterday’s blizzard had been a lie. The snow, now piled nearly seventy centimeters deep, reflected the sunlight pouring down and glittered brilliantly.


  It was so bright outside that staring at it felt like it would ruin your eyes.


  It was in these conditions that Grandson began marching toward Tomboy Princess’s approaching army with two thousand soldiers and Tidal Quake’s party in tow.


  To clear the snow obstructing the march, they fitted several tamed Borforls with shovel-shaped iron plates on their heads, heated through enchantments, and simply brute-forced the snow aside. Given the massive size of the Borforls, they could probably clear snow with the force of snowplows. And unlike magic, the method did not consume internal mana, so it placed little burden on the soldiers. Cheap, practical, and fast.


  As they marched in column formation, Grandson’s forces absorbed troops from noble territories along the way, and according to my clones, their numbers would eventually reach nine thousand.


  Judging by the speed of their advance, Grandson’s army and the Tomboy Princess’s forces would probably clash in about two days.


  I supposed the forces that had already left the royal capital no longer mattered much. What remained in the capital were the regular soldiers, one thousand private troops, Ironstone’s party, and over half of the Noble Faction’s senior leadership, including Snake Gramps. The senior figures remained behind to process the governmental affairs delayed by the coup, while Ironstone’s party stayed because they feared us after we had continued our harassment campaign despite disappearing.


  At present, Ironstone had established a position before the entrance to the spire where the royal family was imprisoned. His favored weapon, the battering ram Isunbal’s Hammer, rested beside him as he stood guard. Observing from afar, I saw four members of his Companions and Secondary Key Figures chatting idly around him as they killed time.


  To briefly explain those four:


  The cruel yet refined-looking man with pale golden hair and eyes, silver-rimmed glasses, and rusty nails, saws, and crowbar-like tools hidden beneath his purple cloak over light armor was Interrogator Icoi Torture.


  The gigantic man equipped with two metal barrel shields covered in countless spikes like iron maidens, a giant nearly comparable to an Ogre, clad in a round full-body suit of armor resembling a walking cask, was Chief Barrel Steward, Glasher Pai.


  The earnest-looking young man with blue-indigo hair and eyes, wearing ordinary knightly attire consisting of indigo metal armor covering him from the neck down and a dark blue cloak, was Azure Knight Christopher Veil Azurite.


  The last member was an Amazon named Yantuna Na, bearing a bow and machete, dressed in a revealing tribal outfit made from beast pelts. Her dark hair and voluptuous figure stood out all the more because she was such a crybaby. Her title was Giovanna of Wailing.


  The party was quite the colorful bunch, both in appearance and personality, aside from the Azure Knight, who looked every bit the stereotypical noble-born knight.


  With that thought in mind, I promptly began our invasion.


  I had already slipped around two hundred men loyal to noble families acting as my plants into the private forces remaining in the royal capital, so in reality, the enemy only had around eight hundred troops left. Of those, merely a hundred could be considered elites worth worrying about.


  As for the ordinary soldiers tasked with defending the capital, I had already won them over yesterday. From their perspective, they had only been swept along by circumstances to begin with, and the ghost incident had left them mentally exhausted, so persuading them had been laughably easy.


  Meanwhile, I had my clones approach Snake Gramps and the others, then rendered them powerless through the usual sequence of Parasitism and Subjugation. At that point, even the remaining eight hundred soldiers, still unaware of anything, could be freely manipulated. One could already say the battle was effectively over.


  It had been almost disappointingly anticlimactic.


  Honestly, things had gone so smoothly that it was almost a shame I would probably never get to see whatever trump cards Snake Gramps and the others had hidden away.


  The only real threat left was Ironstone’s party, and they were somewhat troublesome. If my clones approached carelessly, they would likely be detected, and opponents on this level were far harder to infect with Parasitism. Parasitism was an extremely useful ability, but because clones were significantly weaker than my true body, the odds of successfully using it on someone at the level of a Hero or Champion were quite low.


  That was something I had already confirmed through experiments on Jadal Wyverns. Most likely, if the target was too strong, their immune system simply overwhelmed the parasite. Against someone like Snake Gramps, it worked effortlessly, but against beings on the level of Ironstone’s party, it seemed nearly impossible unless they willingly accepted it.


  In any case, the Tomboy Princess apparently intended to personally attempt persuading Ironstone’s party tomorrow, so I decided to leave them to her.


  She likely wanted to talk them over to her side and secure their loyalty for herself.


  If words fail, then force will settle the matter.


  The Tomboy Princess had strictly forbidden me from killing Ironstone’s party, so I preferred not to fight them. Having my appetite pointlessly stimulated was unpleasant.


   

  Day 179


  

  Ironstone’s party was still standing by in front of the spire today. Incidentally, perhaps because Ironstone possessed the Blessing of the Ironstone God, he had barely moved since yesterday except to eat and relieve himself. Sitting cross-legged with his arms resting on his legs, his natural posture even gave off an air somewhat like a great Buddha.


  Since it was more convenient for us if he stayed still, I first manipulated Snake Gramps and the others into giving orders to all the private soldiers, moving each group into position. Having them fully disarmed would have been unnatural, so I left them with minimal equipment. However, defected regular soldiers, freed royal guards, and some of our corps members were waiting at their destinations, so once preparations were complete, they could be subdued immediately.


  We had arranged it so that no noise leaked out, leaving everything quiet. Kanami and I went personally to places where tougher opponents had gathered, and before long, we succeeded in capturing every private soldier inside the royal castle.


  While we were at it, we also secured the nobles of the Noble Faction. For now, we put them to sleep and threw them into jail so they could be punished later. By the time most of the cleanup was finished, only thirty minutes had passed since the operation began.


  That fast, the royal castle returned from the hands of the Noble Faction to the hands of the Tomboy Princess, a member of the royal family.


  Once the internal cleanup was complete, the Tomboy Princess, dressed formally with a ceremonial sword at her waist, headed to the spire where Ironstone’s party waited. When Ironstone’s party saw the Tomboy Princess, they first looked surprised, narrowed their eyes to determine whether she was real, and quickly judged that she was, only to grow even more suspicious. I could tell that much even from a distance.


  Their suspicion lasted only a short while. As Ironstone stood, he took up his battering ram, Isunbar’s Iron Maul, which had been resting beside him. That alone made the surrounding air creak heavily.


  Ironstone and his four companions slowly approached the Tomboy Princess. He stared fixedly at her without the slightest change in expression, and the companions behind him did the same. A strange silence filled the area, so deep one could almost hear someone swallow.


  Ironstone’s greatest trait was his purely overwhelming physical attack power. He had a body as sturdy as ironstone, strength rivaling that of giantkin, controlled techniques polished through years of battle, and the overwhelmingly powerful combat arts unique to a Hero. The destruction he caused with his massive battering ram, Isunbar’s Iron Maul, was said to have shattered the sturdy dragon scales and scratched the hard horn of a Gem Dragon, a type of Wise Serpent, Dragon, or Wyrm that had once attacked the royal capital.


  In terms of raw power per strike, he was probably stronger than Minokichi.


  What did the young Tomboy Princess feel as she faced such a man? The young knight stood beside her, but even he could not defeat Azure Knight, the weakest of Ironstone’s four companions. The difference in combat strength was hopeless. If she took one blow from Ironstone, nothing would remain but red chunks of meat too mangled to retain their original shape.


  Yet no fear showed on the Tomboy Princess’s face. Her dignified stance carried authority, and her eyes, fixed on Ironstone, held a powerful will.


  Eventually, when Ironstone drew close enough that he could reach the Tomboy Princess by extending a hand, she drew the ceremonial sword at her waist. The ceremonial sword’s tip was rounded, and it was short enough for the young Tomboy Princess to handle easily, but the radiance dwelling in its blade was utterly clear and unclouded. The sword she drew was Curtana, an Ancient-class magic item possessing two abilities, Misericordia and Conviction.


  The Tomboy Princess and Ironstone exchanged words. As a result, Ironstone agreed to receive one attack from the Tomboy Princess without resisting.


  To roughly explain why things turned out that way: Ironstone had never intended to side with the Noble Faction, since he had no desire to rebel against the royal family to whom he should have sworn loyalty. However, once the minister was killed, he had decided to aid the minister’s grandson to repay the debt he owed the minister for saving his life on a certain battlefield.


  If the Tomboy Princess had remained hidden, there was a high chance he would have searched for and killed her. But seeing her stand before him openly and head-on moved him, and he chose to be cut down so he could be purged.


  Part of me thought, What a martyr, but if that was Ironstone’s decision, then so be it.


  Whether one called him excessively earnest or stubbornly foolish, Ironstone was truly rigid in all sorts of ways.


  [image: 05]

  With that, the Tomboy Princess cut Ironstone with Curtana.


  It was a splendid decapitating strike. Apparently, her training had paid off in this area, because she swept the blade cleanly from left to right. And under normal circumstances, it would unquestionably have been fatal, and her victim’s severed head should have rolled across the floor. But not a single drop of blood flowed from Ironstone’s body. His neck remained the connection between his head and torso.


  That was the result of Curtana’s Misericordia functioning properly. When the wielder felt pity for the target, they cut from the bottom of their heart and forgave them; Misericordia cut nothing. One could think of it as an ability of salvation through non-killing.


  If the Tomboy Princess had harbored even the slightest refusal to forgive him, Ironstone’s head would have been cleanly severed. Not even Ironstone’s defenses meant anything before Conviction, which ignored the defenses of living beings.


  Ironstone had accepted his fate despite knowing that, so I could only think, Well, he’s got guts.


  He had probably intended to take the Tomboy Princess down with him if the cut had been effective. However, by cutting Ironstone with Curtana, the Tomboy Princess proved that she truly forgave him for taking part in the coup.


  It wasn’t just Ironstone. The Tomboy Princess quickly cut his four companions one after another as well, showing that she forgave all four of them, too. Five slashes that would have certainly taken lives were followed through without a single drop of blood being shed. That clearly demonstrated the Tomboy Princess’s true feelings.


  For Ironstone’s party, it must have been astonishing. With stunned expressions, they checked that their heads were still attached, then seemed to relax in relief.


  The Tomboy Princess did not miss that opening and immediately unleashed a machine-gun barrage of brainwashing talk. Being able to read minds really was diabolical. Being able to grasp, moment by moment, what her targets were thinking, what they wanted, and what confused them was the perfect ability for the Tomboy Princess, who had recently stopped hiding how black-hearted she was. It suited her so perfectly that it was almost ridiculous.


  I could clearly see Ironstone’s party’s hearts being seized, as though they were dolls being toyed with in the palm of the Tomboy Princess’s hand. Since only a very small number of people knew about her ability, it looked like even Ironstone was being played.


  In the end, at Ironstone’s request, they settled on sparing Grandson’s life even though the coup ended in Grandson’s faction’s defeat. Despite him being one of the ringleaders, he would only be imprisoned. That, apparently, was the least Ironstone could do to repay his debt to the minister.


  With no reason left for him to participate, Ironstone withdrew from the battle and said he would now simply watch how events unfolded.


  Having finished brainwashing Ironstone’s party, the Tomboy Princess wiped the sweat from her brow with a smile that was refreshing yet somehow dark, then looked toward me. I had taken a prone position some distance away, aiming my Silver Arm like a sniper rifle and treating my Crimson Spear, Kazikli Bey, as the bullet.


  With a beaming smile that seemed to say, “Mission accomplished,” she gave me a thumbs-up.


  The sight did not look at all like a princess who had just brainwashed five people.


   

  Day 180


  

  Today only involved handling the aftermath in the royal capital. What happened with the armies?


  First, around noon, the Tomboy Princess’s army clashed with Grandson’s forces. As expected, the war began in the plains, and in the beginning, also as expected, Grandson’s side held the advantage. The difference in troop numbers mattered, of course, but needless to say, Tidal Quake’s presence was a major factor.


  Immediately after the war began, Tidal Quake charged straight toward the head of the ducal house commanding the Tomboy Princess’s army, accompanied by his five companions. The soldiers who stood in his way were easily swept aside by the many water spheres Tidal Quake produced, as well as the shockwaves created when those spheres burst.


  The soldiers who challenged him with the resolve to die succeeded in slowing him down, and during that time, the armies exchanged attacks and defenses. Even so, Tidal Quake eventually reached the duke. The duke was quite capable as an individual fighter, but against a Hero, two exchanges were his limit, and his sword was knocked away. Tidal Quake’s beloved two-handed longsword, Azure Currentblade: Fineshbul, closed in on the off-balance duke’s neck, but just when it seemed the battle would be decided, someone intervened.


  It was a young man who hid his identity behind Anger Mask, a mask shaped like the face of a silver-horned demon. In his right hand, he held Hesperior, Blade of the Sunlit Soul, while he wore light silver-steel armor and a cloak marked with the emblem of Parabellum. In other words, it was the Avenger.


  The Avenger, who had been chosen as a Hero just like Tidal Quake, blocked Tidal Quake’s strike without taking a single step from where he stood. The follow-up attack, a high-speed, vibrating water current that destroyed the body from within, was evaporated by the intense heat surrounding his sword and failed to make any difference.


  For one brief moment, Tidal Quake froze, wondering who this person who had suddenly appeared could be. Immediately afterward, a spear of blue flame approached from a blind spot and struck Tidal Quake. The destruction contained within that high-heat spear strike, which burned fiercely by reacting efficiently with oxygen, was released in an instant from the single point of its tip, producing a directional detonation. Tidal Quake had instantly formed a membrane of water to defend himself, so it did not seem to hit him directly. Even so, he could not erase the damage completely and was sent spinning several meters through the air.


  The spear that blew Tidal Quake away was magic fired by Spellsei, who had been waiting behind the Avenger. And beside the two now facing Tidal Quake’s party stood other corps members as well: Dull Iron Knight, wearing a demon mask like the Avenger; Bloodsato; Ghulfu; Scarface; and the squadron of five ogres.


  Since I had positioned the Avenger and the others ahead of time near the plains that became the battlefield, they managed to save the duke. Our side also had many goblins and hobgoblins, but everyone had been issued the three new pieces of equipment developed at the base, one of which was the black-bone outer armor that had been so useful in the royal castle, so they were more than capable of fighting ordinary soldiers.


  Thanks also to the presence of the Avenger, who was equal to Tidal Quake, and Bloodsato, who was close to that level, there were many serious and minor injuries, but fewer deaths on our side than expected. I never thought they would be able to get through a battle against a Hero without losses, so damage on this level had to be considered acceptable.


  Even wounded, the Avenger and the others fulfilled their role of buying time. Just as Tidal Quake’s party had directly targeted the duke on their side, Minokichi directly targeted Grandson on our side. Since it was a charge from the flank, the density of enemy soldiers was somewhat thinner, and perhaps because they had let their guard down, he easily bit deep enough to reach Grandson’s vicinity.


  It probably also helped that powerful fighters had gathered around Minokichi, who rode a nine-meter-class Armored Big Bear as his pet mount, including Asue on her own mount, the old Thunder Dragonewt, a mantis-type Insectoid, and a Dullahan.


  In other words, just as Tidal Quake had done to the Tomboy Princess’s army, Minokichi and the others trampled through Grandson’s forces. However, the scale of damage was far greater on Grandson’s side. Minokichi’s sweeping axe strikes, lightning, and flames were powerful, and above all, everything about him was on a completely different scale. As a result, Grandson’s forces retreated from the plains.


  The duke targeted by Tidal Quake was indeed commanding the Tomboy Princess’s army, but only as a proxy. Unless the Tomboy Princess herself was killed or the army was annihilated, defeating him did not count as a victory. However, the head of the Noble Faction was still Grandson. Even if they killed the duke, if Grandson himself were killed, no small amount of time would be wasted deciding who would become the next representative. And if their unity loosened, it was obvious that the Tomboy Princess’s army would overrun them.


  That was why they chose to retreat.


  After we pursued the fleeing Grandson’s forces just enough, the retreating enemy returned to Sengray, a city in Grandson’s territory, where they were currently reorganizing. Sengray was only a few hours from the royal capital, so the Tomboy Princess planned to go there herself, take command, and capture it.


  After finishing tomorrow’s preparations, we promptly got into bed.


  
    [Spellsei, a Secondary Key Figure of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』, has undergone Existence Evolution. Upon clearing Evolution Condition “1,” the title Starfall Guide has been bestowed.]


    [Bloodsato, a Secondary Key Figure of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』, has undergone Existence Evolution. Upon clearing Evolution Condition “1,” the title Rust-Scorch Sword Menace has been bestowed.]


    [The hidden conditions “New Axis” and “False Firearm” for Section Seven: “The Bullets of Warfire” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.]


    [The hidden conditions “Fear Value Breakthrough” and “War Spirit Value Breakthrough” for Section Eight: “The Retreating Warhorse” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.]


    [The hidden conditions “Axe Emperor’s Mad Strife” and “Army-Splitting Breakthrough” for Section Nine: “The Annihilating Hoof of the Axe” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.]


    [The hidden conditions “Both Heroes Unvictorious” and “No Assistance” for Section Ten: “The Rite of Heroic Battle” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.]

  


  A long list of information scrolled past before I slept, but for the time being, I just went to bed.


   

  Day 181


  

  Thanks to the experience gained in yesterday’s war, many people underwent Existence Evolution, becoming things like Half-Ice Lord, Half-Smith Lord, Yahul, the Demonic Ape, and Gillroga, the Fish Ogre.


  This time, several colorful new races had appeared, but going through who evolved into what would take far too long given the sheer numbers; instead, these are the ones who received Blessings.


  First, Spellsei, who had been a Half-Spell Lord, evolved into a Variant Spell Lord. Having received Blessings from the God of Sorcery and the Demigod of Staves, the power of her magic, casting speed, internal mana capacity, and other such attributes had become leagues beyond those of an ordinary Spell Lord. Her physical abilities had also improved, albeit only slightly by demon standards, so rather than serving solely as a powerful fixed artillery platform like before, she now looked capable of darting around the battlefield as a mobile artillery unit as well.


  Incidentally, her appearance had not changed much.


  Next, Bloodsato, who had been a Half-Blood Lord, became a Variant Blood Lord. Through the Blessings of the God of Blood and the Demigod of Swords, both the racial abilities unique to her kind and her sword-based close combat prowess had improved dramatically. That said, perhaps due to the influence of the Blessing of the God of Blood, the savage shift in personality she displayed during battle felt even more intense than before. Still, she seemed likely to be even more dependable going forward.


  Unlike Spellsei, Bloodsato’s appearance had changed. Though “changed” mostly meant that the muscles across her body had become more developed and her height had increased by around ten centimeters, even that alone had pushed her physical abilities far beyond the average demon.


  Then there was Redhead Shorty, who obtained the Blessing of the Demigod of War Beasts despite not even participating in the war. Lately, she had started tearing into monsters raw and whole, and her increasingly feral, wolf-and-dog-girl persona suited her perfectly. Her body had strengthened, and her movements had become noticeably faster; she might even be able to beat Dull Iron Knight now.


  I could not help feeling a little sorry for Dull Iron Knight, despite Redhead Shorty supposedly being his apprentice. Well, he had a wealth of combat experience, so he would be fine. Probably.


  Aside from them, Seiji received the Blessing of the Demigod of Compassion, Dodome received the Blessing of the Demigod of Observation, and Ghulfu received the Blessing of the God of Corrosion. Considering Ghulfu normally possessed a Blessing of a God, she must have been favored because of her habitual behavior. I’ll deliberately avoid saying what aspect of her behavior had earned such favor.


  As for the squadron of five ogres, they each received symbolic colors through the Blessing of the Demigod of Colors: Red, Blue, Yellow, Green, and Gray. By equipping gear matching their symbolic color, they gained massive boosts to their abilities and could use unique powers.


  For now, that should be about it.


  As expected, large-scale battles, like wars, were highly effective for gaining experience, so I was satisfied.


  Today, we rode out on skeletal centipedes, with the Tomboy Princess dressed in her special battle attire and seated on my shoulder, leading a force of eight hundred toward the castle where Grandson and his people had holed up.


  In the royal capital, the inconspicuous king, now freed from the spire, was already handling the aftermath of the coup, so we could fight Grandson’s forces without any worries behind us.


  We began marching from the royal capital early in the morning, and around noon, we safely reached the city of Sengray, where Grandson’s forces were located. The Tomboy Princess’s army had already been attacking repeatedly around Sengray, but they had only gone as far as firing magic or arrows from a distance, and had achieved no meaningful results.


  That could not be helped. The castle walls in this world were generally built with the assumption that they would need to defend against enemy magic, so they were extremely sturdy. On top of that, they incorporated numerous defensive mechanisms, such as dropping rocks or boiling water on the heads of approaching enemy soldiers, or lowering spiked iron plates.


  Sieges already required more troops than the defending side to begin with, and the Tomboy Princess’s army, which was short on numbers in the first place, had no chance of taking the castle through a frontal assault. However, now that the Tomboy Princess had arrived on-site, after briefly greeting the duke and the others, we decided to quickly end things with a new piece of equipment that was extremely useful in siege warfare.


  Put simply, it was an eighty-two-millimeter mortar.


  It was constructed from mithril, steel, and black bone, with one of my avatars embedded at the bottom of the barrel. Since it fired shells using compressed air, it made a somewhat distinctive launching sound.


  The shells it used were modified Burst Seeds. Naturally, their explosive power had been improved, and since each shell contained around ten Burst Seeds, they could sweep across a wide area.


  At present, we had twenty completed. We had only brought half of them, ten mortars, but once we started firing them one after another, things ended in no time. Enemy soldiers using arrows and magic from the castle walls were instantly blown away by attacks raining down from the sky, something they had never experienced before. Unlike magic, the shells were small and, more importantly, not particularly flashy, making them difficult to intercept.


  The bombardment did not go so far as to collapse the castle walls, but the soldiers standing atop them burst apart and were reduced to nothing but chunks of meat.


  We sent the assault unit led by Minokichi toward the castle gate, which was now practically unmanned. Minokichi’s axe smashed the half-ruined gate to splinters in a single blow, and we flooded into the city.


  Naturally, the enemy did not simply sit still, but we forcibly swept aside their desperate resistance and advanced toward Grandson and his people. Along the way, the Tomboy Princess, still seated on my shoulder, gathered the vast amount of information obtained through mind-reading and used Communication Clone doppelgangers to command every unit in real time.


  We used pincer attacks, surprise attacks, traps, force division, and frontal breakthroughs as the situation demanded. The enemy soldiers, driven further and further into a corner, either gave up and surrendered, or fought in desperation and died.


  We continued forward while clearing the path in that manner. At last, when we arrived before the sturdy mansion where the core of Grandson’s Noble Faction had gathered, we encountered Tidal Quake, brimming with fighting spirit. Beside him stood his five companions, all staring at me—or rather, at the Tomboy Princess sitting on my shoulder. Each held their own weapon, and all of them were filled with the will to fight.


  I lowered the Tomboy Princess and entrusted her to the young knight, then stepped forward with Kanami.


  That was the signal for Tidal Quake to charge, his beloved sword clad in water. His speed was not astonishing, but he moved with the peculiar flow of running water, making his path difficult to read.


  
    [Prince of the Night Heavens’s special skill Heretic Nemesis has activated. As a result, Prince of the Night Heavens has declared the opening of Eschatology: Conquest War against a hostile aggressor classified as a Heretic / Epic Awakener. Until the battle is decided, all abilities of Prince of the Night Heavens are increased by 300%. Due to the co-op correction Second Divine Rank, all abilities of Lunar Eclipse Divine Awakening Hecaterina will increase by 210%. The special skill Heresy Nemesis will deactivate once the battle is settled.]

  


  Then, just like when I had fought the Avenger, an announcement suddenly rang through my mind.


  Tidal Quake must have heard one, too. For just an instant, surprise flashed across his face, but he immediately bared his fangs in a savage grin and thrust out his beloved sword.


  I grinned back at Tidal Quake, let out a roar, and met him with my Crimson Spear, Kazikli Bey, in one hand.


  ※※※


  


  “OOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!”


  The roar the Black Ogre unleashed against the approaching enemy contained overwhelming mana reminiscent of an absolute apex being, a Dragon or Wyrm. It carried even physical destruction, making all who heard it tremble and carving the difference in biological rank deep into both body and mind.


  Anyone mentally frail who heard it up close might die of fear, and even those who did not would likely freeze, unable to move. In fact, most of the regular soldiers fighting far away stiffened in place, unable even to properly hold their weapons. Among those with the worst symptoms, some fainted or wet themselves.


  If such a roar struck someone head-on at close range, even a seasoned warrior would not be able to help flinching at least a little.


  The ones facing the Black Ogre this time were the Tidal Quake Hero, Freed Acty, and the five companions following behind him. These six, who had once repelled a four-hundred-year-old fire dragon of the Adult Dragon class that attacked a city, possessed the strong minds and abilities needed to repel the Black Ogre’s roar. And Freed, the most outstanding among them, minimized the damage by generating water inside his ears and vibrating it to cancel out the roar.


  Maintaining his charging momentum, he aimed for the Black Ogre’s heart as it raised the Crimson Spear and took a stance to meet him. With a savage smile that seemed to say he would kill him in one blow, Freed launched a high-speed thrust, certain killing intent riding upon the sword point.


  Combat Art unleashed: Aube Brass, Tidal Quake Internal Rupture Sword!


  “Tch.”


  With a breath drowned beneath the still-echoing roar, the combat art that only the Tidal Quake Hero, Freed, could use activated. Within the water already coating his beloved two-handed longsword, Azure Currentblade: Fineshbul, black phosphorescence appeared, something only certain individuals could produce. The thrust aimed at the Black Ogre’s heart accelerated tremendously under the combat art’s correction.


  The sword point, wrapped in spiraling water, easily tore through the wall of air and erased the distance between them while scattering shockwaves around it.


  Die without being able to do a thing. Within his accelerated thoughts, Freed spat the words at the Black Ogre, who drew closer slowly, yet surely.


  The combat art Tidal Quake Internal Rupture Sword was, at its core, impossible to defend against. If the sword point touched even slightly, the water clinging to the blade would instantly seep into the enemy’s body and generate shockwaves that destroyed them from within. Anyone struck directly would die, spraying blood from every part of their body, and those shockwaves were especially effective against Lesser Dragons and crustaceans whose bodies were covered in hard shells or scales.


  It was one of Freed’s most trusted and favored combat arts, a technique that pierced the arrogance of enemies who possessed hard defenses. Its sword speed left nothing to be desired, and the water covering the blade made all defenses slide away and deflect. It was truly a killing blow.


  “Hff.”


  Yet the combat art never displayed its true effect. With a small breath, the Black Ogre moved, and his shining silver left arm blocked it with absurd ease. At the very last moment, when only about four fingers’ width remained before the sword point was going to touch his chest, the Silver Arm firmly seized the center of the blade. No matter how much strength Freed poured into it, the arm did not move a hair. It was like a mountain range.


  “Impossible.” The word slipped from Tidal Quake’s mouth, his expression twisted in shock.


  Stopping the blade by grabbing it while ignoring both the sword speed that had reached the speed of sound and the raging current of water covering the blade was normally impossible. At its speed, merely seeing it was extremely difficult, and reacting to it was close to impossible. Even if both could be done, the resistance of the water covering the blade would not allow anyone with half-hearted grip strength to even touch the blade. If they tried, the water would repel their fingers, and it would not have been strange if those fingers were blown clean off.


  Yet the Silver Arm had accomplished it.


  The Black Ogre wore an expression as though what he was doing were only natural. What kind of reflexes and grip strength did he possess?


  Freed avoided the retaliatory leg sweep from the Crimson Spear with a sideways somersault and revised his assessment. This enemy was even stronger than he had imagined.


  His beloved sword was still caught in the Black Ogre’s grip, but he used it as a pivot and spun once. While avoiding the leg sweep, which carried enough force to easily shatter both his legs if it struck, he flowed into an irregular high roundhouse kick aimed at the Black Ogre’s head. From the tip of his foot to his shin, the kick carried a sharp blade of water, delivering a powerful blow that combined impact and slashing force.


  The Black Ogre must have judged that while the three sharp horns growing from his head could cut off Freed’s leg, they were not suited to blocking a blade of liquid. He tilted his head back slightly, evading the kick by a hair’s breadth, while smiling at Freed’s acrobatic maneuver.


  It was the savage smile of a predator realizing its prey was livelier than expected. Seeing that smile up close, Freed felt a clammy, unpleasant sweat run down his back.


  This was bad. He did not know what exactly was bad, but it was bad. Following the warning screamed by his instincts, Freed released mana, gathered all the water coating his beloved sword at the sword point, and fired it forward with all his might.


  The dense, mana-boosted strike exploded against the Black Ogre’s chest. It was a water cannon shot capable of easily piercing even an iron plate several centimeters thick. With a thunderous roar like an explosion, a mass of spray and steam burst outward.


  Even the Black Ogre apparently had no choice but to loosen his grip. Freed did not miss that opening and leaped backward. Using the recoil of the water shell to jump, he adjusted his posture in midair, then rode a current of water generated from the soles of his feet to retreat even farther in a smooth flow.


  Although it was not what he had originally planned, Freed had still landed a hit. Even so, his expression was grim.


  While calmly analyzing the situation, he furrowed his brow, revealing clear displeasure. I thought it wouldn’t cause much damage, but I didn’t expect it to fail even to tear through his armor.


  The cannon shot using the water covering his beloved sword had only managed to wet the Black Ogre and his armor. And Freed understood why. At some point, the Black Ogre had begun cloaking itself in a black aura, one of the strange powers it had shown at the arena before. It had dispersed the force of the water shell and weakened it to the point that it could not pierce the Black Ogre’s defense.


  “Ha-haaa! My turn next!”


  The one who rushed past Freed as he reluctantly retreated was a bare-chested, gorilla-faced young man about two meters tall, his body clad in high-quality muscle armor. The man’s name was Sulan Heibei. He was one of Freed’s five companions, an Aquabomb Fistlord who had slaughtered thousands of enemies with his tempered body and iron fists.


  All that could be called his equipment consisted of long pants made from a composite of Lesser Dragon leather and magical metal, viciously shaped Lesser Dragon leather cestuses reinforced with magical metal studs, and Lesser Dragon leather boots fitted with iron plates to prevent punctures. He wore no rings, earrings, or other magic items that boosted his abilities.


  That was proof of his absolute confidence in his body’s ability to evade.


  “Hmph, hm-hm-hm-hm, hm-ha!” Sulan carved out light steps with skill, closing the distance to the Black Ogre as though dancing.


  Of course, the Black Ogre had no intention of letting him approach so easily and unleashed a rapid series of thrusts with the Crimson Spear. The spear moved fast enough to leave faint red afterimages. Sulan slipped beneath them with consecutive high-speed ducks, but the Crimson Spear moved even faster than he had expected. Even Sulan, who was rarely wounded in battle, could not evade perfectly. Hair that failed to escape in time was cut away at random, and blood flowed from his temple and cheek where the spearhead grazed him.


  If even one thrust landed, his movement would stop for an instant, and he would be unable to escape the next attack. If that happened, his entire body would be pierced in moments, reducing him to a lump of meat riddled with holes. Understanding that, Sulan licked the blood running from his head to his cheek and enjoyed the exchange, knowing he might die the very next instant.


  If one could have seen the chemical reactions occurring inside his brain, they would surely have found them sparking violently. Within thoughts that gradually accelerated from excitement, Sulan single-mindedly carried out the movements carved into his body. And because he advanced without a moment of hesitation, fortune favored him. He slipped past the range where the spear displayed its greatest power and closed into the distance where fists became most effective.


  He stepped deep with his front leg, lowered his hips, and aimed a savage smile up at the Black Ogre before unleashing a body blow toward his left side, together with a combat art. Red phosphorescence filled his right fist with killing intent, and its speed accelerated.


  Combat Art unleashed: Pile-Driving Right Fist: Burnt Larn!


  “Sharrraaah!”


  The blow unleashed from Sulan’s mighty arm held enough force to easily shatter stone. The combat art layered atop it was an excellent technique known for the weight of its strike and its special effect of piercing through defenses. On top of that, the studs embedded in the cestuses equipped on both his arms were designed to bite deep into the opponent and force massive blood loss.


  Yet that blow, just like Freed’s, was defended against by the Silver Arm. A shrill metallic sound rang out, fierce sparks scattered, and the Black Ogre’s body floated ever so slightly. This showed just how much force was behind Sulan’s strike, while also demonstrating the Black Ogre’s skill; his defense was so solid that such a powerful blow only managed to lift him a little.


  “Not done yet!” As if refusing to allow any counterattack, Sulan immediately launched another body blow, this time aiming for the Black Ogre’s right side. Red phosphorescence lit his left fist as well, and its speed accelerated.


  Combat Art unleashed: Pile-Driving Left Fist: Burnt Lain!


  “Sharrraaah!”


  The Black Ogre tried to block the mighty fist, which held the same power as before, with his bare right arm. Folded firmly in place, that right arm had a thickness reminiscent of stone and possessed more than enough defensive power to receive Sulan’s iron fist. But with the left half of his face stained red by his own blood, Sulan gave a fearless grin and roared, pleased that his enemy had acted exactly as expected.


  “Get blown away!”


  Sulan’s fist touched the Black Ogre’s right arm. In that instant, Sulan’s fist, or more precisely, the studs of the cestus covering Sulan’s fist, exploded.


  What Sulan wore was the cestus-type magic item Hydblo Fista, Water-Bomb Studded Fist. Its ability to generate a high-powered directional hydrogen explosion at the tips of its studs at the wearer’s will bared its fangs at point-blank range.


  “Felt that one, huh?!”


  The side effect of the water-bomb fist covered Sulan’s vision in pure white steam for several moments. He could not see the result, but he had felt a definite impact. The black aura had probably reduced the force somewhat, but with a point-blank bombardment layered atop a combat art, there had to be appropriate damage. Flesh would have burst open, revealing white bone stained red.


  Unfortunately, as Sulan was about to learn firsthand, that conclusion, drawn from countless past experiences, was wrong.


  “With that, you’re… No way…”


  Eventually, the steam cleared, and there stood an intact right arm.


  “An attack of that level will not do much to me.”


  Perhaps the wound had already healed, because none could be seen. Only the faint trace of blood that remained suggested the skin had been slightly torn.


  The Black Ogre grabbed Sulan’s left forearm with his right hand and, without giving him even a moment to resist, violently swung him overhead. Overwhelming force struck in an instant, and Sulan’s body flew through the air like a rag doll. Then, as if mocking Sulan while he desperately tried to comprehend the world that had suddenly flipped upside down, the Black Ogre swung him straight down toward the ground.


  “—Gggaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!”


  First came the scream, then the thunderous crash.


  Sulan’s body slammed several centimeters into the earth, kicking up massive clouds of dust. It was a crushing blow, powerful enough to pulverize every bone in his body and rupture his internal organs. Deep cracks spread across the surrounding ground over a wide area, and though Sulan had been unable to even attempt to break his fall against the violence with the force of a natural disaster, he was still alive.


  The only blood on his head was from the wounds caused earlier by the Crimson Spear. His survival wasn’t due to any special skill Sulan had or the resilience of his body.


  “E-Ekkkkkkkkk! It’s heeeeeereeeeee!”


  Suddenly, amid the battlefield that had begun to turn grim and brutal, a woman’s ecstatic scream rang out. Even the Black Ogre, who had been looking suspiciously at Sulan’s condition, could not help but glance toward the source of the voice.


  Standing there was something vaguely human-shaped, its entire body, from head to toe, wrapped in a blue rubber suit lined with red stripes along the sides, a plain golden belt fastened around its waist. The shrill, sweet voice and the swell of its chest identified it as female. She hugged herself tightly with both arms while swaying back and forth. The movements carried an oddly sensual quality, and her sweet voice tickled the ears with temptation. Yet with not even the slightest patch of skin exposed, the overall appearance could only be described as bizarre.


  She was like a pervert in a blue rubber suit, crying out in delight.


  An extreme pervert.


  “Ahhhhhh, it’s making me shiverrrrrr. M-My bones… All the bones in my body are twitching and throbbingggggg!” The rubber-suited deviant, Cielotte Alheim, was another of Freed’s five companions. And the reason Sulan remained unharmed was none other than Cielotte’s power. “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhh! Wh-What wonderful pain! If I let my guard down, I just might climaxxxxxx!”


  Cielotte had once been a renowned High Wizard from another nation. Though inferior to the likes of Heroes and Champions, she had still been feared and celebrated as a being capable of wielding magic powerful enough to destroy castle walls. But by the will of some god or another, she had encountered Freed, and after a fierce battle with him, awakened as one of his Supporting Cast.


  Combined with her already exceptional natural abilities and the powerful allies Freed had gathered, their party eventually reached the point where they could challenge even Divine Era dungeons, places so deadly that even Heroes and Champions could perish with ease.


  Then one day, Cielotte performed a special ritual.


  The ritual, among the most difficult possible, used the floor boss known as the Immortal Devil Jellyfish, a monster that appeared in a God-class Divine Era Dungeon, as its catalyst. After overcoming the long and grueling process, the ritual succeeded. As a result, Cielotte obtained the special Job known as Immortal.


  To acquire Immortal, one had to pay a curse-like price: the loss of every Job previously possessed, along with the inability ever to gain a new Job again.


  Naturally, Cielotte’s abilities declined to a level incomparable to what they had once been, and her combat power vanished entirely. She now possessed less strength than a frail woman of her apparent age. If attacked by a thug, resisting would be difficult.


  Even so, the reason Cielotte chose to obtain Immortal was exactly as the name implied: it allowed one to become immortal while remaining human. Not invulnerable, but unable to die even if the heart was pierced or the internal organs spilled out. The strength of one’s immortality varied depending on the number, quality, and rarity of the Jobs sacrificed. Since Cielotte had offered up multiple high-ranking Jobs, her immortality was extraordinarily powerful.


  Minor wounds healed instantly. Even if she lost an arm, a new one would regrow within a dozen seconds. Even if her entire body were torn apart, she could regenerate centered around either her heart or brain. Only because she possessed such an utterly abnormal constitution was Cielotte finally able to satisfy the extreme sexual proclivities she had concealed for many years, a catastrophic masochistic obsession.


  Unable to defeat the Immortal Devil Jellyfish on her own, Cielotte had obtained Freed’s group’s assistance to finally achieve the immortality she desired, and over the long years that followed, her sexual deviancy only deepened further. Now, thanks to the golden belt wrapped around her waist, Darjiraoben, which redirected any damage above a certain threshold suffered by party members onto herself, Cielotte spent her days in bliss.


  Having taken Sulan’s damage onto herself, Cielotte’s bones were currently in the process of shattering and regenerating. Judging from the delighted cries spilling from her overheated body, that ecstasy would likely continue for some time.


  “A troublesome ability indeed, but it must have limits. Now then, I wonder how long you can endure.”


  The Black Ogre, having gathered information beforehand, now witnessed Cielotte’s ability in action. Ignoring her perverse behavior entirely, he once again hoisted Sulan overhead.


  “Ggghhhhhh! You bastard!” Realizing he could not withstand much more of this, Sulan slammed knee strikes into the Black Ogre’s right arm that held him captive. The position was awkward, but for Sulan, whose body possessed sponge-like flexibility, such movements were easy.


  Each knee strike produced a dull impact, yet the Black Ogre’s right arm remained perfectly intact, showing no signs of damage. The knees of Sulan’s trousers had been reinforced with magical metal strong enough to shatter an ordinary man’s bones, but Sulan himself understood from the previous exchange that strikes of this level would not inflict meaningful damage.


  He would simply keep striking until they did. At the very least, he would force the arm to bend.


  Half in desperation, Sulan mindlessly continued driving knee strike after knee strike into the arm. At the same time, Freed rushed in again from the Black Ogre’s left side, gliding forward with that peculiar footwork of his that used water jets issuing from the soles of his feet.


  The Crimson Spear swept out to intercept him.


  Freed hastily angled his blade, and the spear scraped violently against it, unleashing tremendous noise, impact, and showers of sparks. Though not a direct hit, the blow nearly shattered his stance; Freed somehow managed to deflect it aside. Without pause, he flowed into a circular motion with the Azure Currentblade and unleashed a water blade reinforced by a combat art.


  Combat Art unleashed: Aqua Reaper!


  The water blade, glowing with red phosphorescence, shot forth from the Azure Currentblade. Though hindered by the black aura, it still bit slightly into the Black Ogre’s knee.


  “Burst.”


  For Freed, that slight cut was enough. The water blade inside the Black Ogre’s body emitted microscopic shockwaves into his fluids, spreading throughout his entire body in an attempt to destroy him from the inside.


  Ordinarily, it was a fatal strike that disrupted the circulation of bodily fluids, caused internal destruction, and forced blood from the victim’s ears and mouth. Yet through some unknown technique, the Black Ogre absorbed every last shockwave around his thigh before ultimately discharging them into the ground. A heavy boom rang out as the surrounding earth rippled and dirt and stone exploded outward.


  Then he repaid Freed in kind for the blow that had been dealt to him.


  “Wha—OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”


  “Damn it—Gah!!”


  Sulan, now temporarily transformed into a blunt weapon, vanished in a blur while screaming and, in the next instant, slammed into Freed at tremendous speed.


  Freed instantly raised a wall of water in front of himself, clad his body in armor made of water, and formed a cushioning layer of water beneath him to brace for the impact. But the strike was so overwhelmingly violent that such defenses were smashed apart without meaning anything.


  The impact that struck Freed felt like being hit head-on by an accelerated iron cannonball. The Black Ogre released Sulan at precisely the right moment, causing the two men to become entangled as they were hurled away together. They tumbled across the ground for dozens of meters before finally coming to a stop.


  All of the damage was transferred to Cielotte, but the violent spinning had completely destroyed the pair’s sense of balance, preventing them from standing immediately.


  “Haaahhhhhhnnnggghhhaaaaaahhh!” As the intense damage from both men flooded into her body, Cielotte cried out in ecstasy. The sensation was so overwhelmingly sweet that she could no longer remain standing, collapsing limply to the ground as strength drained from her body.


  “What’re you doing?”


  “What’re you doiiing?”


  The instant Freed and Sulan were blown away, and Cielotte’s legs gave out beneath her, two masses of iron rushed toward the Black Ogre. They were gigantic iron balls, one gold and one silver, designed in the shape of enraged demonic faces. Accompanied by the clattering scrape of chains, they closed in from both sides to crush the Black Ogre between them.


  Controlling the iron balls were a pair of twins so alike they looked like mirror images.


  They had short gray hair, gray eyes, youthful and androgynous faces, and small builds around one hundred sixty centimeters tall. Even their skin tone and the placement of their beauty marks matched perfectly. The only real difference between them was the color of their iron balls. Without that distinction, even family members would likely struggle to tell them apart.


  These twins were also companions of Freed. The older brother was named Arun, and the younger, Ilun.


  Despite their small builds, the twins possessed monstrous strength enough that they were capable of freely wielding gigantic iron balls that even Heavy Warriors, specialists in massive weapons, would struggle to handle. They were destroyers who crushed enemies through a meticulous coordination unique to twins.


  “Get crushed.”


  “Get cruuushed.”


  Ilun echoed Arun’s words.


  The two iron balls, launched with childish madness lurking beneath youthful appearances, slammed toward the Black Ogre.


  The Black Ogre did not evade. Instead, he caught them head-on. At some point, black-silver gauntlets had appeared over his right arm.


  The collision of metal against metal unleashed a deafening impact and violent shockwaves that mercilessly pressed against the Black Ogre’s body. As the Black Ogre swelled every muscle in his body to resist the crushing force, the abilities contained within the gold and silver iron balls activated.


  From elder brother Arun’s golden iron ball burst purple thunderous lightning. From younger brother Ilun’s silver iron ball poured highly acidic magical water.


  The two combined into electrically charged magic water that melted skin and bone while burning the body from within with massive electric currents. Even while subjected to the merciless onslaught of the electrified magic water, however, the Black Ogre endured through the overwhelming regenerative abilities of his body, generating new flesh and skin as fast as the old was burned and dissolved away.


  Amid the stench of melting flesh, the Black Ogre bared his fangs and stared directly at the twins. The iron balls failed to crush him and instead lost momentum before falling to the ground. Even attacks capable of easily pulverizing lesser drakes had apparently lacked sufficient power.


  “You’re way too tough!”


  “Way too tooough!”


  With those shouts, Arun and Ilun hurriedly tried to pull their iron balls back with all their strength, but the weapons refused to budge. When they looked closely, they saw that the Black Ogre had seized one iron ball in each hand.


  A contest of strength? Fine by them.


  The twins, who possessed enough physical might to easily overpower even giant trolls, stubbornly began pulling with all their force, yet the iron balls still did not move in the slightest.


  “H-Hey, that’s cheating!”


  “That’s cheeeating!”


  Just as the twins protested, their faces flushed red with anger and embarrassment, it happened. From the ground far behind them, three torrents of earth and stone erupted upward. Taking the shape of gigantic serpents, they surged toward the Black Ogre with clear intent, threatening to swallow both him and the twins whole.


  “Ohh, how pathetic, to lose to a mere demi-human! Such immature children should be—”


  The one controlling the serpentine mudslides was the final remaining member of Freed’s party: an old man wearing a hooded coat with a blasphemous, depraved design crafted from the flayed skin of several vicious death row criminals who had committed mass murder, combined with the raw hides of aquatic humanoid monsters. In his hand was a grotesque metal staff decorated with death masks modeled after beautiful mermaids frozen in expressions of agony.


  The old man’s name was Gottsbarn Heiluder. Beneath the human-skin hood pulled low over his face, hollow eyes full of madness flickered in and out of sight. He was a High-Water Sorcerer, specializing in status abnormality attacks through water, and also a High-Earth Sorcerer, specializing in rock and earth magic.


  The three serpents of earth and stone were Shieldven Rishira Zain, the Devouring Serpent of Earth and Stone, a mixed-system fifth-tier sorcerous magic created by using the abilities of both jobs in parallel.


  It combined serpents of water made with Shackling Waters of Slowness, which reduced movement speed on contact, with earth and stone that mercilessly crushed and ground down whatever they swallowed. Its destructive power far surpassed White Flame Dragon, the mixed-system fifth-tier spell once used by the High Wizard who had faced Aporou.


  “Being ground down from head to toe by earth and stone mixed into a raging current suits you perfectly!”


  The mudslide serpents surged toward the Black Ogre from three directions, spraying water to steal his speed before swallowing and grinding his entire body apart. Even so, the Black Ogre did not move out of the way. In an instant, the mudslide swallowed him from sight.


  Since the place where they had been standing was about to be swallowed as well, the twins hurriedly retreated.


  “That was dangerous, old man!”


  “Dangerous, old maaan!”


  The twins, who had somehow evaded, raised voices of protest, but they never reached Gottsbarn, who had frozen in place. A sight far more important than their words was unfolding before him.


  “What? The Devouring Serpent of Earth and Stone is… freezing?!”


  The mudslide serpent that had swallowed the Black Ogre had, in that instant, frozen completely solid. The cause was super-low-temperature magical ice infused with dense mana. Within the frozen world created by that magical ice, the surrounding temperature plunged all at once, turning every breath white.


  Gottsbarn irritably smashed the magical ice obstructing his feet with his death-mask metal staff, then glared with hatred at the source that had frozen his attack. But the source of that frozen world merely smiled, completely unmoved by Gottsbarn’s intimidating stare.


  “I believe I shall join in now, so please be gentle with me.”


  She was a peerless beauty. Standing well over one hundred eighty centimeters tall, she possessed a slender frame, a strikingly curvaceous figure, crimson eyes behind glasses that seemed capable of pulling one in, and golden pupils. She wore a beautiful dress crafted from blue-and-white magic steel thread and black-violet demon-corpse cloth. In her hands rested a claymore of magical ice crystal with the beauty of a work of art.


  She was the beautiful vampire noblewoman who had remained behind the Black Ogre until now. After Freed and the others had finished unleashing a round of attacks against the Black Ogre, she had finally entered the battle.


  “Be gentle, you say? After showing that kind of power, don’t mock us…” Freed muttered bitterly as he finally got back to his feet.


  Freed’s group had gathered information on the Black Ogre beforehand, but there had been virtually nothing on her. There was no way they could have predicted she possessed the power to freeze a magical mudslide serpent in an instant.


  Like Freed, the Tidal Quake Hero, the Black Ogre had been revealed as a Psalm Awakened through the announcement that had echoed through everyone’s minds at the start of the battle. Since the vampire was the Black Ogre’s companion, even if she, too, was merely a Secondary Key Figure, like Sulan and the others, her abilities were far beyond common sense. She was almost certainly Blessed, and there was an extremely high chance she possessed a Divine Blessing.


  For Freed and his five companions, who had already been struggling against the Black Ogre alone, she was an intolerably troublesome reinforcement. If those two coordinated, they would become impossible to handle.


  The Black Ogre still had not emerged from the magical ice, but even frozen solid from head to toe, Freed could not imagine him dying. And if one looked closely, the place where the Black Ogre stood had begun glowing faintly.


  That light gradually intensified, and the surrounding magical ice began to melt. It did not seem like much time remained before the Black Ogre emerged. Within those few precious moments, Freed immediately decided how to use the cards remaining in his hand.


  “Arun and Ilun, hold the woman back! Everyone else, kill the ogre!”


  If even Gottsbarn’s Devouring Serpent of Earth and Stone, wielded by the second strongest member of the party, had been frozen, there was a high chance Freed’s water would be frozen as well. The only ones who seemed unlikely to be heavily affected by the vampire’s ice were Sulan, who fought primarily with his own body, and Arun, who wielded a golden iron ball that generated purple thunderous lightning.


  Unfortunately, Arun and Ilun only displayed their true strength when fighting together as a pair. And if those three were sent against the vampire, there was no way Freed and Gottsbarn alone could defeat the Black Ogre. In that case, sending Arun and Ilun against the vampire while the other three struck the Black Ogre was a reasonable decision.


  “Leave it to us!”


  “Leave it to uuus!”


  Arun and Ilun charged toward the vampire. Almost simultaneously, the Black Ogre emerged, melting the thick magical ice as he appeared clad in the blazing inferno of Flame Leo, which burned in the shape of a lion. Even after being swallowed by the mudslide serpents, he showed no sign of injury. Not a single drop of blood flowed from him.


  He stood there as though nothing had happened, staring silently at Freed and the others.


  “To come out of that unharmed… What a corrupt demi-human!” Enraged, Gottsbarn raised his metal magic staff. In response, countless cursed water bullets and stone bullets appeared, well over a hundred of them firing all at once. The cursed water bullets inflicted numerous kinds of bad statuses, while the rapidly spinning stone bullets were both powerful and highly accurate.


  Against the storm of water and stone projectiles, the Black Ogre merely raised his Silver Arm.


  “You fool! What do you think you can do now… with… that?” Gottsbarn tried to mock the Black Ogre, only to swallow his next words.


  For some reason, the cursed water bullets and stone bullets did not strike the Black Ogre. Instead, they maintained their momentum and began orbiting around him. They looked like satellites circling a planet.


  “Maybe I should add a little more…” Ignoring Gottsbarn, the Black Ogre stomped once where he stood, smashing the ground beneath his foot. Fragments of magical ice and chunks of earth and stone rose into the air, becoming new satellites that revolved around him. The number of satellites orbiting the Black Ogre now likely exceeded a thousand, large and small combined.


  Freed, struck by a terrible premonition, raised his voice. But he was just a moment too late.


  “Everyone, evad—”


  “Go.”


  The cursed water bullets, stone bullets, and chunks of magical ice that had become satellites shot out at high speed, transforming into meteoric projectiles that assaulted Freed and the others. Their trajectories were completely random, but their numbers and, above all, their launch speed were terrifying.


  “Hmph, hm-hm-hm-hm-hmmm! Hm, shaaaaaah!” Sulan weaved through the meteoric barrage with nimble footwork, rapid ducking, consecutive parries, and quick weaving motions, but even he could not evade everything completely, and one projectile struck his shoulder.


  His balance broke dramatically, yet his powerful lower body and astonishing reflexes allowed him to recover instantly as he continued dodging the incoming meteoric projectiles. The projectile that struck his shoulder should have pierced straight through his body. Instead, a hole opened in Cielotte’s shoulder.


  “Hannngh! Th-This is just too much! It feels like my arm’s about to tear right off my shoulder!” Cielotte convulsed in ecstasy. Flesh was already writhing around the hole in her shoulder, regenerating to seal it shut.


  “Yesss, yes! Insolent demi-humans! Insolent! Insolent!” Gottsbarn generated countless thick walls of rock before himself, barely holding the meteoric projectiles at bay. Every impact scattered fragments everywhere, and each time a wall was breached, he immediately created another. In exchange, however, Gottsbarn rapidly burned through vast amounts of mana.


  “Tch! What a damned nuisance!” Freed generated enormous quantities of water, slightly deflecting the paths of the meteoric projectiles and redirecting them behind him. The stray shots destroyed buildings and struck soldiers directly, blowing them apart into chunks of flesh, but Freed had no room to worry about that now. “But how are we supposed to…”


  Freed still possessed tremendous magical power, his stamina remained more than sufficient, and all damage was being transferred to Cielotte.


  Somehow, he still could not see any path toward defeating the Black Ogre.


  Because he had realized a horrifying fact: The Black Ogre had not moved a single step since the battle began.


  Freed’s face twisted as though he had bitten into something bitter.


  At that moment, Arun came flying past him at high speed, his body bent in half after being blasted away. He bounced several times across the ground before rolling to a stop.


  “Haaahhhhhh! This sensation, like my organs are about to burst out, this pleasure, this pleasure!”


  Ignoring the ecstatic cries coming from behind him, Freed glanced sideways. There he saw the vampire relentlessly pressing Ilun with her claymore, while four men with smoke rising from their bodies stood behind her. Judging from Cielotte’s reaction, Arun had likely been kicked away by the vampire’s beautiful legs.


  Vampires were monstrously strong by nature. Watching her wield that gigantic claymore as lightly as though it were a tree branch while relentlessly assaulting Ilun made that easy to imagine. But what were the four men behind the vampire?


  Freed wondered for only an instant before the knowledge accumulated in his mind identified them. They had magnificent purple mohawks like rooster combs, chains wrapped around their bodies, and outfits of leather so avant-garde they went far beyond reason. They wore piercings not only in their ears, but also in their lips and navels. In their hands, they held spiked metal clubs, and thick knives hung at their waists.


  Rebellious Purple Punk Ghouls.


  They were a type of ghoul that appeared in certain dungeons, dangerous beings with intelligence and combat ability far higher than their appearances suggested. They were also famous for repeatedly uttering incomprehensible phrases such as “Fashing,” “Kennara,” and “Aaahn?”


  Normally, they should not have been in a place like this. Precisely because of that, Freed arrived at an answer and shouted without thinking: “She can generate them?!”


  On very rare occasions, some beings possessed the ability to create existences beneath themselves by paying mana as a price. Unlike Summoners, who called forth entities they had contracted in advance, these beings only needed their own mana. In theory, as long as their mana did not run out, they could continue generating endlessly.


  Those who possessed Creation were often boss-class monsters, and when a being powerful enough on its own could easily gather subordinates, that was far beyond troublesome for anyone opposing them. Freed could hardly be blamed for letting out a dry laugh.


  “You think too much, Freed.”


  The one who said that and clapped him on the shoulder was Sulan, radiating an air that said complicated things did not matter. They had survived the meteoric projectiles, so now it was their turn.


  “All we gotta do is punch, kick, and kill ’em!”


  At that simple, straightforward declaration and meathead line of thought, Freed could not help smiling wryly. Drawing strength from such a reliable companion, Freed advanced like flowing water, while Sulan moved toward the Black Ogre as though dancing.


  Behind them, he felt a torrent of mana rising from Gottsbarn. When he glanced toward the vampire, the revived Arun and Ilun were attacking in concert. The battle situation was poor, but this was a moment when he had to trust his companions and fight with everything he had to defeat the enemy.


  Freed tightened his grip on the Azure Currentblade’s hilt once more and began his attack again, resolved to turn the tide of the battle as quickly as possible.


  “Haaaaaaaaah!”


  Freed attacked from the side of the Silver Arm holding the Crimson Spear. He received the spear’s rapid thrusts with his Azure Currentblade, deflecting or redirecting them as he desperately tried to advance. But between the Crimson Spear and the Azure Currentblade, the difference in reach was obvious, and on top of that, the Black Ogre’s skill was equal or superior. Even moving forward was difficult.


  Unable to find a way through, Freed grew more and more bloodstained as time passed, from wounds all over his body. Since the damage was not enough for Cielotte to shoulder, he could still fight, but for some reason, the bleeding would not stop. The cuts were only grazes that should normally have healed immediately.


  The thought occurred to him that the Crimson Spear might carry some curse that forced bleeding, but it was already too late. Curses of that kind would not vanish unless the caster was defeated or chose to release them. If he did not defeat the Black Ogre here and now, Freed would eventually die of blood loss. Yet each blow from the Crimson Spear was as fast as lightning, delivered along trajectories difficult to evade, and heavy enough to feel as though blocking it alone might shatter bone.


  Advancing was difficult. Retreating meant death.


  Before the Black Ogre, who had begun showing his true strength, Freed, the Tidal Quake Hero, was forced entirely onto the defensive.


  He somehow managed to use combat arts, showering the Black Ogre with countless bubbles that released shockwaves when they burst, and attempting to wash him away with enormous volumes of water. But all of it was blocked by strange powers Freed could not understand, or smashed through by brute force. And even as cold sweat poured from him, the clash between Crimson Spear and Azure Currentblade did not stop for even an instant.


  “Sharrraaah!” Sulan attacked from the Black Ogre’s right side, where his arm had become an iron limb clad in a black-silver gauntlet.


  A right straight punch capable of piercing stone. A left hook that twisted and gouged. Sonic jabs too fast for the eye to follow. A front kick from a high-speed charge. Murderous low kicks. Axe-like heel drops brought down from high overhead. Each blow carried terrifying power in a flowing chain of attacks.


  Sulan’s attacks were fierce and fast enough that if even one landed, he could collapse the opponent’s defense and carry the combo through to the end. Yet every one of them was blocked by the Black Ogre’s right arm.


  His full-power right straight punch was diverted by the back of the hand moving outward from inside in a small circle. His all-out left hook had its path shifted by a hand placed against it from the outside, making it cut through empty air. His prized jab was caught casually by the palm, producing nothing but an explosive crack. The front kick was scooped upward from below, the low kick lost momentum when his thigh was pinned, and the heel drop was caught before Sulan was slammed into the ground again.


  Between those attacks, countless short, precise punches rained down, each one inflicting tremendous damage. Without Cielotte, Sulan’s eyeballs would have been crushed, his cheekbones and nasal bone shattered, his lower jaw torn away, his limbs ripped off, and his organs churned into pulp.


  Even as he sensed that Cielotte would not last at this rate, Sulan continued attacking with reckless abandon, because that was all he could do.


  “Be cursed, grow sluggish, and beg for mercy!”


  Gottsbarn, filled with madness, attacked from the front, supporting the other two pressing in from both sides. The stone curse-water bullets he created by wrapping high-speed rotating stone projectiles in cursed water were easily over fifty centimeters across. There were twelve of them.


  Because Freed and Sulan were in the way, he could not fire indiscriminately, but instead, those twelve shots had been given increased accuracy and were fired to weave between the two men’s attacks. If they hit directly, even an Apostolic Demon like the Black Ogre would surely suffer serious damage. Even if not, they should have inflicted status abnormalities through the cursed water. But instead of striking the Black Ogre, they fell to the ground before reaching Freed and Sulan, producing only scattered gravel.


  Their trajectories were unnatural, as if their weight had suddenly increased. Though shocked by the results, Gottsbarn continued attacking, but nothing changed.


  “Ahhh… ahhh… I can’t… anymore…” Eventually, as the price for repeatedly shouldering fatal damage, Cielotte’s limbs were torn off, every bone except her skull was crushed into powder, and most of her organs spilled outside her body. The moment her consciousness faded in ecstasy, the battle that had somehow continued was decided.


  The iron arm cleanly punched through Sulan’s jaw. That perfect blow drained the strength from his body, and he passed out as if his soul had left him.


  Arun and Ilun were struck violently in the face and torso until they could no longer endure it and lost consciousness. They had been surrounded and beaten down by the Purple Punk Ghouls and the vampire who had created them.


  Gottsbarn was blown away by the end-system magic the Black Ogre cast and could no longer stand. The moment he touched the black liquid released from the Black Ogre’s claws, the vitality drained from his body, and he screamed before fainting.


  Finally, against Freed, the last one standing, the now-unarmed Black Ogre unleashed a barrage of attacks.


  In the end, they had finally managed to make the Black Ogre move from his position, but to Freed, that no longer mattered. A powerful blow from its Silver Arm crushed into his flesh and shattered his ribs. An iron elbow strike landed against the side of Freed’s head, nearly blasting his consciousness away. Its strike buried itself in his solar plexus, forcing the breath from his lungs. And finally, a palm strike knocked Freed’s jaw upward and sent his body flipping vertically three times.
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  After that flowing four-hit combination, Freed could no longer move even a single finger. The agony tormenting his entire body made his consciousness fade and return, then fade and return again.


  In a state where even groaning was difficult, all Freed could do was glare.


  Even if my body is broken, I will not let my heart break.


  That was the final resistance allowed to Freed.


  “Go to sleep already.”


  The finishing blow fell without mercy. This time, the impact pushed him beyond his limit, and Freed surrendered consciousness.


  ※※※


  


  It had probably been close to ten-some minutes since the battle began.


  Many of the surrounding buildings had collapsed from the aftershocks of the fight, and countless cracks ran through the ground.


  At Kanami’s and my feet, both of us injured enough to be bleeding, lay Tidal Quake’s battered party. His five companions had already lost consciousness; Tidal Quake alone kept glaring at me with hateful eyes, which was annoying, so I struck him with the non-pointed end of Kazikli Bey and knocked him out.


  At the same time, another announcement rang out in my mind.


  
    [The battle has been decided. The special skill Heretic Nemesis has been deactivated. The Prince of the Night Heavens has won the Eschatology: Conquest War against a Heretic / Epic Awakener.]


    [Rewards have been granted.]


    [The Prince of the Night Heavens has obtained Soulblade of Tidal Quake: Neiretis!]


    [Confirmed that Prince of the Night Heavens and Lunar Eclipse Divine Awakening defeated all Co-Fighters / Secondary Key Figures of the Heretic / Epic Awakened.]


    [As a success bonus reward, Random Treasure Chest [Top Class] will be granted.]

  


  Just like after the battle with the Avenger, I obtained new spoils.


  Appearing from nowhere were two treasure chests decorated in gold and silver, each about twenty centimeters in length, width, and height, along with a single sword clearly on the same level as Hesperior, Blade of the Sunlit Soul, which I had loaned to the Avenger.


  At a glance, its blue blade looked like water, but it maintained a fixed shape and, more importantly, was incredibly hard. Was it some kind of metal with water-like properties?


  For now, I tried biting it.


  I had felt like I might be able to eat it, but apparently that had been wishful thinking. It did not chip in the slightest.


  Seriously, why could I not eat this? When would I finally be able to eat items of this level?


  Pulling myself together, I tried to read the information on the Soulblade of Tidal Quake.


  
    Name: Soulblade of Tidal Quake: Neiretis


    Category: [■■ / Sword]


    Grade: [■■■■]-Class


    Abilities:


    
      	Heresy Nemesis


      	Waterquake Explosion


      	Water Spirit Egg


      	Tremor-Water Infiltration


      	Ability Expansion


      	[Unreleased]


      	[Unreleased]


      	[Unreleased]


      	[Unreleased]

    


    Notes: An ■■■■-Class ■-Sword obtained by the Prince of the Night Heavens after achieving victory in Eschatology: Conquest War against a Heretic / Epic Awakener / Main Cast. This weapon is ■■, one of the three forms assumed by the gods that exist in this world:《■■ / ■■ / ■■》.Its blade is clear and ever-shifting, as though pure water itself had been forged into a sword. Only the Prince of the Night Heavens, or those granted his explicit permission, may touch this weapon. Any who lays hands upon it without authorization will suffer calamities beyond imagination. As a ■■, its destruction is, with very few exceptions, absolutely impossible.


    Would you like to view additional information? 〈YES〉〈NO〉

  


  Most of the explanation was similar to Hesperior, though the details differed. The abilities were different as well, but there was no doubt that it would be useful.


  That said, I preferred long weapons like Kazikli Bey over swords, so it would probably sit in my Item Box for a while. It was also far too valuable for me to casually hand to someone else.


  I decided to check the contents of the treasure chests later.


  With the Tomboy Princess present, I could not casually place Tidal Quake under my control and incorporate him into the Epic as I had with the Avenger, so I left him alone for the time being and moved on to storming the mansion.


  Eventually, we cornered Grandson and the others deep inside, but as expected, they had hidden a trump card—aside from the Heroes—and made one last stand.


  Well, it was just a chimera made from Jadal Wyverns and other materials, so it wasn’t especially difficult.


  The chimera’s shape was best described as a ball of dragon meat. Its huge, round torso looked like dragon flesh packed together, with layers upon layers of dragon scales sewn over it. From its eight dragon heads, groans of agony and dragon poison spilled out mixed with its breath. Its fourteen wings, processed with magical metal, and its long claws and fangs were sharper and thicker than any ordinary blade.


  It looked fairly grotesque, but it was extremely delicious. If anything, I should be thanking Grandson and his people for preparing such a surprise. We roasted it whole and all enjoyed it.


  While I was at it, I also tried eating a few of the elites who had resisted until the end.


  
    [Ability learned: Lesser Dragon Flesh Lament!]


    [Ability learned: Blessing of the Demigod of Dance!]


    [Ability learned: Blessing of the Demigod of Shaping!]

  


  And with that, this job was mostly finished.


  Grandson and all the other masterminds were captured, and most of those who had participated in the coup were arrested as well. What became of them was for the Tomboy Princess and the others to decide. It had nothing to do with us, nor did it interest me.


  By the time everything ended, it was already dark, and returning to the royal capital at that hour would have been more trouble than it was worth, so we stayed the night here in Sengray. Considering how many corps members I had mobilized, it would have been difficult to bring everyone back to the royal capital, so it worked out nicely.


  Partly from the accumulated fatigue, the moment I flopped onto the bed after doing various things, drowsiness immediately washed over me.


  Looks like I’m going to sleep very soundly tonight.


  
    [The hidden conditions “Hero-Slaying,” “Total Defeat Without Killing” and “Gluttonous Ravaging” for Section Eleven: “The Weeping Demon of Ruin” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” have been fulfilled.]

  


  As the hidden conditions continued being cleared one after another, I found myself wondering right before falling asleep whether these were really “hidden” conditions at all.


   

  Day 182


  

  Early in the morning, an unpleasant chill woke me.


  Still lying in bed, I activated Phased-Array Radar, and for some reason, detected the supposedly missing First Queen Consort and Shadow Hero inside the unused room next door. When I focused more carefully and probed what they were doing over there, I realized they were apparently using Shadow Hero’s abilities to spy on our room.


  Neither Kanami sleeping beside me nor Redhead Shorty received even the slightest attention. Their gaze was fixed solely on me. And that gave me the creeps.


  The First Queen Consort breathed heavily in an oddly sultry, excited state. Shadow Hero, as usual, barely moved and kept her presence faint, but she carried a similar aura to the Queen’s. They seemed to be whispering about something together, but even I could not make out the contents. Shadow Hero was concealing it with her abilities.


  It was definitely nothing good.


  At least not for me.


  The steadily intensifying chill proved that much.


  I sat up in bed, acting as if I had just woken up. For some reason, that alone made the two people in the neighboring room even more excited, and the chill intensified further. I was shivering slightly, so I threw on my custom poncho. The atmosphere immediately shifted into one of obvious disappointment.


  Yeah… I should probably skip my morning bath today.


  My body still felt unpleasantly sticky from last night’s sweat, but instinct told me it would be better not to bathe. For my own mental well-being.


  Putting that aside, on this particular day, other than a small number of corps members who would continue working in the royal capital, almost everyone slowly began returning to the base along their respective routes. One reason for this was that bringing so many corps members into the royal capital all at once would be somewhat difficult, but more importantly, there were still many among us who had never seen the world outside the Great Forest, so I figured it would be a good opportunity to broaden their horizons.


  That said, it would be no laughing matter if someone tailed them and discovered the location of our base, so I split them into ten groups, each led by people like Minokichi and Bloodsato, and had each group travel to different locations. Each group consisted of several dozen members, so it would serve as good marching training. We already had enough skeletal centipedes to transport every corps member, so logistics were not an issue either.


  Incidentally, the routes were assigned according to each person’s achievements in battle. Those with greater accomplishments received routes filled with perks like hot springs and sightseeing spots, while those who had not performed particularly well were assigned somewhat harsher and more dangerous routes to improve their fundamental abilities.


  Creating differences in treatment would motivate them, after all. And if someone still failed to get motivated, then they alone would suffer for it.


  After returning to the royal capital, I received my reward from the Tomboy Princess. The payment for training the guards had already been fairly substantial, but the reward for participating in the war was on an entirely different level.


  Well, considering I had carried out crucial duties as one of the Tomboy Princess’s key pieces in opposing the coup, it was a reasonable amount.


  Thinking ahead, I accepted not only money, such as gold coins and gold plates, but also land within the royal capital and various small privileges as special rewards.


  I decided to spend the day relaxing in the mansion—which I had received as part of my compensation—of a certain noble who had been sentenced to execution. The mansion stood at the intersection between the castle town and the noble district, giving it convenient access to both. The grounds were spacious, and part of the mansion, though small, had been used as a storefront, making it perfectly suited for my purposes.


  The maids and butlers previously employed by the noble hadn’t left, so those who wished to continue working were hired on, while those who wanted to leave were introduced to new workplaces by the Tomboy Princess.


  I plan to use this mansion as the base for a business venture I’m currently planning, so I want to renovate it in various ways, but that can wait for another day.


  For now, I spent the day sorting the mansion’s belongings into what to keep and what to discard, and once that was finished, I spent the rest of the day excavating hidden treasures with the children.


   

  Day 183


  

  Today, starting in the morning, I went around casually abducting children of any gender who lived in the royal capital’s back streets and underground, the kind who struggled just to find food each day.


  Some had been abandoned because of poverty, others had lost their parents to war; their circumstances varied, but children without guardians existed in countless numbers both in my previous world and in this one.


  The Kingdom’s Sage from Another World had personally funded several shelters, but even then, plenty of children had slipped through the cracks. Even someone like the Sage from Another World, who possessed knowledge from another world and abundant internal mana, had his limits as an individual.


  Many of the children who were left out died from hunger, cold, or other causes, but some stubbornly survived. And it was not uncommon for such children to form groups and steal to survive. If one lived in this city, it was hardly rare to witness those children stealing. When children who had stolen were caught, they were beaten and kicked, then dumped in back alleys in terrible shape. If they were unlucky, they died there.


  Earning small change as guides for travelers or shoe polishers was one thing, but the residents despised children who committed crimes like theft. The residents’ own lives were at stake too, so I could not call them entirely wrong, but in any case, that was why the residents did not care much if such children disappeared before anyone noticed. They probably just thought the children had died, or had been taken by someone, and that either way, it was good they were gone.


  In truth, as part of my reward, I had received direct permission from the king through the Tomboy Princess to take them away, so I gathered them at the mansion without asking questions. By noon, I had abducted fifty children, and they now stood lined up before me.


  They were all thinner than average for their age. Overall, they were filthy and gave off smells difficult to describe. Some were weakened by illness. Yet every one of them had a powerful will to live in their eyes.


  When I stood before them, most naturally lowered their gazes to the ground, but one had the guts to glare back at me. He was the oldest boy, so for now, I decided to call him the Brat Boss.


  In an attempt to protect the younger children, the Brat Boss threw all sorts of questions at me, but for the time being, I just served everyone food.


  Among the magic items I had obtained in the Labyrinth City were several large pots that automatically cooked meals when ingredients were placed inside. I put them to good use and quickly prepared enough food for all fifty children.


  I put Horned Rabbit and Turtle Snake meat into the large pots, tossed in plenty of vegetables bought from the royal capital’s market, then poured in milk, cheese, and the like. What came out was something resembling cream stew. The rich aroma stirred the appetite. When I tasted it, it was genuinely good. I was surprised something made in such a slapdash manner could turn out this delicious.


  I ladled the finished food onto plates and distributed it to the children. None of them even used spoons. They just shoveled the food into their mouths by hand, utterly absorbed, and swallowed every last drop with an almost desperate intensity. Their hunger seemed to have been even greater than I had expected, so I kept making more until they were satisfied.


  After they finished eating, the children looked at me in puzzlement.


  Their tilted heads seemed to ask, “Why did you give us something this good?”


  Without answering, I next had them all take a bath.


  As expected of a mansion built by someone wealthy, even among nobles, it had a bathing room large enough for several dozen people to enter at once. I instructed the remaining maids to wash the children.


  Using soap made from materials gathered in the Great Forest, they scrubbed away the layers of grime and filth that had accumulated on the children’s bodies. The bathing room became quite dirty, but since the children’s grime and body odor were gone, I decided it was worth it. The bath could simply be cleaned again later.


  Once that was done, I treated the sick children. Whether their wounds had festered, they were on the verge of tetanus, they carried parasites, or a severe burn had made an arm and leg difficult to move, healing them was simple when I used healing skills together with secret Elixir Blood. I could not perfectly restore children who had lost eyes or fingers, but I eased their pain at least.


  After food, bathing, and treatment were finished, and I lined them up before me again, each of them seemed to have undergone some change of heart. Their wariness had faded considerably, and they looked at me with favorable eyes. The boys and girls who had survived the longest in this harsh world still did not lower their guard, but they were confused, unable to understand why I was treating them so well.


  Watching them, I finally explained why I had abducted them.


  It was part of a charitable enterprise.


  Just kidding.


  My goal was simple and clear: to raise fighting strength for the future.


  Of course, there were plenty of other beings, like goblins, creatures with excellent reproductive ability who could become a significant fighting force depending on how they were used. There were countless nonhumans stronger than humans who had obtained jobs.


  Still, humans had possibilities that other races did not. Some would likely develop in interesting ways. In terms of diversity, humans were extremely useful. And eventually, I would need human corps members trained from childhood.


  The human corps members we did have were already having children, but waiting for them to grow up would take far too long. That was why, as a quick solution, I had abducted children who had already reached a certain age.


  This was not a bad deal for either side. I was picking up children whose sudden disappearance would cause no particular problem, training them enough to survive on their own, and feeding them at least enough to keep them alive.


  In any case, as of today, these fifty children would join as new corps members. For now, I would place the Brat Boss at the top and treat them as a unit for experimenting with training methods and new weapon operation.


  Thus was born the juvenile experimental unit, Solitude.


   

  Day 184


  

  From morning onward, I trained the children of Solitude, and found myself once again impressed by just how amazing doping enchantments were.


  Around noon, the Tomboy Princess came to the mansion. The young knight who always stayed beside her was one thing, but why had the First Queen and Shadow Hero come along too?


  As I once again felt an indescribable emotion beneath the gazes of the First Queen and Shadow Hero standing two or three steps behind the Tomboy Princess, I sensed that touching on it carelessly would be a bad idea, so I served them tea I had received from the elves.


  While making small talk about where the tea came from, I asked the reason for today’s visit. The matter was simple. The Tomboy Princess wanted us to continue working as her private soldiers.


  The terms were two gold plates per month as a base contract fee, two million gold, roughly twenty million yen. That meant twenty-four gold plates a year, or two hundred forty million yen. If we achieved anything, an appropriate bonus would be paid, and the Tomboy Princess would cover all expenses incurred in carrying out missions. In addition, while these were limited to within the Kingdom, there were numerous perks and opportunities for her to make various accommodations for us.


  Of course, the position came with corresponding dangers, but the income easily surpassed that of lower- and middle-ranking nobles. The conditions could hardly have been better.


  I refused.


  The dumbfounded expressions on the Tomboy Princess and the others, along with Redhead Shorty, who had been present as well, were absolutely priceless. Only Kanami kept smiling cheerfully, though she was probably just enjoying everyone’s reactions. She had a sadistic side like that.


  There were good reasons for refusing the contract.


  If I wanted to learn more about this world, the position of a freely moving mercenary was far more convenient.


  There weren’t just Heroes and Champions, but likely even beings such as Demon Kings, Demon Emperors, Beast Kings, and Beast Emperors who possessed their own dedicated Epics. If I wanted to fight them, this contract would most likely weigh me down like an anchor.


  Besides, becoming the private soldiers of royalty, especially the Tomboy Princess, who was highly likely to become queen, would bring far too many headaches along with it. Physical conflict was welcome, but I had no desire to invite irritatingly persistent harassment onto myself.


  I explained all that too, but the Tomboy Princess was so desperate to persuade me that we just ended up making a different contract. The terms were that she would pay me one gold plate per month and provide some preferential treatment within the Kingdom, in exchange for me not accepting any requests that would place me in opposition to the Tomboy Princess.


  In other words: “You’d be terrifying as an enemy, so please just don’t become one. I’ll pay you for it.”


  Well, something like that was fine.


  That should have concluded the Tomboy Princess’s business, but after that, the First Queen and Shadow Hero caused… various things to happen. I lost to the sheer pressure and enthusiasm they radiated, but the details shall remain private.


  For a while, it felt like being surrounded by excessively fanatical admirers.


  By evening, after a series of events, the four of them finally left, but by then, I was utterly exhausted. To heal my weary mind, I went to sleep in a warm, soft bed that night. But just before drifting off, the display that appeared in my mind left me stunned.


  
    [The hidden condition “Rejection of Bondage” for Final Section: “The Princess of Command” of World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』Chapter Four: “A Proposal for Kingdom Revolution” has been fulfilled.]


    [Unfortunately, the Hidden Condition “The Contract Never Made” was not fulfilled]


    [Reward Earned: Great Treasure Chest [Supreme Grade]]


    [Reward Earned: Ogre-Exclusive Potential Enhancement Elixir]


    [Reward Earned: Demonic Sake, Masterpiece [A Drop of Endless Night Sakura]]


    [Reward Earned: Demonic Sake, Masterpiece [Demon-Drunken Slaughter: Infinite]]


    [Reward Earned: Ancient Stone Tablet That Points the Way]


    [Reward ■■■■ was not granted due to unmet conditions]

  


  … What.


  Thinking that the final contract might have been a mistake after all, I gave up and went to sleep. There was nothing to be done about it now.


  I was extremely curious about the final reward I failed to obtain, but at least there was booze, so I was perfectly happy.


   

  Day 185


  

  Today, I left Solitude’s training to Redhead Shorty, Auro, and Argento, while I focused on making a new model of ear cuffs.


  Incidentally, Kanami spent the time elegantly beside me, reading a novel she had received from the Tomboy Princess while drinking tea.


  First, the ear cuffs we had used until now were enchanted with three abilities: Sustained Regeneration, Basic Strength Boost, and Basic Speed Enhancement. Whereas the previous model had been intended to improve physical performance, the new ear cuffs were enchanted with Hiding Rate Up, Mind Protection, and Lesser Protection Energy.


  With this, wearers should be able to resist mental attacks to some extent.


  Incidentally, I did not add more enchantments to the original ear cuffs because the success rate would drop too low. Instead, they could simply wear a second one.


  Since the second ear cuff did not have a clone attached, its form was simpler, but making enough to distribute to every corps member was already a lot of work, so honestly, this was good enough. If they disliked the appearance, they could decorate it themselves.


  By evening, I somehow finished enough to distribute them to every corps member. Since my level was higher than before, my enchantment speed had increased, which helped. My Job-type abilities had also reached high levels, so I was satisfied overall.


  That night, the blacksmith, who had remained at the base, reported that Gobjii had died. It was not from illness or any external cause, but old age.


  There had certainly been signs. To begin with, he had been near the end of a goblin’s natural lifespan, and lately he had been moving around especially poorly, with more and more of each day spent bedridden. Even his various enthusiastic escapades had settled down recently, so I had figured it would happen soon. The shock was not great.


  Now that Gobjii had died, what came to mind was… well, that he had been a dirty old man.


  I owed him. He had taught me many things about this world, and I was grateful. But there was no doubt he had been a dirty old man. Since I was born, he was probably the one who had impregnated the most slaves.


  With a wry smile and a quiet, “You dirty old man,” I prayed for Gobjii’s soul.


  The stars were shining strangely brightly in the sky tonight.
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  Job Classes


  Abilities that grant various enhancements.


  ◆ Frontline Combat Jobs


  These grant high bonuses to strength, endurance, and similar attributes.


  Heavy Sword Wielder


  Provides bonuses to swordsmanship. Allows the use of heavy equipment, though doing so reduces mobility.


  Dual Sword Wielder


  Grants bonuses while dual-wielding, increasing attack frequency and related abilities.


  Master Sword Wielder


  An extremely powerful job granted only to those who have mastered blade-type combat arts.


  Heavy Warrior


  Greatly increases offense and defense at the cost of speed. Allows heavy equipment usage but reduces mobility.


  Lancer


  Provides bonuses when handling spears.


  Lance Master


  An advanced form of Lancer. Highly proficient in spear combat.


  Sentinel


  Grants bonuses while on guard or lookout duty, making ambushes harder to fall victim to.


  Thief


  Provides bonuses to movement, light equipment, knife usage, stealing, and similar actions. Defense is low, but close-range knife combat is not to be underestimated.


  Shield Warrior


  Raises defensive power beyond that of other jobs when using shields.


  Guardian


  One of the advanced forms of Shield Warrior. Abilities rise while protecting others.


  Vorpal Punisher


  Possesses an extremely high critical hit rate when targeting the neck.


  Axe Master


  An advanced form of Axe Wielder. Can shatter even rock with a single swing of an axe.


  Berserker


  Greatly increases abilities at the cost of rationality.


  Grappler


  Provides high bonuses to grappling and wrestling techniques.


  Dragon Slayer


  A job obtainable only by humans who have slain dragons. Makes killing dragons easier.


  [×] Light Warrior


  Moves quickly at the cost of being unable to equip heavy armor.


  [×] Light Sword Wielder


  Provides bonuses to swordsmanship. Moves quickly at the cost of being unable to equip heavy armor.


  《Light Sword Warrior》


  Moves extremely quickly at the cost of being unable to equip heavy armor. Grants high bonuses to all abilities.


  ◆ Rearline Combat Jobs


  These grant high bonuses to intelligence, magical power, and similar attributes.


  Wizard


  Allows the use of magic.


  High Wizard


  An advanced form of Wizard. Allows the use of more powerful magic.


  Druid


  Possesses healing skills and can manipulate nature to a minor degree.


  Priest


  Cannot manipulate nature, but possesses healing abilities surpassing those of a Druid.


  Enchanter


  Can bestow abilities onto non-living objects.


  Minstrel


  Enhances or weakens targets through song.


  Archer


  Grants high bonuses while using bows or crossbows.


  Hunter


  Provides bonuses while using bows or crossbows. Capable in close combat as well, though the enhancement rate is lower than that of Archer.


  Ranger


  Provides bonuses to ranged combat. An advanced form of Hunter that can also competently handle close combat.


  Sorcerer


  Allows the use of Sorcery, a branch of magic specializing in inflicting status ailments.


  Reservist


  Raises movement speed and related abilities during supply operations for allied forces.


  Magic Artillery Wielder


  Can use bombardment magic, though lacking precision control means accidental self-destruction is not impossible. A versatile and capable job when equipped with a “magic cannon,” but nearly useless without one.


  ◆ Hybrid Combat Jobs


  Convenient jobs capable of both frontline and rearline combat, though they tend toward being jacks-of-all-trades.


  Monk


  Excels not only in hand-to-hand combat, but can also use Divine Arts.


  Crusader


  Can wield powerful swordsmanship and divine arts.


  ◆ Specialized Combat Jobs


  Jobs that display maximum effectiveness under specific conditions.


  Hermit


  Has little presence. Difficult to notice, making surprise attacks from behind easy.


  Assassin


  One of the advanced forms of Hermit. Specialized in assassination.


  Monster Tamer


  Possesses virtually no direct combat ability, but is highly effective against magical beasts.


  ◆ Title Jobs


  These may disappear if one’s position changes.


  Secret Force


  Proof of belonging to a covert unit. Can be concealed from others.


  Commander


  Proof of serving as a unit commander.


  Strategist


  Proof of someone who devises military strategy. A sign of high intelligence.


  ◆ Production Jobs


  Craftsman


  Provides bonuses to delicate and detailed work.


  Farmer


  Provides bonuses to agricultural labor.


  Magic Item Creator


  Can create a wide variety of magic items depending on the user’s skill.


  ◆ Miscellaneous


  Slave


  Proof that one is, or once was, a slave.


  Offensive Abilities


  Abilities that inflict damage.


  ◆ Natural Phenomena Type


  Activates various natural phenomena through willpower.


  Pyrokinesis


  Can generate and manipulate fire within the ability’s range.


  Hydrokinesis


  Can generate and manipulate water within the ability’s range.


  Electromaster


  Can generate and manipulate lightning within the ability’s range.


  Aeromaster


  Can generate and manipulate wind within the ability’s range.


  Ground Control


  Can manipulate the ground within the ability’s range.


  Photon Ruler


  Can generate and manipulate light within the ability’s range.


  Law of Gravity


  Can manipulate gravity within the ability’s range.


  Elemental Manipulation


  Manipulates spirits to produce phenomena such as fire and lightning.


  Burst


  Allows explosive attacks once specific conditions are met.


  Flame Leo


  Covers the user’s entire body in flames whose temperature changes according to emotional fluctuations. The flames never fall below 800 degrees, yet neither the user nor their equipment suffers damage from them.


  [×] Parjanya, Piercing Tempest Left Arm


  By consuming a massive amount of magical power, it can instantly generate and manipulate powerful torrential rain.


  [×] Iratiki, Roaring Thunder Right Arm


  By consuming a massive amount of magical power, it can instantly generate and manipulate powerful lightning.


  《Nūarupiri, Resounding Thunderstorm Twin Arms》


  By consuming a massive amount of magical power, it can instantly generate and manipulate powerful torrential rain and lightning.


  ◆ Direct Physical Attack Type


  Activates through actual physical attacks.


  Triple Thrust


  In addition to the real thrust, two invisible thrusts are generated in arbitrary directions.


  Vorpal Strike


  Delivers a powerful attack aimed at the neck. Raises critical hit rate.


  Back Attack


  Doubles the power of attacks from behind.


  Needle Shot


  Raises accuracy and power during ranged attacks.


  Twin Horn Dance


  Raises horn attack power and enables consecutive attacks.


  End Edge


  Applies a deadly poison to the blade capable of killing with even a graze.


  Horn Blow


  Raises the power of frontal attacks.


  Tail Attack


  Raises tail attack power.


  Leg Sweep


  Raises the success rate and related effectiveness of sweep attacks.


  Great Spin Slash


  Spin while sweeping away the surroundings. Also expands slash range.


  Shield Bash


  Strike the opponent with a shield, hindering their next action.


  Negative Energy


  Continuously inflicts “negative” damage while touching the target. Damage varies according to the user’s level.


  Rapid Thrusts


  The number of thrusts executable per second varies according to proficiency.


  Uppercut


  Produces effects such as increased knockback power.


  Thousand Spears, Hundred Blossoms


  Activates during spear attacks. Impales enemies at such speed that the spear tip appears to branch apart.


  Rush


  A consecutive version of the basic combat art Slash.


  Sonic Flight


  Allows flight at the speed of sound. Shockwaves are generated during flight.


  Headbutt


  Raises attack power when attacking with the head.


  Crystal Crocodile Fangs


  Sharp crystal-like fangs greatly increase biting power. Even steel can be crunched apart.


  Crushing Overkill


  Grants impossible levels of weight relative to appearance.


  Dominance of the Giant King


  Attack power rises dramatically, like the strike of a giant king.


  Armor Crusher


  Especially effective against armored targets such as crustacean-type enemies.


  Earthshaking Hammer


  When using a hammer to strike the ground, it shakes a wide area and temporarily restrains movement. Direct strikes are also overwhelmingly powerful.


  Bee Sting


  Massively increases the power of piercing attacks. Even a honeybee could pierce iron plating with it, but using the ability inflicts severe lethargy and fatigue afterward.


  [×] Ghost Touch


  Activates upon contact. Inflicts low-level mental status ailments.


  [×] Black Ghost Touch


  Activates upon contact. Inflicts low-level mental status ailments. More effective than Ghost Touch.


  [×] Purple Ghost Touch


  Activates upon contact. Inflicts low-level mental status ailments. Slightly more effective than Ghost Touch.


  《Wraith Touch》


  Inflicts medium-level mental status ailments through contact. Has a low chance of escalating into high-level status ailments.


  [×] Unmatched Heavy Strike


  Crushes enemies with an exceptionally heavy strike.


  [×] Raging Chain Assault


  A consecutive version of Matchless Heavy Blow.


  [×] Wild Barrage Blow


  Unleashes heavy blows in a reckless barrage.


  《Raging Bone-Crusher Fist》


  A strike that becomes more effective the more the opponent defends. Naturally, it still boasts tremendous power even if they do not defend.


  [×] Cross Slash


  Unleashes slashes in a cross shape. The point where they intersect has extremely high attack power.


  [×] Holy Cross Slash


  An advanced version of Cross Slash. Adds the Holy Light attribute to the slash, making it highly effective against undead races.


  《Grand Cross Smash》


  A modified version that increases the power of Grand Cross. The slash is imbued with an even stronger Holy attribute.


  [×] Piercing Thrust


  Raises power during thrusting attacks.


  [×] Silent Stab


  Raises power during thrusting attacks. Temporarily reduces sounds such as clothing rustle, making assassination easier.


  [×] Armor Pierce


  When an enemy wears armor, attacks are more likely to slip through gaps.


  《Silent Pierce》


  Unleashes a powerful thrust that pierces even armor without a sound.


  [×] Wind Severance


  Cuts the opponent with the wind that is generated when swinging a weapon. Power and range vary greatly depending on the user.


  [×] Storm Wind


  An advanced version of Wind Severance. Power, range, and other qualities greatly increase.


  《Revised Storm Wind》


  A modified version that increases the power of Storm Wind. Both attack range and power rise.


  [×] Aura Slash


  Wraps a blade in “aura,” increasing its power.


  [×] Heavy Slash


  An advanced version of Slash. The power of a single blow is increased further.


  《Weighted Aura Slash, Heavy》


  Wraps a blade in “aura,” enabling a sharper, heavier-than-usual slash.


  [×] Crescent Moon Slash


  A type of iaijutsu draw slash.


  [×] Flying Slash


  A ranged attack. Releases a flying slash.


  《Soaring Crescent Moon Slash》


  A type of iaijutsu draw slash. Adds a flying slash effect.


  [×] Helmet Splitter


  Raises attack power and related effects by swinging straight down along the centerline.


  [×] Heavy Axe Strike


  Activates during axe attacks. Powerful enough to shatter even rock.


  《Heavy Axe Helmet Splitter》


  By swinging straight down along the centerline, it displays enough power to shatter rock. Effects are doubled when equipped with an axe.


  ◆ Indirect Physical Type


  Abilities that take effect through something else.


  Venom


  Secretes the intended type of poison from pointed areas. Painkillers are also possible.


  Throwing


  Raises accuracy when throwing objects.


  Feathered Arrow


  Allows the user to fire their own feathers like arrows.


  Poison Bomb


  Uses internal mana to create smoke bombs that inflict poison damage. The damage itself is low.


  Spider Web of Restraint


  Uses internal mana to fire something resembling spider silk that temporarily stops the target.


  Death-Seeing Evil Eye


  Can kill an opponent just by looking at them. Against equal or stronger targets, it only slows their movement. Since its range is indiscriminate, it is difficult to use when allies are present.


  Giant’s Iron Hammer


  Cloaks the user in a giant-sized illusion and enables attacks with it.


  Human Bomb


  Turns humans or humanoid monsters into bombs.


  Ghost Cry


  Inflicts low-level mental status ailments with a scream. Can be resisted with a strong mind.


  Abhorrent Black Octopus Ink


  Spits ink from the mouth that causes status ailments. Can also be used as a smoke screen.


  [×] Adamantine Flash Talons


  Gives claws the same hardness as diamond. Also increases speed.


  [×] Paralysis Claws


  If claws graze an enemy, paralytic poison eats into them.


  [×] Burning Claws


  Sets claws aflame, increasing cutting power and related effects.


  《Blazing Adamantine Paralysis Claw》


  Gives the claws the same hardness as diamond and cloaks them in flames with a paralysis effect.


  [×] Dissonance


  Emits an unpleasant sound. Depending on the power gap, it can knock targets unconscious in one hit.


  [×] Panic Voice: Cry of Confusion


  Emits sound waves that confuse enemies. Depending on the power gap, it can drive targets mad enough to die in one hit.


  《Death-Inviting Demon Voice: Death Voice》


  Has a fixed chance to kill those who hear the voice. It is indiscriminate, so caution is required when using it. The greater the level difference, the higher the success rate.


  Defensive Abilities


  Abilities related to defense.


  ◆ Self-Defense Enhancement Type


  Abilities that raise the user’s own defensive power.


  Endure


  Greatly raises defense by taking a defensive posture.


  Exoskeleton Armor


  Allows the user to equip a powerful exoskeleton.


  Magic Resistance


  Raises defense against attacks that use mana. Highly versatile.


  Lesser Dragon Scale Refinement


  Creates wyvern scales. A lower version of Dragon Scale Creation.


  Dense Chitinous Hide


  Greatly raises the defensive power of exoskeletons and skin. Difficult to melt and strong against acid-type attacks.


  Razor-Rough Sharkskin


  Grants skin that scrapes away most things just by rubbing against them. Also lowers water resistance.


  [×] Fur of Steel


  Mainly strengthens fur and skin to the hardness of steel.


  [×] Crystal Crocodile Scale Armor


  Makes the skin as hard as crystal, greatly increasing defense.


  [×] Hard Skin


  Makes the skin extremely hard.


  《Unscarred Black Apostle Hardened Armor Hide》


  Makes skin and body hair extremely hard. Ordinary blades cannot leave even a scratch.


  [×] Scale-Armor Generation


  Turns skin into scales, raising defense.


  [×] Dragon Scale Refinement


  An advanced version of Armor Scale Creation. The scales are as strong as a dragon’s.


  [×]《Dragon Armor Scale Refinement》


  Turns skin into dragon scales. Their strength equals that of a dragon.


  《Sturdy Dragon Scale Armor》


  Scale armor whose strength rose further after being synthesized with Scale-Armor Mobility.


  ◆ Indirect Defense Enhancement Type


  Abilities that raise defense through something else.


  Shield Wall


  Can strengthen shields.


  Flame-Resistant Viscous Secretion


  Secretes viscous fluid from the surface, increasing resistance to heat.


  Black Undead Knight Clothes


  Generates a black aura around the body with high resistance to physical, magical, and light-based attacks.


  [×] Shell Defense


  Raises the defensive power of equipment made from shells or carapaces.


  [×] Shell Retreat


  Raises the defensive power of equipment made from shells or carapaces.


  [×] Hard Shell of the Diamond Spider


  Raises the defensive power of equipment made from carapaces.


  [×]《Unbreakable Fortress Carapace》


  Dramatically raises the defensive power of equipment made from carapaces and similar materials.


  [×] Wrought Iron Exoskeleton Armor


  Greatly raises equipment defense.


  《Unbreakable Fortress Exoskeleton》


  Greatly raises equipment defense. The effect is stronger when carapace-type materials are used.


  [×] Scale-Armor Mobility


  Increases scale hardness while preventing movement from being hindered.


  ◆ Spatial Dominion Defense Type


  Only takes effect within a specific range.


  ■ Beast’s Guardian Domain


  One of the highest-ranking spatial dominion defense abilities. Protects allies within range.


  ◆ Damage Reduction Defense Type


  Slightly strengthens resistance against specific attacks.


  Physical Attack Mitigation


  Reduces physical attack damage by 25%.


  [×] Lower Damage Reduction


  Reduces all physical damage by 25%.


  [×] Lower Magic Damage Reduction


  Reduces all magic damage by 25%.


  《Lower Physical and Magic Damage Reduction》


  Reduces all physical and magical damage by 20%.


  ◆ Resistance Defense Type


  Strengthens resistance against specific attacks.


  Tolerance: Venom


  Reduces deadly poison damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Evil Eye


  Grants resistance against mystic eyes.


  Tolerance: Pain


  Grants resistance to pain.


  Tolerance: Charm


  Grants resistance to charm.


  Tolerance: Assassination


  Grants resistance to assassination. When an assassination attempt occurs, the nape tingles uneasily.


  Tolerance: Aqua


  Reduces water and ice damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Lightning


  Reduces lightning damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Flame


  Reduces fire and heat damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Storm


  Reduces wind and dust damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Earth


  Reduces rock and earth damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Photon


  Reduces light-system damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Darkness


  Reduces darkness-system damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: All


  Reduces all elemental damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Paralysis


  Grants resistance to paralysis.


  Tolerance: Physical Attack


  Reduces physical attack damage by 50%.


  Tolerance: Slash


  Reduces slash damage by 50%. Makes the user harder to cut.


  Tolerance: Stab


  Reduces thrust damage by 50%. Makes the user harder to pierce.


  Tolerance: Smell


  Grants resistance to odors, allowing action even amid foul stench.


  ◆ Perfect Resistance Type


  Greatly strengthens resistance against specific attacks.


  Perfect Tolerance: Flame


  Reduces fire and heat damage by 75%.


  Perfect Tolerance: Storm


  Reduces wind and dust damage by 75%.


  Perfect Tolerance: Aqua


  Reduces water and ice damage by 75%.


  Perfect Tolerance: Lightning


  Reduces lightning damage by 75%.


  Perfect Tolerance: Earth


  Reduces rock and earth damage by 75%.


  Perfect Tolerance: Evil Eye


  Reduces mystic eye damage by 75%.


  ◆ Nullification Type


  Reduces specific attacks by 100%.


  Nullification: Bad Status


  Prevents status abnormalities.


  Nullification: Cold


  Cold has no effect.


  Nullification: Thunderbolt


  Thunder and lightning have no effect.


  Critical Hit Nullification


  Prevents critical hits from occurring.


  
    	Defensive abilities can be activated in overlap, but even using Resistance and Reduction at the same time only results in about 60% reduction.


    	Highly versatile abilities such as all-element resistance have lower reduction rates than single-target resistances.


    	There are also offensive abilities such as “defense-ignoring attacks” and “resistance nullification,” so these are by no means invincible.

  


  Vulnerability Abilities


  Bad statuses. Normally kept off.


  Bludgeoning Weakness


  Makes the user weak to blunt strikes, increasing damage to more than double normal.


  Holy Damage Weakness


  Adds extra damage when receiving sunlight or light attacks. Holy-attribute attacks are fatal to undead races, though this may not apply depending on the difference in power.


  Fire Damage Weakness


  Makes the user weak to fire, increasing damage to more than double normal.


  Cold Weakness


  Makes the user weak to cold, increasing damage to more than double normal.


  Severe Pain Resistance and Stunning Dullness


  Prevents the user from feeling pain and similar sensations, but also removes sensations such as touch in the hands. Useful when seriously injured.


  Intimidation Vulnerability


  Makes the user susceptible to intimidation. Causes cowardice.


  Poikilothermic Incompatibility


  Prevents the user from handling sudden temperature changes, slowing movement.


  Luck Reduction


  Makes misfortune more likely.


  [×] Sunlight Weakness


  Makes the user weak to light, causing damage simply from being illuminated.


  [×] Light Damage Weakness


  Stacks with Sunlight Vulnerability and increases damage.


  《Severe Weakness to Sunlight Damage》


  Makes the user extremely weak to sunlight, causing them to burst into flames when illuminated.


  Recovery Abilities


  Abilities related to recovery.


  Molting


  Allows full recovery by molting. However, overuse shortens lifespan.


  Fluid Regeneration


  By absorbing fluids, even damage on the level of lost limbs can be restored.


  Miasma Life


  Receiving “negative” damage instead heals the user.


  Elixir Blood


  The user’s blood functions as a secret elven elixir.


  Hibernation


  Sleeping strengthens natural recovery.


  Super Regeneration


  The more damage the user receives, the more the body strengthens during recovery.


  [×] Abnormally High Vitality of the Giant Race


  Grants recovery power equal to that of giantkin.


  [×] High-Speed Healing


  Increases healing speed.


  [×] High-Speed Regeneration


  An advanced version of High-Speed Healing. Depending on the user’s stamina, even lost organs and limbs can be newly created.


  [×] Resilient Life


  Increases healing speed.


  《Ultra-Speed Regeneration》


  Astonishing vitality that immediately heals even fatal wounds. Even a lost arm grows back instantly.


  Sensory Enhancement Abilities


  Enhance the five senses and sixth sense.


  Lorenzini Organ


  Grants the organ in a shark’s head that detects electrical currents. With enough proficiency, even the faint electrical currents in living bodies can be detected.


  [×] Infrared Vision


  Enhances vision, allowing the user to see heat.


  [×] Echolocation


  Emits ultrasonic waves from the mouth and grasps the surroundings through the reflected waves that return. At higher levels, it can be repurposed for attacks.


  [×] Presence Detection


  Unconsciously recognizes and classifies nearby living beings through sounds, smells, and similar cues.


  [×] Trap Detection


  Allows traps to be sensed through a sixth sense.


  [×] Enemy Detection


  Allows enemies to be identified through a sixth sense.


  《Early Threat Detection Network: Phased-Array Radar》


  Allows the user to discover and recognize entities that would harm them.


  [×] Precognition


  Predicts enemy attacks within the field of vision and displays attack trajectories as red lines.


  [×] Visual Field Boost


  Expands the field of vision to nearly 360 degrees.


  [×]《Eyes of an Instant》


  Expands the range of Foresight and eliminates blind spots.


  [×] Hawk Eye


  Allows the user to see far into the distance.


  [×] Wind Reading


  Allows the user to sense the flow of wind. At higher levels, the user becomes able to see the flow of wind.


  《Spatial Awareness Sense: Area》


  Reads everything within a certain range. Blind spots cease to exist, and even invisible enemies can be detected through air movement.


  Enhancement Abilities


  Enhances things other than the five senses and sixth sense.


  ◆ Physical Enhancement Type


  Abilities that strengthen the body.


  Hard Qigong


  Makes the body harder.


  Light Qigong


  Makes the body lighter.


  Enhanced Digestion and Absorption


  Enhances digestion and absorption. Causes the user to become a big eater, making it easy to gain weight.


  Sleepless and Tireless


  Prevents fatigue.


  Bone-Crushing Charge: Rhinoceros Form


  Strengthens skin and muscles, greatly increasing power. As the level rises, the user becomes able to produce phantoms that expand attacks.


  Stone Head


  Makes the head harder.


  Stamina Value Increase


  Raises maximum stamina. However, activating it does not restore the increased amount, so it is meaningless unless the ability is normally kept active and stamina is filled to the new maximum.


  [×] Blood Flow Manipulation


  Manipulates blood flow to enhance strength.


  [×] Mighty Muscles of the Mountain Lord


  Strengthens muscles, enabling tremendous power.


  [×] Leap Strength Boost


  Strengthens jumping power.


  [×] Strength Boost


  Strengthens strength.


  [×]《Tenacious Body of the Dark Demon》


  Makes muscular strength extremely powerful, but controlling force becomes difficult.


  [×] Guardian of Coarse Fur


  Makes fur sturdy enough that even blades cannot cut through it.


  [×] Resilient Skeleton


  Strengthens bones, making them extremely sturdy.


  [×] Tough Skin of the Mountain Lord


  Strengthens skin. Also useful for defense.


  [×] Flesh and Blood of the Giant King


  Grants enough muscle strength to support a giant’s body.


  [×] Skeleton of the Giant King


  Grants bone hardness equal to a giant’s.


  《Transcendent Adamantine Power Beyond Reason》


  The strongest physical enhancement ability. Allows the user to exert tremendous strength and repel even tank shells with their skin.


  [×] Rising Combat Instinct


  Removes the body’s limiter, enabling tremendous power in exchange for damage to muscle fibers and similar tissues.


  [×] Survival Instinct


  Activates upon sensing death or nearly dying. Grants every ability needed to survive, such as pain numbness and increased muscle strength. However, activation shortens lifespan.


  《Rampaging Black Demon Instinct: Berserker Mode》


  The user rampages madly according to instinct. If they have mastered techniques to the level of conditioned reflexes, those techniques can still be used.


  ◆ Indirect Enhancement Type


  Indirectly enhances specific effects.


  Capture Power Enhancement


  Raises the power of restraints when capturing or binding a target.


  [×] Blade Strike Enhancement


  Raises power during slashing attacks.


  [×] Piercing Power Enhancement


  Raises power during piercing attacks.


  《Slash and Pierce Enhancement》


  Raises power during slashing and piercing attacks.


  ◆ Special Enhancement Type


  Takes effect under specific circumstances.


  Evasion Rate Up


  Raises evasion rate during evasive actions.


  Escape Dash


  Allows faster movement when fleeing.


  Mountain Traversal


  Raises traversal ability when the terrain is mountainous.


  Ogre Slayer


  Grants various advantages against giant-type races.


  Large Prey Killer


  Makes stronger enemies easier to kill.


  [×] Demon Slayer


  Makes demonic races easier to kill.


  [×] Kin Slayer


  Grants various bonuses when killing members of one’s own race.


  《Demon-Slaying Pretender of the Demon Legion》


  Makes demonic races extremely easy to kill.


  [×] Charge Boost


  Enhances speed and attack power when running straight ahead.


  [×] Headlong Rush


  Increases speed when running straight ahead.


  《Battle Cry of the Black Apostolic Demon》


  Greatly increases speed when running straight ahead and destroys everything along the path.


  Support Abilities


  Abilities related to support.


  ◆ Magic-Related Type


  Abilities related to magic.


  Internal Mana Control


  Makes internal magical power easier to control.


  Mana Manipulation


  Makes external magical power easier to control.


  Spell Speed Up


  Allows magic to be used by chanting only the important parts of a spell.


  Mana Absorption


  Absorbs surrounding mana and converts it into internal magical power.


  Magic Fusion


  Joins another person’s magical power with one’s own, making powerful magic easier to use.


  Wisdom of the Giant King


  Allows the user to somehow gain knowledge they should not know regarding magic usage and related matters.


  ◆ Mental-Related Type


  Abilities related to the mind.


  Brave Heart


  Has a fixed chance to nullify mental bad statuses such as panic and fear. The nullification rate rises as the level increases.


  One-Sided Sense of Justice


  Imposes one’s own justice and raises one’s fighting spirit.


  Pure Faith


  Grants pure, untainted faith. One of the conditions that makes the user more likely to be favored by the Gods.


  Foolishly Blind Faith


  Allows the user to ignore morals, aversion, and similar feelings for the sake of faith, and prevents fear.


  Chivalry


  Allows the user to display the spirit of a knight. Raises the abilities of Knights.


  Dragon Arts


  The state of mind upheld by Dragonewt martial artists. Repels mental attacks.


  Overlord’s Path of Domination


  When walking the path of supremacy the user believes in, mental strength rises dramatically.


  Chained Soul


  Connects part of the user’s soul with another’s, allowing communication even at great distances. The side effects are severe, and if one dies, the other also dies.


  Chicken Heart


  Makes the user cowardly, dramatically increasing danger-sensing ability.


  [×] Think Fast


  Accelerates thinking speed.


  [×] Dual Processing


  Allows the user to think about multiple things simultaneously.


  《Dual High-Speed Processing》


  Accelerates thinking speed and allows the user to think about multiple things simultaneously.


  ◆ Combat-Related Type


  Support useful in combat.


  Vampiric Drain


  Drains blood from enemies and immediately converts it into the user’s own blood.


  PvP Combat Ability Increase


  Raises overall ability when fighting humans.


  Assassination Adjustment


  Raises the success rate of assassination.


  Hidden Weapon Mastery


  Improves handling of hidden weapons the more they are used.


  Metamorphosis


  Allows the user to freely change their body shape.


  Silent Assassination: Silent Kill


  Allows silent movement when carrying out an assassination.


  Precocious Growth


  Makes combat techniques easier to improve in a short period.


  Intuition


  Allows danger to be avoided by somehow sensing it.


  Equipment Manifestation


  Can create objects to some extent according to the user’s intent. However, they disappear around ten seconds after being released.


  Higher Equipment Manifestation


  Can create simple magic items. However, they disappear around twenty seconds after being released.


  Sword Storm Dance


  Temporarily raises attack power and similar attributes through a unique dance or song.


  Water Guard Formation


  Stirs up surrounding water and turns it into a temporary shield.


  Sky Predator


  While flying, raises the user’s stats and lowers enemy stats. The greater the level difference, the larger the gap becomes.


  Underwater Predator


  While submerged, raises the user’s stats and lowers enemy stats.


  Escape Bomb


  Uses internal magical power to create smoke bombs.


  Physical Attack Boost


  Raises attack power during physical attacks.


  Energy-Refining Arts


  Refines energy within the body to strengthen it. Benefits are limited without a certain degree of proficiency.


  Lesser Dragon Eye


  Intimidates weaker beings through sight and can stop their movement.


  Wyvern Roar


  Inflicts status ailments on weaker beings. If used near the target, it can sometimes blow them away.


  Lesser Dragon Flesh Lament


  A roar formed from condensed negative emotion. It not only inflicts mental status ailments on those who hear it, but can also blow targets away if they are close.


  [×] Intimidation of the Strong


  Simply facing the user produces an intimidating pressure that hinders movement.


  [×] Giant King’s Dignity


  Simply standing still causes opponents to feel overwhelming pressure, as though standing before a giant.


  《Authority of the Black Apostle Demon》


  Overwhelms opponents with enough pressure that they feel compelled to kneel.


  [×] Carrier of Pestilence


  Raises the success rate of inflicting illness and similar conditions.


  [×] Affliction Infection


  Raises the infection rate of plagues when living beings are gathered above a certain density.


  [×] Plague Diffusion


  Spreads an atmosphere that causes various diseases when inhaled.


  《Black Apostle of Pestilence》


  Scatters vicious viruses through breath, evaporated sweat, and similar means. Destroying an entire city is easy. The user’s blood serves as the cure.


  [×] Evil Eye


  Restrains the movements of weaker opponents through eye contact. Even opponents of the same rank can have their actions delayed with a certain probability.


  [×] Intimidating Gaze


  Hinders enemy movement through eye contact. The stronger the user becomes, the more effective it grows.


  《Evil Eye of the Dark Demon》


  Restrains enemy movement through eye contact. If the gap in strength is too great, targets become completely unable to move.


  [×] Intimidating Roar


  Lets out a loud roar to intimidate enemies. Success inflicts the Cower state.


  [×] Cry of the Scaled Horse


  Activates through voice. Hinders enemy movement.


  [×]《Roar of the Dark Demon》


  A literal sonic bombardment that forcibly inflicts the Cringing state through sheer volume. The principle is simple, which only makes it more powerful.


  [×] Roar of the Mountain Lord


  Releases a sonic attack strong enough to inflict damage at close range.


  《Roar of the Dark Servant Demon》


  Produces impossibly loud sound. Inflicts various status ailments upon those who hear it.


  [×] Regeneration Inhibition


  Worsens the healing of injuries inflicted on targets.


  [×] Cursed Scar


  Inflicts random curses on wounded targets.


  《Unhealing Cursed Wound》


  Slows the healing of wounds inflicted on targets while simultaneously inflicting random curses.


  ◆ Command-Related Type


  Abilities related to controlling subordinates.


  Overlord’s Command


  Grants bonuses such as strengthening subordinates.


  Army Command


  Grants bonuses related to commanding and strengthening subordinates.


  Overlord’s Path of Domination


  Grants the qualifications and mindset of a king.


  King’s Tyranny


  Greatly raises the success rate of exploitation in exchange for increasing the chance of rebellion. Also grants bonuses such as strengthening allied forces.


  Black Bone Army Commander


  Raises the stats of skeleton-type subordinates.


  ◆ Stealth-Related Type


  Abilities related to covert activity.


  Tracking


  Makes the user harder to detect while tracking.


  Hiding


  Makes the user easier to conceal.


  Self-Status Concealment


  Hides the user’s status from others.


  Resident of the Deep Green


  Makes the user harder to find in forests and other heavily wooded areas.


  Shapeshift


  Allows transformation into various things. However, body mass cannot be changed, so if an ogre transforms into a human, it becomes an ogre-sized human.


  Silent Flight


  Eliminates sound while flying.


  [×] Presence Concealment


  Makes the user’s presence difficult to detect.


  [×] Sneaking


  When wearing non-metal armor, footsteps and presence become difficult to perceive.


  [×] Perception Interference


  Interferes with recognition itself, making the user difficult to notice.


  《Cognitive Obscuration》


  Makes recognizing the user difficult even when standing directly in front of them.


  ◆ Information Gathering Type


  Status Perception Skill: Ray


  Allows the user to identify status ailments such as poison and paralysis, as well as support effects currently applied. However, the amount of information obtained is limited.


  Wiretapping


  Allows voices to be heard to some extent even through walls. As the level rises, both range and precision improve.


  ◆ Skill-Related Type


  Unlocking


  Allows locks to be opened.


  Disarm Trap


  Allows traps to be disarmed.


  Speed Reading


  Allows books to be read quickly.


  Riding


  Allows the user to somehow handle vehicles and mounts.


  Donation


  Grants skill in bribery.


  Kidnapping


  Makes the user harder to discover while abducting someone.


  High-Speed Swim


  Greatly increases swimming speed.


  Proficiency Abilities


  Abilities that grant understanding in how to handle things.


  Axe and Spear Mastery


  Grants an intuitive understanding of how to handle axe-lances.


  Pack Hunting


  Grants an intuitive understanding of hunting in groups.


  Magic Fundamentals


  Grants an intuitive understanding of how to use magic.


  Archery Proficiency


  Grants an intuitive understanding of how to use bows.


  Sword Wielding Knowledge


  Grants an intuitive understanding of how to handle blades.


  Protector’s Knowledge


  Grants an intuitive understanding of proper defensive methods.


  Master of Martial Arts


  Grants an intuitive understanding of martial arts in general.


  High-Speed Flight Proficiency


  Grants an intuitive understanding of high-speed flight.


  Bloodline / Factor Abilities


  Powers inherited through bloodlines.


  Warrior’s Lineage


  Possesses exceptional combat ability as a warrior.


  Knight’s Lineage


  Possesses exceptional combat ability as a knight.


  Giant Factor


  A factor passed down through the giant race across generations.


  Undead Knight Factor


  The factor of an Undead Knight. Lesser undead races feel intimidated merely by facing the user.


  Great Ogre Bloodline


  The blood flowing through gigantic ogres. Makes the body more likely to grow larger while amplifying physical strength. Also increases the likelihood of evolving into giant ogre-type variants.


  Blessing of Love Abilities


  Blessings bestowed by specific species.


  Blessed Love of the Host Tree Dryad


  Raises all abilities in environments rich with trees, improves Hiding abilities, and enhances natural healing.


  Divine Protection Abilities


  Blessings bestowed by the gods.


  Blessing of the Demigod of Flame


  Grants bonuses during flame and heat-based attacks.


  Blessing of the Demigod of Compassion


  Grants bonuses during healing actions.


  Blessing of the Thunder God


  Grants bonuses during wind- and storm-based attacks. Since this deity ranks above a demigod, the effect is stronger.


  Blessing of the Demigod of Dance


  Grants bonuses related to dancing. Also improves evasion ability.


  Blessing of the Demigod of Creation


  Grants bonuses while crafting or creating things.


  Divine Protection of the Great God Governing Terminus and Origin


  ???


  Divine Favor Abilities


  Proof that one is favored by the gods.


  Chosen Child of ■■■


  A power bestowed by a certain existence.


  Language Abilities


  Abilities related to language.


  Orcish Language Comprehension


  Allows communication with orcs.


  Kobold Language Comprehension


  Allows communication with kobolds.


  Human Language Comprehension


  Allows communication with humans.


  Lizardman Language Comprehension


  Allows communication with lizardfolk.


  Elven Language Comprehension


  Allows communication with elves.


  Giant Language Comprehension


  Allows communication with giants.


  (Note: The differences between these languages are closer to regional dialects.)


  Production Abilities


  ◆ Creation Type


  Abilities useful for creating things.


  Lower Undead Creation


  Allows the creation of undead ranked lower than the user. Can continue indefinitely so long as magical power remains.


  Lesser Giant Creation


  Allows the creation of giants ranked lower than the user. Requires magical power equal to fifty lower undead creations per giant.


  Self-Replication


  Allows the creation of clones from the user’s bodily fluids or flesh. These clones can absorb moisture to increase their own mass.


  Blacksmithing


  Grants bonuses related to smithing.


  Spider Silk Generation


  Allows white thread generated from the fingertips to be launched.


  Golden Silk Generation


  Allows golden thread generated from the fingertips to be launched.


  Bone Fusion


  Allows various creations to be made using bones as materials.


  Unbridled Libido


  Makes the user sexually inexhaustible.


  Trap Creation


  Grants bonuses when creating traps. At higher levels, new trap ideas may suddenly come to mind.


  Synthesis


  Allows abilities to be fused into new abilities, or items to be combined into entirely new creations.


  Elytra Generation


  Allows the creation of wing covers.


  Feather Generation


  Allows the creation of feathers.


  Chaos Wraith


  Fuses astral-type monsters such as ghosts together, amplifying their emotions to strengthen them. Since the user possesses no control over the resulting existence, caution is advised.


  Tentacle Generation


  Allows parts of the body to become tentacles. However, without practice, only crude movement is possible.


  Master Beekeeper


  Raises success rates and product quality during beekeeping activities.


  [×] Blade Bone Generation


  Allows blade-shaped bones to be created.


  [×] Acute Angle Creation


  Allows horn-shaped bones to be created.


  《Sharp Blade Bone Generation》


  Creates sharp blade-like bones. Can extend them up to roughly thirty centimeters. Can also alter them into drill-like shapes.


  ◆ Handling Type


  Abilities useful for handling objects.


  Item Appraisal


  Can extract information from any object. However, only simple details can be learned.


  Advanced Tool Appraisal: All Appraisal, Magic Item


  Can appraise tools. While not as broad in scope as Item Appraisal, it provides more detailed information.


  Sell Price +30%


  For some reason, the user’s selling price becomes higher than market value.


  Buy Price -30%


  For some reason, the price others charge the user becomes lower than market value.


  Subjugation


  Grants objects the effect: “Forces the wearer to obey the owner.”


  Spider Silk Manipulation


  Grants bonuses when manipulating thin objects such as thread.


  Other


  Bodily Fluid Manipulation


  Allows the user to freely alter the properties of their own bodily fluids.


  Stench


  Produces an unbearable stench.


  Aquatic


  Allows life underwater.


  Oxygen Independence


  Eliminates the need for oxygen.


  Parasitism


  Allows parasitizing others. This was actually acquired by eating the horsehair worm that had parasitized a Poison Mantis.


  Elietan Script Decipherment


  Allows the user to read the continent’s written language without studying it.


  Mental Mapping


  Allows places the user has visited to be turned into mental maps.


  Item Box


  Allows tools and items to be stored within a subspace. Up to ninety-nine items of the same type can be stored together.


  Golden Order


  Raises the likelihood of wealth naturally flowing toward the user.


  Luck


  Makes good things more likely to happen.


  Doom


  Makes bad things more likely to happen.


  Call of the Kindred


  Lets out a loud voice to summon nearby members of the same race or allies.


  Melody of the Red Crystal


  While playing an instrument, suppresses emotional agitation and mental abnormalities.


  Soul Eater


  Allows the consumption of non-corporeal monsters such as ghosts.


  Divine Construct of Another World


  An outsider summoned by the Great God Governing Spacetime and the Sea of Stars. Receives various blessings woven into the body prepared as that being’s vessel.


  Unique Skills


  Abilities obtained from true names, titles, weapons, and the like.


  ◆ Abilities Obtained Through the True Name Prince of the Night Heavens


  Lord of the Demon Night Parade


  Increases the growth rate of subordinates. Also grants bonuses such as raising the overall combat ability of forces under the user’s command.


  Demon Devourer of the Twilight Hour


  Greatly increases stats during certain times of day and grants bonuses such as increasing the stats of ogre-type subordinates.


  Special Skills


  Abilities obtained by fulfilling specific conditions.


  Heretic Nemesis


  During an Eschatology Conquest War against holders of different Epics, the abilities of Main Casts and Supporting Casts possessing Divine Protections are enhanced.


  Enhancement Rates:


  
    	Great Gods: 300%


    	Gods: 200%


    	Demigods: 100%

  


  For holders of multiple Divine Protections, the enhancement rate further increases by:


  
    	+10% per God


    	+5% per Demigod

  


  However, the total bonus is capped at 300%.


  (Example) During the battle against the Tidal Quake Hero, Kanami had blessings from two Gods, making her Dual God Class. Her base increase of 200% gained an additional 10% from the second God, resulting in a total increase of 210%.


  If Minokichi possessed the blessing of one God and two Demigods, he would become Triple God Class, receiving the God’s 200% plus two additional 5% Demigod bonuses, for a total increase of 210%.


  Fate Plunderer


  Steals the fate of others and makes it one’s own. It is even possible to absorb defeated Epic Awakeners into one’s own Epic. However, defeat is not entirely disastrous for the loser either. Miracles may occur, such as mortally wounded subordinates surviving.


  Mythological Main Cast: World Epic『The Tale of the Black Eclipse Demon』


  A world-influencing story granted to one chosen by the Great God Governing Terminus and Origin. Since it selects and possesses Supporting Casts such as the Eightfold Demon Generals and ■■■■ from among the user’s subordinates, its sphere of influence is vastly broader than that of ordinary Epics.


  Overwhelming Conquest


  Crushes others through overwhelming violence. Depending on the wielder’s combat style, it may evolve into either a physically specialized or magic-specialized form, but it generally grants overwhelmingly destructive offensive power across the board.


  Collection of Martial Valor


  Grants a weapon-exclusive Item Box that stores the weapons of those slain on the battlefield as proof of their existence or memories of having fought them. However, if shields or armor were used as weapons, they may also be stored as exceptions.


  Rare Skills


  Abilities obtained by clearing Frontier Epics.


  Three Steps of Annihilation


  For the three steps taken after deciding to kill, attack power rises progressively. The second step is stronger than the first, and the third stronger than the second. Since the power is immense, usage is limited to once per day.


  Devourer of the Living


  Proof of having eaten a boss alive. Once the user begins eating prey alive, the prey becomes difficult to kill.


  Captor and Devourer


  Improves the ability to capture fleeing targets. If prey is eaten while captured, its freshness lasts longer.


  Water Spirit Slayer


  Grants overwhelming advantage against monsters classified as water spirits.


  Water Spirit Annihilator


  A superior version of Water Spirit Slayer.


  Slaughter Battlefield


  Lowers the abilities of enemies within a certain radius centered on the user. While the effect itself is not especially large, in battle even such slight reductions can become fatal. The more enemy forces are slaughtered, the more their spirits are shaken and weakened, while the user’s own abilities continue rising.


  Skills Possessed by Goblins


  Night Vision


  Allows sight even in darkness.


  Precocious Growth


  Causes earlier birth and faster maturation.


  Violation


  Makes it easier to impregnate other races, especially humans.


  Cunning


  The more desperate the situation becomes, the more devious ideas come to mind.


  Demonic Factor


  The factor of demons.


  Skills Possessed by Hobgoblins


  Overlord’s Command (Weak)


  Makes it slightly easier to command lower-ranking demons.


  Minor Intelligence (Weak)


  Makes it easier to think and act rationally.


  Skills Possessed by Hobgoblin Variants


  Seed of Evolution


  Having experienced Existence Evolution causes the next generation to grow more easily.


  Skills Possessed by Ogres


  Superhuman Strength


  Exactly as the name suggests, grants monstrous strength.


  Robust Body


  Exactly as the name suggests, grants a powerful physique.


  Roar of the Dark Demon


  An extremely loud roar. Hearing it nearby can rupture eardrums.


  Overlord’s Command (Medium)


  Makes it easier to command lower-ranking ogres.


  High-Speed Healing


  Allows wounds and illnesses to heal quickly.


  Skills Possessed by Ogre Variants


  Resistance Acquisition


  Makes it easier to gain resistance to actions the user has received many times.


  Mighty Muscles of the Mountain Lord


  An enhanced version of Superhuman Strength.


  Slash Resistance


  Resistance to slashing attacks.


  Physical Attack Mitigation


  Resistance to physical attacks.


  Skills Possessed by Ogre Rare Species


  Rare Species Seed


  Since the species is close to extinction, it becomes easier to leave descendants.


  Rare Species Bloodline


  Depending on the location, the user may be heavily protected or captured and turned into a spectacle.


  Selection Mark


  Proof of being a rare species. Allows the user to carve the same mark into subordinates, increasing their abilities.


  Skills Possessed by Apostle Lords


  True Name Bestowal


  Grants a true name. Unique skills may sometimes be obtained from true names.


  Preaching


  Spreads the teachings of a god.


  Demonic Command


  Commands demons lower-ranking than the user.


  Evil Eye


  Can immobilize weaker beings with only a glare.


  Aura of Domination


  Allows self-enhancement through a power called aura.


  Demon Orb Creation


  Forms weapons and armor suited to the user’s race and self from the Demon Orb, the symbol of the demonic race.


  Living Armor Creation


  Allows the creation of living armor.


  Tolerance: All


  Reduces all elemental damage by 50%.


  Skills Possessed by Apostle Lord Extinct Species


  Extinct Bloodline


  Proof of inheriting the blood of an extinct ancestor. Makes the next generation’s abilities more likely to improve.


  Extinction Revival


  Reviving an extinct species grants various benefits.


  Ancient Memories


  Grants fragmented information from the era before the species died out.


  Fossil Restoration


  If a certain amount of ancient fossils are available, the user can generate individuals as they were in life. Generated beings can be enslaved.


   

  Back Matter


  

  Author: Kanekiru Kogitsune


  A resident of Shikoku, Kanekiru Kogitsune began posting fiction online in late 2009 and quickly gained a devoted following. Re:Monster marks his official debut in print.


  Illustrator by Yamada


  
    

  


  This novel is an edited and expanded version of a story originally serialized on the Japanese web fiction platform Let’s Become a Novelist


  Thank you all


  Thank you for reaching the end of Re:Monster Volume 4! We hope you’ve enjoyed the savage and bloody beginning of Gobrou's rise as the reincarnated goblin. His struggle for survival, evolution, and dominance is just getting started, and your support means the world to us as his relentless saga continues!


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!


  
    [image: QR]
  


  [image: hanashi-media-logo]


  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up
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