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      Chapter 1: A Difficult Quest, “The Tortoise That Protects the Forest”


      King Basileus held his head in his hands and sighed. “What do I do?”


      He simply had too many problems to solve. There was the kidnapping of the second imperial princess, that attack by one of the Four Fiends, and increased demon activity. Plus, one of the Heroes, who should have been a ray of hope in the darkness, had stolen the Holy Sword—and the secondary damage that had caused couldn’t be ignored either. Both the demons and Allen had to be dealt with swiftly.


      However, the Three Great Nations currently lacked the military might for an all-out war with the demons. In fact, they had failed to secure even the necessary forces to hunt Allen and his party down. Their situation was dire.


      “And yet...” Basileus glanced at the letter on his desk. It was blackmail, and the sender was undoubtedly a demon. Their demand was simple. “Either hand over the owner of the Magic Staff and the second imperial princess, or I die, huh?”


      Basileus had no clue how they planned on killing him, but if a letter like that had made it to his desk in the first place, then the demons had to already have conspirators here inside the castle. Considering the perpetrator had intel on the princess and had managed to infiltrate the securely guarded chambers of the king, it was incredibly unlikely that this was a prank.


      “What shall I do, then? Both the Holy Principality and the empire have their hands full as it is. They will have no aid to send me.”


      Typically, the next move would be to employ knights and highly ranked adventurers to bolster their defenses, but the Fuhlen Kingdom had already reached their defensive limits. More than anything, there was currently not a soul in the whole kingdom capable of battling one of the generals of the Demon King’s army on equal footing, save perhaps Therion or Elaina.


      “But it is best for them to serve as the princess’s guards, and I doubt they’d heed my demands in the first place.”


      They could not afford to place any further burden on the princess’s body or soul anyway, and the same went for the white mage. He was now heralded as a savior and was the one sliver of hope they still had despite their dire circumstances.


      Basileus reflected silently. Multiple highly ranked adventures had perished during that dungeon dive. But at this rate, their sacrifices would prove meaningless.


      Given the situation, he wanted to avoid feeding into his people’s anxieties. Thus, he slipped the letter into a locked drawer.


      ***


      The recent dungeon conquering wasn’t something you could celebrate with unabashed glee, but thanks to it, I had managed to gain a strong item and the title of S-rank adventurer.


      But S-rank? That was the highest rank there was, a title countless adventurers had striven for and most failed to obtain. Quite honestly, the accolade felt like a waste on me. Obviously, I hadn’t gotten here on my own, and I had only managed to achieve this thanks to my comrades. I couldn’t forget that, and I couldn’t let it get to my head.


      “So, I’m an S-rank adventurer now...”


      Today, I would accept a difficult quest alongside Yui and the rest of our party, even though I’d only just reached S-rank. And honestly, I really wasn’t a fan of this. Just because I was now an S-rank adventurer, that didn’t mean I was strong. I wanted to take my time and gradually move on to more difficult quests, but I wasn’t in any position to say that right now.


      This quest came from a village in the sticks, and due to certain circumstances, it had already been decided that we’d be the ones accepting this quest. Some in my party were interested, and the client had already made the days-long journey to the capital. There was no turning it down now, save for an emergency.


      We had already been told a bit about the quest, and apparently, the Adventurer’s Guild would fill us in on the details once we arrived.


      “I guess it’s about time, huh?” I picked up my new staff, which I had propped up in a corner of my room. For some reason, it just felt right in my hand. I hadn’t used it for long, but it already felt like it had been years. Though I was still worried about the translucent grimoire that appeared whenever I wielded the thing. And yeah, it was super easy to use, but...


      “Ultimately, I couldn’t find anything about that inside the diary of this staff’s creator. Plus, a professional of that field won’t even be able to touch the thing. It seems like I’ve got no choice but to give up.”


      I had asked some of the kingdom’s researchers and weaponsmiths to look into the staff, but the results had been catastrophic. Really, I hadn’t had much hope ever since we’d discovered its properties were similar to the Holy Sword’s, but it was hard not to be afraid of wielding a weapon so shrouded in mystery.


      That diary had all sorts of ominous accounts, like how multiple of the staff’s wielders had died or heard strange voices. But as of now, I hadn’t noticed any visual or auditory hallucinations, or any health problems either. Still, I couldn’t completely wipe away my fears.


      “It’s not cursed, is it?” I imagined this curse claiming my life and gulped. “Seriously, give me a break.”


      Just to be safe, I made sure my old staff was stored away with magic, then left my room.


      ***


      Let me rewind the clock a few days, to when a certain letter arrived at our new house. Given the sender knew our address, I had a good idea as to whom it had to be from.


      “Hey, isn’t this...?”


      The name of this nation’s king was written on the envelope. We carefully opened it and took out the letter inside. The language was quite flowery and complicated, but basically, it was saying, “I can’t just let you stay here for free, so take on this quest.” So, I guess this was how we’d pay our rent.


      Still, we weren’t being asked to do it for free. Completion of the quest would come with a reward, which was quite a large sum for a single adventurers’ party. We’d be able to buy countless pricy MP recovery potions.


      The only issue was the difficulty of this quest.


      “It’s S-ranks only, huh?” remarked Yui.


      “Yeah, and the location’s quite far. Though it seems like they’ll be covering our travel expenses,” added Daggers. We’d be away from the capital for two weeks if we were lucky, and a whole month if we weren’t. Of course the reward was good.


      “I wanna refuse.” Those were the first words out of one of our mouths—my mouth. There were too many things I still had to get straight in my head. I had basically skipped over all the necessary steps in becoming an S-rank adventurer, so I had a lot of worries about suddenly working as one.


      “Well, I do get where you’re coming from, Lloyd. It’s a long journey, and our target seems tough. It says there’s only one of them, but...” Daggers agreed with me. Quests to eradicate a horde of weak monsters over multiple days took longer, but they were comparatively safer, and there was a much higher probability you could actually complete them. I preferred more straightforward quests like those.


      Silica didn’t rebut Daggers’s opinion, but she seemed to have some qualms. “But it’s quite difficult to refuse a quest that came directly from His Majesty. It’s unusual he would directly offer a quest to adventurers unless it was an emergency.”


      “Everything’s been so damn unusual lately, it’s totally messed with my senses. But you’re right,” added Cross.


      There was the battle to defend Ishtar, our mission to escort Claira to the capital, and then the dungeon dive. Those were all jobs typically entrusted to Heroes and the nations’ armies, not adventurers. Sure, the Holy Principality currently had its hands full with rebuilding their palace and recapturing the escaped convicts, and the discovery of spies within the empire had sown such seeds of distrust, they were currently rebuilding their system from scratch so they could welcome Claira back home. Even the kingdom had to have it rough dealing with the aftermath of the dungeon dive and protecting Claira, so I could understand why they were offering jobs to adventurers.


      But why us? I mean, I was honored they trusted us, but...


      “Bad luck isn’t following me, is it?” I had no evidence to prove it, but it definitely seemed like that could be the case. There were other adventurers who could take on these jobs, yet the bulk of the load was clearly landing on us. And that seemed especially true considering Yui’s party hadn’t experienced this until I had joined.


      “Well, now that you say it...”


      “I mean, for better or worse, it does seem like we’re attracting all the hard jobs. Before, we’d just take on jobs like usual, then complete them. Then rinse, and repeat,” explained Daggers.


      You’d make your living by taking on jobs, completing them, then claiming the reward. That’s what the life of an adventurer was supposed to be, and exactly what I wanted. But since I joined this party, that had all gone down the drain.


      “I’m sorry.” I had no incontrovertible evidence that this was my fault, but I couldn’t help but feel like it was. So, I apologized.


      “Don’t let it bother you, Lloyd!” said Yui, trying to encourage me.


      Daggers followed after her. “Yeah, don’t worry about it. We’ve got an idiot in our party who’ll give a resounding yes to anything, after all,” he said, an awfully troubled expression on his face. He and Cross nodded at each other.


      “Y-You mean me?!” Yui was shocked. She clearly didn’t think their focus would turn to her. “You know, I do actually—”


      “Come now, you two. All of those problems have been solved thanks to Lloyd and Yui’s efforts, haven’t they? They were the ones who participated in defeating the dungeon’s boss, and they did so admirably,” sensibly added Silica.


      Still, I had a hard time just accepting those words. “No, I didn’t do a thing...”


      That was all Yui’s sword skills—that technique of hers that sent a slash flying through the air even if I had no idea how she learned it—and Ryouen’s advanced magic. I hadn’t helped at all outside a bit of support.


      “There’s no need to be so humble. We wouldn’t have been able to even claim the item down there without you, nor could we have made it back to the surface!” said Daggers.


      “Well, maybe that’s true, but...” That was exactly why I felt so guilty. Items were supposed to go to the person who had contributed the most during the dive, not to someone who had just helped out a little, like me.


      “Anyway, what are we gonna do? Do we accept this quest, or not?” asked Daggers, putting our conversation back on track.


      “Personally, I really don’t want to. They might think us rude for refusing when this place is being lent to us for free, but it doesn’t seem like a whole lot of people will be in trouble if this quest isn’t finished quickly.” And it was just too plain difficult. Maybe not for Yui and the others, but definitely for me.


      “From what I can tell, we’d be stand-ins for a job the kingdom takes on once every few years. They’ll have to defeat the target soon, but they should be able to put it off for a bit. We could wait and see if someone else’s hands open up.” By that, Daggers had to be implying we rely on another nation to solve the issue.


      “That might not be a bad idea.” We had no idea whether another nation would soon have the free hands to take on the quest, and from what I had read in the newspapers, that didn’t seem likely. Still, that was one option.


      “Huh? But...” Yui scowled at the job posting.


      “Wait, you don’t actually wanna go, do you?”


      “Maybe this thing’s strong, but there’s plenty of data on it! It doesn’t seem like it’ll be as tough as that boss, right?” asked Yui, looking for me to agree with her.


      Having fought the thing myself, the answer was obvious. “You’re right. It doesn’t, but...” That was an exception. I had seen Elaina spar with the knights, and she was on a whole other level. Monsters like that just couldn’t exist in the natural world. If they had, they—or us humans—would have gone extinct a long time ago.


      “And look! Doesn’t this Rite of the Shell Spirit sound super fun? It’s a festival, and a tradition that goes back centuries!”


      The Rite of the Shell Spirit, huh? Apparently, it had deep ties to the target of this quest. They’d cook the monster’s meat in a variety of ways and treat the festival goers to a feast of it.


      I wasn’t too interested in these things, but it was a festival full of food to eat. Of course Yui’d be interested. Wait, no way. Did they know this when they decided to...?


      I was starting to feel like the Captain of the Royal Knights was the man behind this.


      “I mean, don’t you wanna check it out? We get to save the day and attend a festival all at the same time! We’d be killing two birds with one stone! Wait, we’ll also get a reward, so make that three birds!”
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      Yui was clearly dying to attend this festival, and she was selling this quest to us hard. I thought there was some sense to what she was saying, but it just wasn’t enough to push us into accepting it. The five of us—everyone except Yui—seriously considered the dilemma.


      “But even if we put that aside, we’re just not in a position to easily refuse. His Majesty was kind enough to let us stay here, and given the circumstances, he cannot afford to send the Royal Knights or mage corps away from the capital.” said Silica.


      “And all the Heroes besides Therion have already scrammed. But damn, those guys are never here when you need ’em.”


      Just as Cross had said, the other two Heroes had already left for foreign nations. That same day I had met with Testa, he had left a note that said, I’ve completed my mission, and disappeared. He had likely returned to the Holy Principality. He was from there, after all, and Allen had thrown the country into chaos. Of course he wanted to hurry home and help. And considering he had tried to scout me, maybe he felt much more strongly about his homeland than I had given him credit for.


      “I mean, there’s nothing we can do just by sitting around here anyway, right? Let’s vanquish some monsters, just like us adventurers are meant to!” Yui exclaimed.


      ***


      Thus, we’ve arrived at today. It had been about a half an hour since I left home, and I had met up with Daggers and the others at the Adventurer’s Guild.


      “All right, that just leaves Yui,” said Daggers. It sounded like he had been expecting this—like this had all been part of the plan.


      Our party lived in the same building, but we typically operated solo. Just because we were in the same party, that didn’t mean we were together twenty-four seven. Rather, ensuring we all had some alone time was key in keeping our dynamic strong—at least, that was the guiding principle behind our decision.


      Personally, I had felt that to my bones on multiple occasions when I was still with Allen’s party. His posse of girls got into it on more than just a couple occasions. Though I was always on the outskirts of it all...


      But thinking back on it, I guess Allen was kind of amazing in his own right for being able to mediate all those conflicts so successfully.


      Anyway, that was how our party decided to do things, but...


      “Damn, how the hell couldn’t we realize something so simple? We all know Yui can’t wake up on time, don’t we?” grumbled Cross.


      “Seriously. I mean, wasn’t she the one most gung ho about this quest?” grumbled back Daggers.


      “Shall we go wake her?” suggested Silica.


      “Don’t bother. Let’s just leave her behind and go hear more about this quest first.”


      “And what if she still never makes it?”


      “Well, in that case...” Daggers locked eyes with Cross. “Can you reach her room from here?”


      “It’ll be a piece of cake from up on the guild’s roof.”


      “All right. I’ll trust you to take care of it if the time comes.”


      “Roger that.”


      That was quite the violent conversation to have before Silica and me, but neither of us stopped them. I understood why they were so mad. This had been Yui’s idea, after all.


      “Let’s put her aside for now and head in. It’s almost time.”


      There was nothing else we could do. If anything happens, I’ll wake her up as a way to practice my new magic, I thought as I ushered everyone else inside the guild.




      “You have my deepest, deepest thanks for visiting me today! To think the great adventurers of rumor would grace me with their presence! I am so pleased I can hardly put it into words!”


      We were greeted by an oddly excited and obsequious old man. His name was Zhugoba, the mayor of the village we’d be visiting for this quest, and our main client. I had heard he was ninety years old, but he was much more energetic than I had imagined.


      “No, thank you for making the long journey to the capital, Zhugoba.”


      “Not at all! This is simply my job as mayor of Kikuno Village, one that I particularly must do!”


      “I-I see...” said Daggers. I could understand why he was so worried. There were multiple towns and villages located between Kikuno Village and the capital, and the routes between most were relatively safe. Some spots featured proper roads, and some areas could be traveled by carriage.


      Still, the journey here was long and had to be quite hard on such an old man. Plus, the roads weren’t always safe, and there was always the chance they’d be attacked by monsters.


      “There must be a reason you were so set on coming to the capital, right?” I asked.


      “There is, but the tale is long...”


      “And we’ve got plenty of time,” answered Daggers.


      “But setting off in the afternoon will mean we won’t arrive at our first town until nightfall. It is much harder to see at night, and vicious monsters tend to be more active as well. I understand many adventurers wish to avoid such a thing. W-Will that really be all right?”


      “It will. We’ve got our own reasons for wanting to stick around too...”


      “You do?” asked Zhugoba, tilting his head. Of course, those “reasons” were Yui. Without her, we couldn’t set off anyway.


      “Oh, it’s nothing. We just can’t head off quite yet. Could you fill us in on the details of this quest?” asked Daggers.


      “Yes, understood. In that case...” Zhugoba took a deep breath before beginning his tale. “For this quest, we would like you to defeat a Gadilon, a giant tortoise monster, just as you have already been informed.”


      “A Gadilon...?”


      “You’re not familiar with them either, Lloyd?” asked Daggers.


      “Nope. This is the first I’ve heard of them.” And my knowledge of monsters was the one thing I thought I had going for me...


      “That is perfectly natural, as there are only a few in one particular region.”


      “And they have to be pretty strong if you’re relying on S-ranks, yeah?” asked Cross.


      “Indeed, it is quite the beast. Its claws are as tough as steel, and it releases elemental spells from its mouth. Its shell is also highly resistant to magic.”


      “Wait, hold on a sec. For real?”


      “Very few monsters would be able to prey on it then, right? Do they have low breeding rates?” asked Daggers.


      “Indeed, they reproduce quite slowly. However...”


      “There’s another reason?” I clarified.


      “Yes. A few centuries prior, our village and the kingdom came together to cull the Gadilons to keep their numbers low. After one is born, we vanquish its parents, as they are simply too strong. Enough of them could disrupt the whole ecosystem.”


      “Then why not eradicate them completely? It’s sad, but isn’t that the best solution?”


      “That, we cannot do. They keep the number of other strong monsters in check. Thus, they have been revered as protective deities since times of yore.”


      “Um, I am not too knowledgeable on the subject, but are ecosystems really that fragile?”


      “No, not without outside or environmental factors. Even should the monsters that rule the food chain overeat, their food sources shall diminish as a result. In turn, those predators will starve, and their numbers shall decline. Thus, the ecosystem shall maintain equilibrium.”


      “Then there’s no reason for us to interfere, is there?” I asked.


      “The food chain shall fix itself, but should a Gadilon leave its area, it could harm a different ecosystem. It would be beyond what a smaller town could handle, especially should their numbers increase.”


      “I see.” So that’s why they had utilized the kingdom’s army in culling their numbers until now. Once every few dozen years, warriors from the capital would head to the village and vanquish a Gadilon. This was likely why there were so many roads between the capital and Kikuno. But given the current state of things, the kingdom was in no position to be sending forces out into the countryside.


      “So that’s why this quest came into the hands of us adventurers,” I remarked.


      “Yes, and the kingdom will help to cover the costs.”


      “It’s not just the village’s problem, after all,” remarked Daggers.


      So that was the truth of the quest we had accepted. I was nothing but nervous. “Can we really manage this?”


      “What humility! There are very few adventurers in all of history who have conquered a dungeon! And I have much more faith in adventurers who have proven their might over those Heroes.”


      “That’s not something you hear every day.” In reality, most people thought the Heroes were much more impressive than us adventurers, especially in the Holy Principality.


      “It was a party of adventurers who gained the title of legends and defeated the Demon King, was it not? Being called a Hero just because you were chosen by a sword? That seems much stranger in my eyes.”


      “I-I guess you’re right...” I had witnessed multiple Heroes over the past few years. All of them beat the average adventurer out of the park, but I questioned whether they were truly worthy of the faith that was put in them. Not that I could ever compare to them in the first place.


      “Hmm?” I realized Zhugoba was staring at me. “Is there something on my face?”


      “N-No, it is merely...”


      “Merely what?”


      “That’s right, you were chosen by an item too, I hear...”


      “Hey!” cut in Daggers as he glared at Zhugoba.


      “Oh, I didn’t mean anything by it! Just merely reflecting on what I had heard.”


      Oh, I get it. This old man was saying that I wasn’t worthy of his trust, as all I had done was be chosen by the Astarte—that this was the only reason I had been suddenly promoted to S-rank.


      “It’s fine. I knew people would think that, and I know there’s nothing I can do about it.”


      “Lloyd...”


      “All I can do is prove my worth with my actions. Plus, I don’t think Zhugoba is wrong here.”


      Zhugoba looked quite apologetic. “Pl-Please do not get the wrong idea. I am perfectly pleased with your greatness. After all, how should I put this... I sense the same strength emanating from you as a certain white mage I was once acquainted with!” he pleaded, desperation in his eyes. It didn’t seem like he was lying, but I had no idea what he was talking about. “However, Sir Lloyd, there is something I must warn you of particularly.”


      “You need to warn me? Obviously, I won’t let my guard down in front of any monster or—”


      “No, not of the Gadilons, but the villagers.”


      “The villagers?”


      “Yes...” I could tell something was up based on the look on his face. “One of the S-rank adventurers who perished during the dungeon dive was one of our own.”


      I was silent.


      “I understand that the fault is not yours—not at all. However, there is at least one who thinks ill of you, and I hope you shall remember that.”


      “The bereaved family, I suppose...?”


      “Indeed. I highly doubt they would make an attempt on your life, but...”


      “They’ll throw eggs at me, or similar?”


      “I believe it is possible.” The fault wasn’t mine? I couldn’t say that was true, and those words must have hurt Daggers and the others too. Zhugoba told us to watch ourselves, but even that must have been difficult to say considering he was asking us for a favor. But given the circumstances, it was hard to blame the villagers either.


      The room fell silent.


      “Sorry about that! Yui the adventurer is here on the scene and— Huh?” That silence was broken by Yui, who came dashing through the door. “Uh...” She glanced around, desperately trying to make sense of things. “Did I do something wrong?”


      ***


      After that, we set off for Kikuno Village. As we were shaken by the carriage, I thought about how we could defeat our target, the Gadilon. Considering this event had gone on for centuries, we had plenty of intel on the beast. First, children were three meters tall, and adults towered dozens of meters into the sky. The largest ever recorded had a height of thirty meters and vanquishing it had apparently taken days. None perished, but many had sustained heavy injuries in the fight.


      “Hey, what do you think, Daggers?” I asked, holding the paper with intel on the last Gadilon the kingdom had defeated in my hand.


      “If they’re that big, it’ll be impossible to defeat one on our own.”


      “But this Gadilon is only a little over ten meters tall, right? That’s smaller than average, and the smallest that’s ever become a target for this quest.” I glanced at the paper that detailed the monster we’d be fighting. “That makes it harder to aim at, which will be tough. But I’m glad it has so little MP.”


      A Gadilon’s MP was directly correlated with its size. The bigger the beast, the slower they moved, but the more MP they had. On the other hand, smaller ones moved fast but had little mana reserves. This was one of the many useful data points that had been discovered via the kingdom’s investigations. Apparently, they hadn’t forced an impossible task on us, but one we could actually succeed in.


      “But magic is all that works on this turtle thing, right? They’re such cowards, don’t ya think? We can’t get close if it’s just hammering us with magic from afar, and it can use more than just spells from the four basic elements, right?” said Yui.


      I had to sympathize with her. Since this was a turtle we were dealing with, its movements were somewhat dulled on land, but that was its only weakness. Not only was it capable of both long-ranged and close-ranged attacks, but it was also incredibly sturdy. We could assume almost no spell would be effective against its shell.


      “Your slash attack is still magic, right? I guess that means the only ranged attacks we have are my arrows.”


      “I’ll be a hindrance this time around,” muttered Silica, looking awfully depressed.


      “No, not at all,” I insisted. “I want you to work with me to nullify the Gadilon’s magic attacks.”


      “Nullify? Can we really do that so easily?” she asked, looking into my eyes with worry. “If I activate my spells too late, they won’t be as powerful, certainly not as powerful as the Gadilon’s. Even with your buffs, I doubt my spells will be enough to...” She trailed off, but my buffs were really nothing that impressive. Still, we had ways to counter this thing. Offensive spells should’ve still worked anywhere beside the shell.


      “Even if your spells are weakened, we can still nullify the Gadilon’s magic attacks. We just have to wait for it to make its move and hit back with the right element. If we need to, we can use the spells I’ve stored in Astarte as well.”


      “Stored?”


      “Not that there are many I can store.” Not to mention, storing a spell required casting it while I was holding the staff, and I was the only one who could do that as of yet. Basically, the only spells we could store were ones I could cast, which weren’t a lot—especially when it came to offensive magic.


      If others could touch the staff, things would be different. But right now, reality wasn’t so kind.


      “I’ve prepared some backup plans, but...it’s best we don’t have to rely on them,” I explained.


      “You really prepare for everything, Lloyd!” exclaimed Yui.


      This wouldn’t be like our dungeon dive, or the attack on Ishtar. Now, we had intel on our side.


      “I want to do everything I can.” I looked down at my staff. “Plus, there’s no knowing what might happen.”


      “There’s been more demon activity lately, after all!” Yui was right. That was certainly a possibility too.


      “And you, Lloyd. Be careful. Just having that item is enough to make you a target. The demons can’t take the staff themselves, but if you die, there’ll be no one to wield it,” warned Daggers.


      “Yeah, I know.”


      Monsters, demons, and now these villagers? I couldn’t help but sigh. Why did I have so many enemies? Maybe bad luck really was following me around.


      “Must be tough for you, Lloyd! But knowing you, I’m sure you’ll make it through somehow!” For some reason, Yui seemed to have an odd sense of trust in me. But what grounds could she possibly have for that?


      Once again, I let out a long, deep sigh.


      ***


      “Hey.” Therion stood before the silver-haired girl who was reading a book next to Claira, Elaina.


      “What is it, Therion?” asked Elaina, clearly not pleased with his interruption. She was the Arachne, a monster born and raised in the dungeon, though she now looked awfully humanlike with her only two legs. While she apparently preferred her spidery form, she did her best to stay in human form in front of Claira. The princess didn’t seem to have a preference herself, but Elaina was kind enough to avoid intimidating the others she was around.


      She looked just like a human, with pearly white skin and incredible beauty. However, that skin only looked human; it was many times tougher than a real person’s. Thus, Elaina had it all, but Therion wasn’t fond of the girl. Ever since she had joined them, she had threatened Therion’s standing as Claira’s sole protector.


      There were two main reasons for this. One was that Elaina was much stronger than Therion had once thought. In magic-free hand-to-hand combat, Therion didn’t stand a chance against her. Just the other day, a mock battle had been held between Elaina and members of the knights and mage corps to see whether she had what it takes to protect Claira. And the results? She claimed an overwhelming victory. Even the Captain of the Royal Knights couldn’t hold his own against Elaina, and she had been unarmed. Of course, Elizario hadn’t taken the battle too seriously, but neither had Elaina.


      In a magic battle, Therion would probably claim a similarly overwhelming victory against her, but in a no-holds-barred fight, there was no telling which of the two was stronger. In other words, Elaina was clearly worthy of being put to use.


      The second reason was that Elaina was the same sex as Claira, which meant she could defend Claira in private settings Therion had been unable to accompany her to.


      Of course, there were other reasons—like how Elaina had better manners than Therion, and that Claira always wanted to hang out with her as a fellow female friend, among others.


      As of now, there were too many unknowns about Elaina to be confident she was completely harmless, so she had been assigned to guarding Claira in case the princess was attacked, as well as to keep her under surveillance.


      But if Therion sat back and stayed silent, Elaina would soon take the spot that had once been his. If Claira took him off guard duty to help fill a personnel gap elsewhere, he’d have no choice but to follow that order. So before that happened, he wanted to make sure he established he was leagues above Elaina.


      “I challenge you to a duel.”


      “Th-Therion!” Claira was clearly shocked to hear this sudden declaration of war, but Elaina was not perturbed in the slightest. In fact, it seemed like she was expecting this development.


      Her red eyes went from Therion to Claira. “Master? May I receive permission to accept Therion’s proposal to duel?”


      “Huh?! You too?! What’s gotten into you both?!” Claira was panicked.


      Meanwhile, Elaina stayed completely calm. “Let us put an end to this debate and determine which of us is truly stronger.”


      “Hold up a sec. Ya really think you can damn defeat me?”


      “You sound quite confident. Do you truly think you can best me in battle?”


      “Uh, obviously.”


      Neither was willing to back down, for they knew faltering would put their own position in jeopardy. Or really, they both just took great pride in their strength. They both felt assured that no matter who they fought, if it was one-on-one, they would win.


      “Don’t worry. I ain’t gonna kill ya.”


      “Cut it out, you two!” Claira tried to stop them, but there was no stopping them now. They glared each other down so harshly, sparks were flying. “Seriously, I knew you might do this, Therion, but...you too, Elaina?”


      Thus, Claira requested the knights to prepare the arena where their battle would soon be held.


      ***


      We safely arrived in Kikuno Village just a few days later and had had no problems during our journey. Sure, we’d encountered some monsters, but they hadn’t been particularly strong. Still, Zhugoba was awfully shocked to watch us in action, and screamed things like, “You can cast spells without incantations?!” and “You stored that away in space?!” over and over. Yelling attracted monsters, so we begged him to be quiet, but to no avail.


      Luckily, there were no strong monsters around—or really, I was using my detection magic to avoid them. Thus, we made it through okay.


      Kikuno Village was located in a field on the other side of a forest. It had no defensive walls and abundant greenery, which made sense for a village out in the sticks and far away from the capital. We breathed in the fresh air as we made our way to the inn we’d be staying at for the time being.


      “Maybe this is kinda rude to the people who live here, but you can really feel the history of these old buildings, don’t you think?” Just as Yui said, all the structures here were clearly multiple years old. Of course, there were some new ones in the mix, but you could really sense the history here. The place was beautiful.


      “Your village is lovely.” That wasn’t just lip service—my true thoughts had simply spilled from my mouth.


      Hearing this, Zhugoba began to happily tell us about his village. “Indeed, it is. Thanks to the Gadilons, the environment around our village has long been in equilibrium. We have never once been attacked by monsters, or even demons. Thus, were we able to naturally preserve our historic townscape,” he boasted.


      “I see... So that’s why you consider them protective deities.”


      “They do protect us, after all. Gadilons do not prey on humans and thus have never attacked our village. We also strive to avoid stepping foot into their territory as well.”


      The Gadilons really did seem to be revered as deities here. Tortoise memorabilia was scattered all throughout the town.


      “Deities, huh...?” Cross glanced at the scenery and shared his true thoughts with Zhugoba. “But isn’t that sorta selfish? You make them out to be deities, but once they get in your way, you go right ahead and hunt them down.”


      “Selfish, you say? Why, I suppose it might be. However, our village undertakes this dangerous quest for the Gadilons’ sakes as well.”


      “Whaddya mean?”


      “They were to be exterminated centuries ago, as their numbers had grown to the point they threatened the food supplies of other villages. However, their absence would naturally cause troubles for us as well.”


      So, the villagers did this so the Gadilons wouldn’t die out, so that their village would be safe...


      “Thus, we and the Gadilons have grown right beside one another.”


      “Huh.”


      “Is that an acceptable answer?”


      “Oh, I wasn’t trying to criticize you in the first place. I mean, we kill monsters to make a living ourselves,” explained Cross.


      After a Gadilon was vanquished, Kikuno Village would hold a festival in gratitude to the beast. That was the Rite of the Shell Spirit. Apparently, they’d serve Gadilon meat, which was supposed to be delicious. They’d also turn its sturdy and highly magic-resistant shell into weapons and armor, which would in turn make profits for the village. Apparently, a subset of these tools were used for forest preservation.


      “That makes this quite the duty,” grumbled Daggers. If we weren’t strong enough to beat this thing, we could give up on this quest without having to pay a cancellation fee. After all, us dying out there wouldn’t help anybody.


      “Well, you will not be asked to vanquish the beast today, and your safety comes above all else.”


      “Right, got it.”


      “Then let’s do our best out there, for the sake of some tasty meat!” said Yui, raising her fist into the air with a shout. Her airheaded nature encouraged me, in a good way, but—


      “Hmm?” My detection magic suddenly picked up on something I couldn’t make sense of. What was it? A person? That wasn’t quite what I felt, but it’d be perfectly natural for it to be someone out hunting. “I guess I should look a little harder, just to be safe.”


      I sharpened my spell in hopes of getting to the bottom of this odd signal. However, it disappeared, as if it had never been there in the first place. This couldn’t be a monster, but it didn’t seem like it could be a human either. At first, I had thought someone was just out hunting, but that didn’t seem to be the case either.


      I also had a hard time believing it was a coincidence that it had run from my detection magic. If it were a human, then they could only have one reason for concealing their presence—hiding from a monster. However, I didn’t sense any monsters nearby.


      It was more natural to assume this timing was purposeful—that it was a demon I had sensed. Were they after Astarte? But still...


      “Are they trying to play hide-and-seek?”


      Given the way the signal had disappeared, it seemed less like an Oh no, he saw me! sort of thing and more like a kid trying to play a prank. Desperate to relocate the signal, I threw MP conservation to the wind and focused my spell as much as possible, but I still couldn’t detect anything.


      “What’s wrong, Lloyd?” Yui and the others glanced at me, clearly worried that I had stopped in my tracks with a scowl. I guess it was probably best to fill them in, huh?


      “Yui, I think there’s a demon nearby.”


      Anxiety washed over her face. “Wh-Where?”


      “Sorry, but my magic couldn’t detect them,” I said, ruing my lack of skills and experience.


      ***


      “Huh! So that’s the famous Lloyd. I thought I was pretty far away, but he managed to detect me! The guy really is amazing.” The young boy wore a mischievous grin and a white lab coat that hardly seemed fitting for someone his age. “Still, he couldn’t break through my concealment barrier. I’m kinda disappointed.”


      The boy stored away the magic item that was creating this anti-detection-magic barrier with storage magic. He hadn’t needed to cast an incantation.


      “I guess that’s enough playing around! Now, it’s time to see what he’s made of! Isn’t that right, Mr. Tortoise?”


      Behind the boy stood a crazed Gadilon, its eyes glazed over in anger.


      “It’s not like I really respect him, but I do need to take revenge for my master... Wait, huh? Maybe it wasn’t Lloyd my master lost to.” The boy pondered for a moment. But then, thinking got annoying, so he gave up. “Well, whatever! Feel free to kill everyone besides Lloyd, okay?”


      The boy patted Gadilon’s shell as he gave this order. It was gilded in countless crimson magic stones.


      “Still, your shell is great! Yup, I’ve decided! I’m gonna massacre all the other tortoises beside you! Wait, scratch that! I’ll take the kids back to use as lab rats!”


      The boy’s innocent, yet somewhat creepy laugh echoed through the forest. The Gadilon roared, as if to resonate with him.


      “Let’s get going, then! We’ve gotta see just how strong that item of his is.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Two Monsters and a Threat to the Capital


      It was the afternoon. Many of the kingdom’s knights and members of the mage corps had gathered at the arena where Therion and Elaina were set to have their duel—not to stop them if things got out of hand, but just to enjoy the show. After all, none of them thought they’d be able to obstruct those two anyway. Many more wanted to see the fight than any had predicted, so the audience seats had been opened to the public. Among them were folks playing hooky to witness the epic battle.


      “Therion, the Hero of Crystal, and the mysterious strongwoman Elaina... Who do you think is gonna win?”


      “Therion, obviously! I mean, everyone says he’s the strongest and most dastardly of the Heroes. Even a lowly knight like me can tell his MP reserves are no joke.”


      “But doesn’t the same go for Elaina? She has tons of MP too, and in a hand-to-hand brawl, Therion doesn’t stand a chance.”


      The knights and mages shared their thoughts. Most of the knights backed Elaina, while most of the mages backed Therion—results that clearly reflected whether one put magical prowess above physical prowess, or vice versa.


      “Sheesh, this has nothing to do with them.” Claira sighed as she watched the crowd. “Even if you asked me to stop them, I doubt I could do so by myself...”


      Before her stood Therion and Elaina, who were raring to go.


      “Hey! Ya ready?”


      “Indeed I am.”


      The two glared at each other.


      “Is something the matter?”


      “It ain’t nothing.” A chill began to radiate from Therion. “This might be tough,” he muttered, too quiet for anyone else to hear. Still, his confidence didn’t falter. “Then let’s get on with it!”


      Those words marked the start of the battle. Immediately, six wind blades flew straight toward Therion, which he blocked with a thick wall of ice. The wind blades dissipated as shards of the ice wall scattered through the air.


      Their battle of spells was a silent one—they spoke no incantations. The crowd went wild.


      “So that’s what it’s like casting a spell without an incantation...”


      “I heard it was possible, but boy, is it terrifying. There’s no evading a sudden strike like that one.”


      “So there’s just Therion, Elaina, and that white mage, huh?”


      “They’re on a whole other level. And I thought I was pretty good at magic. I’m starting to lose confidence.”


      The knights and mages who filled the audience seats were combat professionals. They had undergone grueling training, and only a fraction of the kingdom’s subjects could ever join their ranks. However, even they felt like mere children before their skills.


      “The crowd’s so damn noisy!”


      “Can you truly afford to look elsewhere?” Six wings sprouted from Elaina’s back as a hard carapace formed over her arms.


      “Changing forms, are we?” Therion took up the defensive, aware that letting her approach while in that form could mark his end.


      Elaina flew high into the sky, as if to look down on him.


      “Ya think my attacks can’t reach you up there, huh?!” Therion tried to send a spell barreling toward her, now just a mere dot in the sky.


      “Huh?” That’s when he realized something flying toward him—the same wind blades as earlier. But this time, there were countless more. They pummeled onto the field like rain. The only reason they weren’t all targeting Therion directly was because Elaina knew he would dodge. Thus, she had taken away all places to run.


      “So that’s your move, huh?” Even a royal knight or highly ranked adventurer would have a hard time evading those blades and remaining unscathed. However...


      “I don’t even gotta dodge!” Countless icicles erupted around Therion’s feet. They neutralized Elaina’s wind blades, extending high into the sky—straight for Elaina. Beneath the icicles’ shadows, the wind blades couldn’t reach him.


      “Explode.” On that signal, every icicle shattered at once with insane force. Their countless shards attacked Elaina—and the audience seats. The knights and mages ran indoors in a panic. In that moment, they hardly looked like the soldiers who defended this nation. Instead, they looked plain pitiful.


      “What a bunch of damn cowards.”


      The shards rained down on the audience seats, destroying the stands in an instant. Claira alone remained where she stood—astoundingly, only the area around her remained free of ice.


      “I knew this would happen, but I really must give him a good scolding once this is over.” She looked around and sighed. “What will I tell King Basileus?”


      However, even this would not be enough to end their battle. Elaina was harmed, but her wounds were healing fast. These regenerative capabilities were just one of her superpowers.


      “Therion? How did you plan to take responsibility had those ice shards hit Claira?” asked Elaina as she descended.


      “Don’t worry. They weren’t gonna hit her. And why the hell didn’t you dodge that attack?” Therion glared at her.
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      “Naturally, that is because I could not be certain your attack would avoid Master Claira, so my attention was focused on her.” Elaina declared that she put Claira above herself, even under these circumstances, like it was the most natural thing in the world.


      “Yeah?”


      “You do not seem angry.”


      “I’d have done the same if our roles were reversed,” muttered Therion. Elaina was much tougher than he thought she’d be, and he had started to panic. He had yet to land a decisive blow on her, though Elaina was in that same boat.


      Elaina, personally, had no need to prove victorious in this battle; she simply needed to prove she could fight on equal footing with Therion and end the match in a draw. She was already a few steps ahead of Therion, as she exceeded him in other areas. Thus, she only needed to continue to evade his attacks. Naturally, she wanted to win if possible, but there was no need to put herself in danger to do so.


      “Ya trying to make this a draw? Get real, damn it!” At this rate, Therion was going to lose. Yet for some reason, he was sneering. “Like hell I’d let you get away!”


      A bright blue magic circle formed beneath Therion’s feet. From it spurted four large blocks of ice. “This is a new technique of mine. I’ll test it out on ya!”


      The ice blocks split open to reveal icy beasts. One was a peafowl-like bird that measured a meter tall. Another was a tortoise big enough to conceal Therion. The third was a tiger, which bared its fangs at Elaina, and the last looked like a four-legged slithering snake—a dragon.


      These ice formations moved as if they had minds of their own. And clearly, Elaina knew she couldn’t dismiss their threat. She stopped her descent to float just above the ground.


      Meanwhile, Claira watched on curiously. “I didn’t know Therion could fight like that...”


      He had invented a new battle style that mixed ice magic with his unique qualities and put his extraordinary fighting sense on full throttle. Perhaps it was his innate genius that prevented him from relying on existing spells. He was able to manipulate ice magic freely, making him the strongest. He sought to defeat Elaina with nothing but quick wits and experience.


      Therion’s magic was magic in the truest of senses.


      “He’s changed,” muttered Claira, a slight smile on her face. “Meeting him really did inspire a change in him.”


      Claira didn’t specify who this him was. Therion had never paid any mind to anyone else before. But ever since Claira had returned from her kidnapping, she had sensed a change in Therion. He was a man of extraordinary strength, and he had never worked hard for the sake of seeking new heights or avoiding defeat. He had studied magic even less. After all, he would never lose. But Claira knew that ever since that fateful day, he had been practicing in secret.


      “I can’t believe Therion would study! I wish I could have seen him...”




      “Go.” At Therion’s command, all but the tortoise—which stood stalwart before Therion to act as his shield—pounced on Elaina.


      First, the ice bird dove toward her, startlingly quickly.


      “A mere weakling...” declared Elaina as she swung her right arm down on the bird’s head, causing it to shatter. It froze in the air as if dead before hurtling toward the ground. However, just before it collided with the dirt, its head regenerated, and it began to ascend once again.


      “Retainers that will continuously revive so much as the caster has remaining MP, are they? How troublesome.”


      Therion’s MP reserves far outstripped the average person’s. His beasts would regenerate countless times. That meant completely neutralizing the bird would be difficult for Elaina, but Therion faced some difficulties as well. “Guess this still needs some work, huh? It’s not gonna land a finishing blow...”


      Neither his tiger nor dragon could fly. Additionally, casting magic via these beasts was terribly inefficient in both power and MP cost.


      “Developing spells is so damn hard! Yet that bastard does it like it’s nothin’...” A certain white mage flashed through Therion’s mind. They were still worlds apart, but he bit back his frustration. “This ain’t gonna work on someone who’s flying.”


      The bird had rushed Elaina, shattered, and regenerated countless times.


      “How troublesome.”


      At the end of the day, his beasts were mere magic. The ice bird lacked the will of a true organism, and as long as Therion didn’t undo the spell, it would continue to attack Elaina.


      Therion grinned ominously, pleased at the sight of her knocking away the beast with disgust. “I guess it’s time I put a damn end to this.”


      A giant magic circle appeared high in the sky, far above Elaina’s head. Chilly air spilled from it, dramatically dropping the surrounding temperature.


      “Wh-What is this?”


      A giant block of ice large enough to cover the whole arena appeared from within the circle.


      “Eek!” At the same time, countless icy vines spurted from the ground beneath Claira’s feet, forming a multiple-layer dome over her head.


      “That’ll keep Claira safe.” Therion wasn’t speaking to himself, but Elaina, commanding that she watch out for only herself now that she had no need to worry about her master.


      Elaina fended off the bird as the gears in her mind whirred into action. First, how would she destroy that ice block? Trying to break it herself would only shatter her bones. It’d also be meaningless if Therion simply cast the same spell again.


      So, breaking it was a bad move. She next considered the possibility of fleeing to the ground. Therion likely planned to shatter the block before it collided into him, just like he had scattered those ice shards over the arena. Thus, she just needed to descend, make it to ground, and get close to Therion. However...


      She gasped as she glanced down and caught sight of the ice tiger and dragon barring their fangs and waiting for her.


      “Just throw in the damn towel if you don’t wanna get hurt!”


      Elaina cursed under her breath. Fleeing the grounds would mean defeat. Yet, there was nowhere for her to escape, both on the ground and in the air.


      “I have no choice but to defeat the grounded beasts!” She needed to vanquish the tiger, dragon, and tortoise protecting Therion—and all at once.


      But would that be possible against these undying creatures? A trickle of sweat dripped down her cheek. “I-I have but one choice...!”




      There was a boom. Then came countless screams from within the arena.


      “Huh?” Therion turned toward the source of the noise to find multiple billows of black smoke. “What the hell is this?”


      Therion had no idea what was happening, but he knew this was no time to fight. “Damn it! There ain’t nothing I can do, huh?”


      All the ice Therion had summoned melted into thin air. Sensing his intentions, Elaina descended to the ground. “What is this, Therion...?”


      “Doesn’t seem like an accident, that’s for damn sure.”


      “And you are certain your comets are not the cause?”


      “Would there be black smoke, then?”


      Yes, when Therion had summoned that giant ice block, it had created a stir. However, there wasn’t a soul in all the capital who didn’t know of Therion’s presence here, and he was the only one who could have possibly cast ice magic—one of the rarer types of elemental magic—on that scale. Not to mention, any even vaguely knowledgeable of the palace grounds would have known that the ice block had been summoned right above the arena.


      The real smoking gun, however, was that the ice was gone now, but the people were still screaming. In fact, the screams—ones of terror—seemed to be getting louder.


      “Are we under attack?”


      “If that is the case, we must prioritize defending Master Claira.”


      They both considered just a single option—protecting Claira. Together, they’d be able to defend her even if a mighty demon came to take her away. This mock battle had proven to both of them that the other was plenty strong, and Elaina especially was now painfully aware that Therion’s skills seemed to know no limits. Not to mention, she herself hadn’t taken the fight too seriously and had many more tricks up her sleeves. It was just that she had been saving them for when the time was right, which allowed Therion to put her in a position where she could no longer fight back.


      Elaina also had no sense of patriotism or wish to save the masses; she only wished to protect Claira. While the princess wavered, she ultimately didn’t push back against their decision.


      Though that wasn’t out of self-preservation, but because she knew the true terror of her powers. Elaina, who had just proven she could fight on equal footing with Therion, was herself an example. She was a rare specimen, but what if the magic that created her was something Claira could manage as long as she had a puppet to cast it on? For better or for worse, it could drastically change the tides of a war.


      “I suppose there is simply no choice...” she muttered. Having two warriors that were strong enough to easily defeat the average S-rank adventurer stay behind was an incredibly tough decision. With their help, many more lives could have been saved. However, all Claira could do was bite back her vexation.


      ***


      After confirming the presence of a demon here, we headed not for our inn, but for the mayor’s residence. Our luggage was stored away with magic, so there was no need to go drop it off.


      Inside the mayor’s house was a simple conference table. We immediately spread a map over it and began our discussions.


      “First, I wanna know about this demon you sensed, Lloyd,” said Daggers.


      The details were still fuzzy, even to me. Still, I explained everything I knew. “I said I detected a demon, but... I’m sorry. I actually don’t know the details myself. Just that the magic I sensed probably belonged to one.”


      “Probably? So you’re not confident, then?” asked Yui.


      “I can’t say for certain, but...” I was sure what I sensed wasn’t a monster. And yeah, this was the countryside, but it was still possible a human was out in the forest alone. However, things just seemed too suspicious. For one, they wouldn’t have been able to disappear like that if they weren’t focused on me already. Technically, it could have been a coincidence, but...


      “Couldn’t it have just been chance? I mean, maybe they were trying to hide from a monster instead,” proposed Daggers.


      “No, I would have sensed a monster too in that case.” But I hadn’t. At the very least, my lousy skills hadn’t picked up on anything.


      “Then they hid themselves on purpose? Had they been watching us?” That would mean the signal I sensed was using detection magic on us too, or observing us via other means. “Either way, I guess that means this is a serious threat we’re dealing with.”


      I agreed with Daggers’s assessment. We couldn’t know how skilled they were at hand-to-hand combat, but they certainly possessed advanced magic capabilities.


      “In that case, shall we give up on vanquishing the Gadilon?” suggested Silica, and I agreed with her. Zhugoba had already said he was okay with putting off the quest for a time due to these irregular circumstances.


      “Dealing with these demons comes first. Let’s take down the Gadilon after.”


      “But what do we do? We can’t expect any reinforcements,” pointed out Daggers.


      “Yeah, you’re right. Oh, which reminds me! I know you’re too old, but can the other villagers fight, Zhugoba?” asked Yui.


      “Some here make their living as hunters. And in our village, mighty humans pose a greater threat than mighty monsters, so we train in antihuman combat. However, we would certainly pale in comparison to a skilled demon, especially should they be experienced.”


      “I mean, even we have a tough time fighting demons. They’re much more trouble than your average strong monster,” said Daggers, and he was right. It was much more difficult to fight demons, who were intelligent creatures with high aptitudes for magic, than a strong monster. Plus, there were a lot of people who had a hard time bringing themselves to fight humanoids—especially to the death. “Are there any knights stationed nearby? In all honesty, they’re better at fighting demons than we are.”


      “There are few in nearby towns,” answered Zhugoba.


      “Just a few? That’s not exactly reassuring, but I suppose it’s best to call for them anyway.”


      That’s when something hit me.


      “What’s wrong, Lloyd?”


      “It’s just, it clearly seemed like this demon was teasing me. I’m sure they knew I’d detect them. Would they really let us just call for reinforcements to—”


      “Mayor Zhugoba! We’re in trouble!” A man short of breath burst through the door, cutting off my words.


      “What is it? We were in the middle of an important—”


      “It’s the Gadilons! Fia said she saw one rampaging near the village!”


      “Was it not just preying on monsters?”


      “She said something was clearly wrong! And she was even attacked...”


      “What did you say?!” Zhugoba shot out of his chair. This clearly had him panicked. “Is that really true? Are you sure she’s not—”


      “It ate her right arm.”


      “A Gadilon preyed on a human?” Zhugoba clearly couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


      “It did, and Fia seemed to be in terrible pain. A doctor is taking a look at her as we speak.”


      “I simply cannot believe it...” sighed Zhugoba. It had been fact that Gadilons only attacked humans when provoked, but not anymore. There must have been another factor at play, but what if it applied to the whole horde? We would need to rethink our relationship with the beasts.


      “Damn it! It’s a pain, but we’ve gotta deal with this Gadilon first!”


      We had to make sure it didn’t destroy the village, no matter what it took. After all, this was my first quest as an S-rank adventurer—I couldn’t afford to fail.


      “For now, let’s forget about the demons. Of course, we need to stay on our guards, but the Gadilon comes first. Let’s deal with it as fast as we can.” I expanded the scope of my detection magic and immediately picked up on the beast, just barely on the limits of how far I could detect. And one thing was for certain: It was slowly but surely headed straight for Kikuno Village.


      “But what do we do? Defeating it’s not gonna be easy,” said Yui.


      “They’re dangerous, after all.” Given our current situation, defeating it had to come later. “First, we need to make sure the villagers are safe.”


      “Yeah, you’re right.”


      ***


      After that, we gathered monster meat from the villagers and headed for where the Gadilon had been spotted. Since Gadilons are carnivores, it would naturally take the bait.


      The plan was to have Yui and Daggers carry the meat on their backs and run away from the village. It was simple, but based on what I had heard from the villagers, it was also the most effective strategy. I cast multiple buffs on them to raise their physical capabilities to their limits.


      “All right. This’ll allow me to outrun it, even with this monster meat on my back.”


      “Ugh, this reeks.”


      “Just put up with it, Yui. You’re the one who wanted to accept this quest.”


      “I-I know that!”


      With Yui and Daggers on the job, there was no way the Gadilon would catch up to them. “Still, I hope this goes well.”


      Just to be safe, we had the villagers wait inside their houses, ready to both fight and flee. After all, if they were all in one place, a single spell could wipe them out.


      “Um, by the way... Are we there yet?” asked Yui after we had walked for a bit.


      “I found remains of a feeding frenzy, but I still can’t determine where the Gadilon is,” I explained.


      “Maybe it already escaped?” suggested Daggers.


      “No, it has to be around here somewhere. A Gadilon is too slow to be able to escape the range of my detection magic so quickly.”


      “Which means what exactly?”


      “My detection magic is being blocked, somewhere.” I had never heard of any monster that was capable of such a thing, but these Gadilons were a very rare species that wasn’t generally known about. So, could it be possible? I didn’t know everything, and if I took that possibility into account, then...


      “It’s like that demon you mentioned earlier!” suddenly said Yui, thus presenting a new possibility to me.


      “The demon is concealing the Gadilon’s signal, you mean?” That would explain why a Gadilon, which lacked intelligence, was capable of such a feat. Then was the demon trying to interfere and have the Gadilon get rid of us? I wasn’t sure what they were after, but they were definitely a threat.


      “If this demon’s not attacking us themself, then doesn’t that mean they’re not suited for battle?” suggested Daggers.


      “I’m not sure...” Despite the fact I could hear gigantic footsteps approaching from beyond the trees, I could feel no signal. I guess that meant this spell could only block detection magic. I could feel the ground shaking beneath my feet.


      “This is way beyond what I was imagining.”


      A ginormous beast knocked down trees with ease and shook the ground. It towered above the forest. Yui and the others seemed quite shocked themselves, but I was surprised for a whole different reason. “Red...magic stones?”


      The Gadilon’s shell was studded with multiple red stones that let off a mysterious glow. What was happening here? Based on the documents I had read, Gadilons weren’t supposed to have such stones. I didn’t notice any signs of the Gadilon’s body rejecting them either, but it was safe to assume they were foreign objects. Not to mention, the magic stones looked eerily similar to the one we had seen on that farm near Ishtar.


      “Wh-What is...?” I muttered.


      “L-Lloyd! Wh-What’s that?!” shouted Yui as she pointed toward the Gadilon’s shell. On top of it was a boy dressed in a white lab coat.


      “Is that...a child?” Silica asked. The demon had blue-gray hair and resembled a human child. I could understand why she thought it was one. However...


      “That’s...” A demon. I didn’t know why it had a monster like a Gadilon with it, but...


      No, wait a second. From what I could guess, this demon seemed connected to a certain incident. “Oh, I get it... Were you the mastermind behind the attack on Ishtar?”


      The boy grinned. “Ding, ding, ding! You’ve got it!” He looked down on us, clapping his hands as if to provoke us.


      “Huh? Then that horde of monsters was...?”


      “Yup! I wasn’t in Ishtar myself, but the monsters there were my failed test subjects!”


      “Your failed test subjects?”


      “Uh-huh! I mean, they were weak, right? And it took sooo long to domesticate each one. But I made so many of them, I thought maybe they’d be able to destroy a town, at least! Guess I was wrong, though.”


      “But why did you make them attack Ishtar?”


      “To eradicate the Hero. I mean, Ishtar’s was a weakling, but he was still a Hero, right? Getting rid of him would have all of you questioning if the Heroes were really worth their stuff, at the very least, I guess?”


      “So, you were trying to weaken the support the Heroes receive.”


      “And I mean, you all put such high hopes in your Heroes. Destroying one would be a huge mental blow! I also just wanted to collect some data—to see how well these failures actually worked.”


      It was the exact answer I had been expecting. As evil and brutal as it was, there was some logic to his words.


      “Y’know, I’ve always wondered something,” said Yui, clearly holding herself back from punching the boy. “Why do you demons do things like this?”


      “Uh, to make this continent a land just for demons?”


      “So exactly what the previous Demon King wanted?”


      “Hmm... I dunno.”


      “What?”


      “I mean, I don’t care about all that! I just wanna do whatever I want! To be honest, this demon territory stuff doesn’t really mean anything to me.” So, he simply wanted to test the limits of his own research.


      “You’re crazy...” muttered Yui.


      “Say whatever you want! I don’t care what anyone else thinks! Everyone but us demons are gonna go extinct, anyway!”


      “And what’s your evidence?”


      The demon answered Yui’s question with zero qualms. Monologuing your evil plans definitely seemed like a bad idea, but if he was going to share, then I was happily going to listen. “The current Demon King is the strongest in history! And the Three Great Nations are the weakest they’ve ever been. Your only real threats are the Captain of the Holy Knights, Captain of the Royal Knights, the empire’s Four Commanders, and the three Heroes! Actually, wait a sec. Some of those guys might already be dead by now!”


      “What?” There was no letting that line slide. I couldn’t help but react.


      The demon grinned as if he found me funny.


      That’s when the Gadilon started to grow impatient.


      “Whoa, sorry there! It seems like Mr. Turtle is at his limits. Let’s cut this short and get started!” The demon hopped off the Gadilon’s shell and landed a short distance away. “Don’t worry! I won’t be participating in this battle. But I’ve made some improvements to Mr. Turtle here, so be careful!”


      The Gadilon let out a bloodcurdling screech. It seemed to be writhing in pain. The magic stones on its back forced monsters to obey commands—in other words, they were imbued with magic that imitated Claira’s. I could feel her power from within them.


      “These magic stones have Claira’s magic in them, huh?” I asked.


      “You’re right on the money! As long as you’ve got these, monsters will listen to you! Though Claira was stolen from us, unfortunately, so we can’t make any more of them. But seriously! If this was gonna happen, we should’ve just summoned some allies to cross over the border and take her back to demon territory!”


      So, these magic stones were made by extracting Claira’s mana.


      “You villain...” Those words spilled from Silica’s lips. It was rare to hear language like that from her, but this demon definitely was evil enough to earn it.


      Though obviously, the demon didn’t seem to mind this at all. I was sure he wasn’t interested in what others thought of him anyway.


      “Hey, can I ask a question too?” asked the demon, completely relaxed. He was looking at Yui.


      “What?”


      “It was Yui, right? Have we met before?”


      “I dunno! I think I’d remember trash like you.”


      “Hmm... Well, okay.” I could tell from his expression that he wasn’t satisfied with this answer. However, he had no choice but to drop the matter, as Yui clearly didn’t seem to be lying. “That doesn’t matter right now anyway.”


      The demon snapped his fingers. Immediately, the Gadilon let out a screech, as if it had been freed from his control.


      “Let’s see what you can do!”


      The Gadilon opened its mouth wide, concentrating mana at a single point.


      We were only a few meters from it. There was no dodging this attack. Jump backward or to the side, and we’d still be hit. Not to mention, the spell would be cast in just a few seconds. That wasn’t enough time for Silica to cast one to neutralize it. But even if I tried to use the fire spell stored in Astarte instead, I was so close I’d suffer damage from the recoil. What could we do?!


      “Everyone! Get behind me!” Daggers summoned his shield via storage magic before I could make a decision. I retreated behind him and immediately cast multiple buffs.


      “A-Are you gonna be okay?!” asked Yui.


      “Who knows, but we’ve got no choice but to try!”


      The Gadilon’s fiery breath blasted Daggers’s shield. He groaned, seemingly on the verge of being overcome. The force of the flames was fierce, and their heat nipped at him too. This was bad.


      Yui was the first to realize this, and she quickly grabbed hold of Daggers’s shield.


      “Yui...”


      “I’ll lend you a hand!”


      Somehow, the two stood their ground and successfully fended off the Gadilon’s attack. As soon as this battle began, our two main forces were wiped.


      “Get back, please!” Silica cast a wind spell without reciting an incantation. Dust and sand blinded the beast.


      “You don’t have to recite incantations, Silica?!”


      “For simple spells, at least...”


      We used this opportunity to distance ourselves from the Gadilon.


      “This thing’s tougher than I thought. My shield can’t block its attacks without some distance.”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! Even Lloyd’s buffs aren’t enough to completely defend against the thing?!”


      These two had directly experienced the attack, and their testimonies alone were enough to tell how strong this thing was.


      “You’ve got any ideas, Lloyd?” asked Yui.


      “Huh? You’re turning to me?”


      “It’s your job, isn’t it?!”


      “I mean, it is, but...”


      We couldn’t use magic to destroy the Gadilon’s shell. But if we got too close, we could fall victim to that same breath attack again.


      “I don’t think there’s a way out of this, is there?”


      “Huh?! You’ve gotta be joking!”


      “I mean, the brat’s not going to let us escape, and defeating him first doesn’t seem like a good move either.”


      “Hmm... Oh!” Yui pointed at the Gadilon. “Look—the magic stones! Can’t we just smash those?”


      Yui’s thought process was sound. Destroying them would break the brainwashing spell. However... “Do you think that demon’ll let us do that?”


      “He probably already has a counter up his sleeves,” agreed Daggers. The demon was imitating Claira’s magic and utilizing it himself—that had to take both incredible smarts and magical capabilities.


      “Then you’re saying taking down the Gadilon’s our only choice? There’s no way we can do that!” protested Yui.


      “Which is why I said there’s no way out of this...”


      The Gadilon once again let out a magic attack, paying no mind to our chat. This time, it used water magic. Still, this was no water gun—it had enough force to easily smash through rocks. Get hit with that, and you’d be toast. Buffs wouldn’t get us out of this one, and we’d have been in serious danger if not for Daggers’s shield.


      Daggers groaned. Bearing the brunt of two of these attacks weighed heavily on him. Even he could only block a few of them.


      I cast buffs on everyone. “Let’s avoid its attacks the best we can.”


      “W-Will I truly be able to do such a thing?” asked Silica, clearly worried.


      “You’ll be fine! I’ll figure it out, somehow!” said Yui, beating her fist against her chest. She must have had a plan. I guess I could leave things to her, then.


      “Here comes the next one!”


      We spread out in all different directions to distract the Gadilon. This time, it used wind magic. It tore the trees asunder, and in a few seconds, the ground we had just been standing on had been gouged.


      “That would have ripped us to shreds.” But human flesh torn asunder? This thing was no joke.


      It used earth magic for its next attack. It formed rocks, then launched them as projectiles. That completed the four types of elemental magic it could use. Afterward, the Gadilon continuously cycled from fire, to water, to earth, to wind, always in that order. It targeted Silica a few times, which put her in danger. But each time that happened, Yui would fire a magic slash right at the Gadilon’s head, slightly diverting the attack’s trajectory. That must have been her plan.


      As I dodged the monster’s attacks, I thought up a way to defeat it. That’s when I noticed a regularity to its movements. “We weren’t given any intel about this, but do monsters lose intelligence when they’re being controlled?”


      Which reminded me, the high wolves we had first encountered and the monsters that attacked Ishtar had lowered mental faculties too.


      There was a pattern here. On top of that, the Gadilon couldn’t move while it was casting magic.


      All right! We could win this!


      ***


      Beneath the cloudy sky, a certain blue-haired demon dressed in a Hawaiian shirt watched from afar as his brethren set fire to the city with magic. The demon wore sunglasses, and his dark skin was adorned with azure patterns.


      “Seriously. Why the hell is this my job?” said the demon army’s Satanic Fourth and former member of the Four Fiends, Daetarios. He was the eminent magician of the Four Fiends, and the man who had killed the most humans in all the former Demon King’s army. “I’m ready for a massacre, but...”


      He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a photograph. It depicted Claira in captivity, shackled and pained.


      “I’ve gotta take her back first.” Daetarios turned his blue eyes toward the castle. “I guess that’s where the princess would be.”


      He reluctantly stood up, did some light stretches, and leaped into the air, hopping from rooftop to rooftop. The people were obviously too busy screaming and running around in chaos to notice the mysterious figure up above.


      Just like that, he followed the shortest route to his destination, paying no mind to whoever might have glimpsed him. Shortly, he arrived near the palace.


      “A-A demon!” shouted one of the knights as he pointed at Daetarios.


      “Whoa there. Guess I’ve been caught.” Naturally, defenses were stronger near the castle. A demon dressed in a flashy Hawaiian shirt was easily spotted.


      “That blue hair... No way! Could you be the Hydromancer?!”


      “The Hydromancer?! You mean the Bringer of Waves?!”


      “Isn’t the Hydromancer the strongest weapon in the whole demon army?!”


      Daetarios froze, watching the knights panic. “Huh. I didn’t know I was so famous.”


      For a moment, he considered introducing himself. But then, he remembered his current task and jumped back into action.


      “I’ve gotta hurry and get the hard stuff over with. If that gloomy bastard makes it back here, it’ll be a long road home. I don’t wanna have to walk all the way back home to His Majesty’s castle.”


      Daetarios leaped off a rooftop and gallantly cleared a wall. “Let’s see. Where were we...?” he said, glancing around.


      That’s when a wall of ice arrows came flying straight toward him.


      “Voda Shield.” Water spurted from the ground, snapping the ice arrows. “You’ve gotta be Therion, the Hero of Crystal. Guess that means my target’s around here too.”


      “Huh? Your target?” Therion couldn’t help but ask for clarification. Though given the situation, the answer to his question was obvious. “Ya must mean Claira, huh?”


      He glanced back over his shoulder. Claira was waiting a short distance away with Elaina. The only reason she hadn’t run was because she knew this was the safest place for her to be. Nowhere could be safer in all the royal capital than right beside Therion and Elaina.


      “Yup, that girl over there. If you know who I am, then you’ll know just handing her over is the right move.”


      Daetarios demanded that Therion give up Claira. So, what was Therion’s reaction?


      “And who the hell are ya?”


      “Huh?” This question caught Daetarios completely off guard. “You’re joking, yeah?”


      “Nope. I’ve got no damn clue who you are.”


      “Y-Y-You don’t? Really?”


      “Like. I. Freakin’. Said.” Therion was getting pissed. Just how many times was this guy going to make him repeat himself?


      “H-Huh. So that’s why you’re so confident. Wow, can ignorance be scary,” said Daetarios, adjusting his crooked sunglasses as he calmed himself. He was one of the former Four Fiends, and the demon who had killed the most in all of the former Demon King’s army. He thought he was pretty well-known, and that wasn’t just his hubris talking.


      Given his characteristics, Claira had already figured out his identity. She cowered behind Elaina, clearly fearful.


      Elaina, on the other hand, appeared completely unperturbed. She stood calmly before Claira. The only difference between Therion and her was that she knew of Daetarios—that he was merely a man who had made a name for himself by massacring weaklings.


      “I’ll tell you, as a parting gift for your final days. My name is Daetarios, the Hydromancer! The Satanic Fourth of the Demon King’s army!”


      “So ya deal with water, huh?”


      “I sure do. And first... Schneiden Rain!” Daetarios cast a water spell. Countless raindrops sharp enough to cut through flesh began to fall from the sky. They had been hardened via magic.


      Therion blocked the attack by summoning an ice umbrella. Two more appeared by Claira and Elaina, which protected them. However, the rain that fell on them was somewhat weaker than the rest—it would have only left a scratch.


      “Guess ya don’t wanna kill her, huh?” Still, Therion had no intention of letting a single injury befall her, nor of letting someone that threatened her live. This time, things would be different. He’d finish off his foe for sure.


      Thus, Therion was more prudent than usual. He didn’t want to corner his enemy just for them to escape.


      “Ice magic sure is tough. We make a bad combo.” Daetarios expanded the range of his spell, as if to double down. Magic rain fell over a large swathe of land centered around the castle. The knights and high-ranked adventurers would be able to block the attack, but that’d be a lot tougher for the average citizen.


      “Therion! Protect the kingdom’s subjects!”


      He sighed. “Fine.”

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      Therion utilized the moisture from the pouring rain to wrap the capital in any icy barrier. It immediately fell victim to gravity, shattered, and fell onto the city.


      Getting hit wouldn’t hurt anybody...probably. To be honest, Therion didn’t really mind if the citizens were slightly hurt as long as nobody died.


      Daetarios cursed under his breath. “How do I deal with this...?”


      He glanced over at Claira and Elaina, the latter of whom didn’t seem to be leaving the other’s side anytime soon.


      “You’re not trying to borrow help from this young lady, are you? You’re a lone wolf, according to the rumors.” Daetarios smiled with glee. “You scared of me?”


      “Like hell I am!” Therion was pissed. He let his anger get the better of him and fired ice magic at the demon. Multiple magic circles surrounded Daetarios. From them erupted spears.


      “Whoa, there. Seems like I’m surrounded.”


      Just when Therion thought Daetarios had no way to escape, a whirlpool formed around the demon. It diverted the directions of the arrowheads, sending them pummeling into the ground.


      However, Therion had predicted this much.


      Daetarios formed a wall around himself, blocking his vision. But as soon as it dissipated, he realized Therion was nowhere to be seen.


      “Where’d he go?” He glanced around to find countless pillars of ice that hadn’t been there before. “Guess he’s trying to hide.”


      Daetarios cast an enchantment that sent boiling balls of water hurtling at the ice pillars. They flew straight through the blocks of ice, but none seemed to collide with Therion.


      At that very moment, an arrow flew straight toward Daetarios’s back. “How sly,” he said, grabbing the ice arrow out of thin air. “Buying time, are we? What a slight to the Hero name.”


      Daetarios fired water bullets in the direction the arrow had come from—in other words, the pillar Therion had to be hiding behind. It shattered.


      But Therion wasn’t there.


      “I’m not here to play whac-a-mole,” spat Daetarios. He focused his eyes and glimpsed a moving shadow. “So, there you are!”


      Daetarios cast Aqua Blade, splitting the moving figure in half. But it wasn’t blood that spurt from the now-severed Therion, but ice shards.


      “A body double, huh?”


      The two pieces of the body double crunched as they grew motionless, then returned to ice.


      “So I’ve gotta find the real one, huh? You underestimate me, damn it!”


      Daetarios shattered body double after body double, until at long last, none were left. There were no more pillars either. He could now see the whole arena, but Therion was missing.


      “No freakin’ way. Did he run?” Now that he was thinking about it, he realized Claira and Elaina were nowhere to be seen either. “He must’ve gotten scared of me and scrammed. I see the Hero of Crystal doesn’t live up to the rumors.”


      But immediately after those words left his mouth, something felt odd to Daetarios. He had been surrounded by a mysterious magical force, even though he was the only one there.


      “What’s this?!”


      The source of this was the scattered ice shards. Daetarios couldn’t sniff signals out with detection magic like Lloyd could, but it was still clear that this one belonged to Therion.


      “What is he...?”


      Immediately, the shards charged Daetarios like metal to a magnet. They brutally sliced at his skin. While the wounds were shallow, getting one in his eyes could be disastrous. Thus, he brought up an arm to block his face—and thus, his vision.


      That’s when Therion snuck up behind him and stabbed an icy sword into his back.


      “Just kidding!” Daetarios grabbed hold of the blade, stopping it right before impact. Blood dripped from his hands. “I show you an opening, and you go right ahead and take advantage of it. Talk about simple.”


      Daetarios used his right hand, which was free, to grab Therion’s face. He smashed it in his palm, his expression dripping with ecstasy.


      Therion, on the other hand, seemed unfazed. He didn’t even fight back. That’s when Daetarios knew that victory was his.


      “Go on! Say something!” He leaned in close to Therion, his face still in his hands.


      “Sure.” Therion opened his mouth, and his lips curled upward. “Really, talk about being damn simple!”


      Pain shot through Daetarios’s back. “Huh?!” The wound was deep. Blood poured forth from it. “Wh-Who are...?”


      “I am Elaina. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, though I do not intend on letting you escape from this alive.” Somewhere down the line, Elaina had slipped behind him. Her right arm had transformed into the shape of a sickle and was drenched in Daeatarios’s blood.


      “Y-You’re a mantis?” Indeed, Elaina’s right arm resembled the forelegs of a mantis. “Wh-What the hell are you?”


      “I am Master Claira’s guard...and her friend.”


      “N-Nobody told me about this!”


      “Ignorance can be quite scary, after all,” she sarcastically said as she wiped the blood off her arm. In terms of pure speed, Elaina was as fast as could be. Outstripping her was a tall order. “That was quite easy.”


      “I wasn’t tryin’ to fight one-on-one in the first place. Still, I let my damn guard down.” Therion didn’t know much about Daetarios, but he had at least heard what the guards had said. They had called him “the Hydromancer” and “the strongest weapon in the whole demon army.” That was enough for Therion to know Daetarios had little experience in hand-to-hand combat, and he was best at casting spells that wreaked havoc from a distance. Thus, fighting back with magic would have only led to an endurance battle, and using Elaina as his trump card was his most effective path to victory.


      When Daetarios had first glanced at Elaina, he didn’t react much. That meant he couldn’t have known about her beforehand, nor did he have the high-level detection skills or judgmental capacities that Lloyd possessed. While Therion wasn’t a fan of relying on Elaina, he wanted to get this over with quickly. Thus, he had reluctantly chosen to do so.


      “Now, then...” Therion froze Daetarios’s limbs. “Don’t you dare try to run. I’ll freeze your innards so they can’t function. Actually, scratch that. I’ll summon ice thorns that’ll tear your body apart from the inside out!”


      “No, I believe it is best we avoid doing something so grotesque before Master Claira.”


      “Damn, you’re right. Guess I’ll just have to flash freeze your organs, then.” Even among the demons, Therion was well-known as a callous Hero who didn’t hesitate to kill his enemies. And even if Daetarios hadn’t heard the rumors, fighting Therion was enough for him to feel just how chilly his heart was.


      “F-Fine! I-I’ll betray the Demon King! Just please don’t kill me!” Daetarios threw his hands into the air, showing he had no intention of resisting. In fact, he even said he’d be okay with betraying his king!


      Damn, this guy’s pathetic, thought Therion. Though he still decided to show some interest in the proposal. “That ain’t a bad suggestion.”


      Daetarios’s face lit up. “Really?”


      “Yeah. So, out with it.”


      “R-Right. Got it.” The demon took a moment to first ponder what he should share. “The Demon King’s army is the strongest it’s ever been right now. It’s mostly centered around seven demons known as the Satanic Seven, since the Demon King... Well, he’s busy, and he’s weak. He barely shows himself in public.”


      “The damn Demon King is?” Therion clearly didn’t trust this intel. “You ain’t bullshitting me, are ya?”


      “I’m not! It’s true, but you can’t underestimate the king either. It’s his crazy mana reserves that eats away at his body.” Daetarios imagined the Demon King and shivered.


      “He can’t even control his own damn mana?”


      “No, he’s got a better sense for magic than any other demon out there. He’s just got so much of it, he can’t wrangle it in. It’s damn endless.”


      “Huh.” Therion maintained a poker face throughout their talk, but underneath, he was starting to get scared. Was this really someone they could conquer?


      It was hard to think the Demon King would send a trusted vassal here to the capital, especially for such a conspicuous job. More likely, he sent a pawn he could cut loose if things went south. Daetarios was strong, but his personality was a problem. There couldn’t possibly be anyone better for the job.


      “So that’s how it is...” muttered Therion as he watched Daetarios pitifully beg for his life.


      “I-It is! I’ll be your spy! I’ll leak info about the demon army to you! How does that sound?”


      “A spy, huh?”


      “That’ll totally help you! I promise! So spare me, please...!” Daetarios desperately begged, but...


      “I don’t need one, damn it.” Therion’s tone was low. He activated his magic, freezing Daetarios from the inside out.


      “Y-You tricked me!” Panicked, he tried to resist, but he couldn’t move his body. What he felt surpassed mere cold. He was assaulted by a sharp pain, which only grew more excruciating. An unbelievable ache overcame him whenever he tried to move his limbs. His breathing grew erratic—the air which escaped his mouth was white and cold. “Wh-Why would you...?”


      “Why? ’Cause letting bastards like you live is always worse in the long run. Not to mention you tried to lay your hands on Claira. I’d kill anyone that harms her, no questions asked!”


      “Wh-What the heck? Why...would...” Daetarios completely froze over. Now, he was still.


      “What shall we do with him?” asked Elaina, who had silently watched the whole affair.


      “We can just smash him, but let’s take his body. Just in case some—” Therion reached toward Daetarios’s icy corpse, but a black shadow stopped him.


      “I cannot let you.” The shadow spread across the floor. Then, a single demon stepped out from it. A hood was pulled over his head, concealing his face.


      “Where the hell did this guy come from?!” Therion cast ice magic in an attempt to kill the man. Ice crystals pierced the demon’s flesh... At least, they should have. Instead, they were simply sucked into the void.


      “You are wasting your time. Ice magic does not work on shadows.”


      “Then what about this?” Elaina’s right arm cut through the man’s neck, certainly doing damage. His severed head flew through the air...but then, its mouth opened.


      “How equally pointless.” The demon was now just a head, but he seemed completely unperturbed.


      Elaina raised her right arm, ready to cut through its face.


      “Stop, Elaina!” But just as blade was about to meet flesh, Therion stopped her. He had grabbed hold of her arm from behind and ushered her to return to defending Claira. “I’ll let you off this one damn time. But show your face to me again, and you’re dead.”


      “What an unreasonable pact. I have no intention of laying hands on you myself.” The demon’s torso picked up its rolling head and put it back where it belonged. A black mist formed over it. Then immediately, it was reattached. Even Therion thought it was gross.


      “You after Claira?”


      “That is his job, not mine,” said the demon, easily lifting Daetarios’s body into his hands. “Anyhow, I shall retreat now. It appears the demons inside the capital have lost. There must have been some strong adventurers among you,” he said, glancing toward the black smoke. While the fires remained, the screams had subsided. It didn’t seem like there were any new victims, and though a buzz still filled the city streets, all was beginning to calm.


      “I shall take my leave, then.” The demon melted back into the shadow at his feet. Once the man was gone, the void then began to move over the ground at a startling speed, until eventually, it was nowhere to be found. It was quite an unnatural and bone-chilling sight.


      “Why did you let him escape? I am quick enough to pursue him.” Elaina was clearly unhappy.


      “The blue-haired guy is dead, and they can try all they damn want, but there’s no reviving him now. Why not let them take the corpse? Plus, had we made one wrong move, Claira’d be in danger.”


      Had that shadow been capable of absorbing not just the dead but the living as well, it was entirely possible the demon would have chosen to abandon the corpse and take Claira instead. But their enemy hadn’t seemed hostile. Instead, he seemed to be solely intent on recovering his brethren’s corpse. That made unnecessarily riling him up a bad move.


      But before all that could even come into play, that shadow magic was unique, and Therion had zero intel on it. He had no way of predicting what actions it might take.


      Therion clicked his tongue. Rays of sunlight had begun to peak through the clouds, which he didn’t appreciate. “If we’re done here, let’s get inside, damn it.”


      “Indeed.” Rather than follow Therion, who was already stomping toward the palace, Elaina first headed to where Claira stood.


      “You did well out there, Elaina,” praised her master.


      “Let us head inside.”


      But as soon as the three arrived, they noticed something was off.


      “Those damn knights sure are noisy.” Therion forcibly grabbed hold of one of the many knights who were rushing about the palace. “Hey! What the hell happened?!”


      “L-Lord Therion?! And Princess Claira! Please retreat somewhere safe! Th-Th-This is terrible!”


      “What the hell is terrible, damn it?!”


      “W-Well, um... King Basileus has been a-assassinated.”


      Claira was shocked. She had been in his graces, even if only for a short time. She was indebted to the king in more ways than she could ever repay.


      “N-No freakin’ way...” A certain man popped into Therion’s mind. “That damn shadowy bastard...!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Swordswoman Meets Her Mortal Enemy


      Our path to victory against this enchanted Gadilon was simple. In order to share my plan, I made sure the beast was focused on Yui and then ran over to Daggers, who was the closest to me.


      “Daggers, I have a plan.”


      “I was waiting for you to say that! Fill me in.”


      I briefly explained my strategy.


      “So we use its attacks against it, huh?”


      “Exactly. We wait until it uses earth magic. No, right after it casts a wind attack.”


      “Got it. But how are we going to tell the others?”


      “I’ll distract it to give you an opening,” I said. Then, I began to run faster. The Gadilon’s attention was still on Yui, but...


      “Pay me some attention too!” I used thought-sharing magic, the very same I had used on Cross once to tell him our enemies’ locations. But this time, things were a bit different—I had shared my thoughts with the Gadilon. We weren’t in direct contact, so the messages I could send were limited in complexity. But I could still share—or rather, bombard it—with intense emotions. I was no good in a proper fight, but I had found my own special way to attack, even if it had taken every ounce of my intellect to do so.


      While this wasn’t a direct blow, it would still sabotage the beast. I summoned every bit of anger I could and blasted it at the Gadilon, using magic to amplify the effect multiple times over.


      The Gadilon froze. It didn’t seem frightened, more just caught off guard by something it couldn’t understand. But it clearly didn’t like this. It turned its attention from Yui to me.


      Seeing this, Daggers began running in the opposite direction.


      “Now, I just have to continue to dodge its attacks until Daggers relays the plan to everyone.” A fire attack flew straight at me, but I used the fire spell I had stored in Astarte to knock the attack off course. “Damn, that was close.”


      One wrong move, and all that would await me was death. I couldn’t make a single mistake.


      “Next should be water.” I had no particular strategy to counter that. A fire spell wouldn’t be able to redirect the attack, much less neutralize it. So, I cast buffs on myself to raise my physical stats and leaped to the side. A few seconds later, the spot where I was standing had been pulverized by the attack’s incredible water pressure.


      “That stupid turtle...” Hiding from the Gadilon wouldn’t work. I had learned that much by watching Yui evade its attacks. I wasn’t sure how it was doing it, but it knew exactly where we were. I hadn’t read anything about this in the documents we were given, so it must have been the result of this demon’s magic. We’d have to battle this thing under the assumption it was constantly casting detection magic.


      Next came a wind attack, then an earth attack. Finally, another fire attack came flying toward me. I just barely managed to dodge.


      “All right.” Daggers just had to share the plan with Silica. Then, my job was done. If I kept this up, then...


      Unfortunately, the Gadilon’s next move defied my expectations. It started barreling toward me. I hadn’t thought it was intelligent enough to try such a thing, so that demon must have interfered somehow. He likely thought we had it too easy—that this wasn’t interesting enough for him. But what really shocked me was...


      “Weren’t these things supposed to be slow?!” Contrary to the intel I had received, this Gadilon was startlingly quick. I couldn’t dodge, and my magic wouldn’t prove effective either. I had but one choice.


      “Gwah!” I thrust Astarte in front of me to act as a shield, not that it did anything. My body was mercilessly thrown into the air. I used the full extent of my mana to cast some buffs and raise my physical stats. After tumbling across the ground, my body smacked into a tree.


      “Ouch!” A sharp pain shot through my body. This was bad. I had let my guard down. I had been convinced it wouldn’t use physical attacks, and for no good reason. “I’ve definitely broken some bones.”


      I took out some mana recovery potions using storage magic and downed them. Then, I threw the empty bottles on the ground and used my replenished MP to cast healing magic on myself.


      “Yeah, of course that wouldn’t fully heal me.” I could now walk, but I was at my physical limit. I downed another mana recovery potion.


      “Lloyd!” Yui ran over to me. “Y-You okay?! You’ve been torn to shreds!”


      “I think I’m fine, somehow.” I got to my feet, using Astarte as a crutch.


      “That staff sure is something!”


      It had borne the full brunt of the Gadilon’s headbutt, yet there wasn’t even a scratch on it. A normal staff would have snapped or even broken to pieces. “Really, I wonder what it’s made from?”


      “Is this the time for that?! I mean, are you really okay?! Shouldn’t you sit down?”


      “I healed myself and cured my internal bleeding. My flesh wounds are better too.” I was having a tough time, but I didn’t want to make her worry. I pulled a strained smile. “Anyway, are you ready?”


      “Yup!”


      “All right, let’s get things started then.”


      Our plan was simple. First, we’d evade the Gadilon’s attacks until it used water magic. And thankfully, it wasn’t going after me anymore. Maybe it felt like it had missed its chance to kill me? But I was lucky the Gadilon was focused on Daggers now. Had it tried to attack me again, I’d have been done for.


      “Bring it on!” Once the Gadilon fired off its water magic, Daggers taunted the beast. It then shot a wind attack at him. “Agh...! It’s strong!”


      Daggers blocked with his shield, but he had taken the attack head-on. He was covered in wounds, but the Gadilon was ruthless. It paid no mind to this as it attempted to fire a boulder formed from earth magic at him.


      “Now, Yui!”


      “All righty!” Just when the boulder was fully formed, Yui launched multiple magic slashes at it. Silica and Cross followed that up with attacks of their own. Somehow, we managed to neutralize the force that would launch the boulder, causing it to get stuck in and block the Gadilon’s mouth. But the beast wasn’t having it.


      “Does it plan on biting through the boulder?” It seemed like it.


      “I won’t let you!” Yui slipped beneath the Gadilon’s chin and sheathed her sword. Then, she whacked it full force into the underside of the beast’s face, forcing it to close its mouth and swallow the boulder whole.


      It writhed around in pain. I could tell it was trying to cough up the rock.


      “As if I would let you! Meteor Impact!” Silica cast an earth spell. Immediately, a meteor with a radius of three to four meters fell from the sky. It collided with the Gadilon’s head, forcing the boulder deeper into its throat. But that had zapped the last of Silica’s MP. She fell on her butt, panting. “I-I’m at my limit.”


      What happened next came down to that demon. If he didn’t interfere, victory was ours. But would he?


      “Ha ha! Seems like I’ve lost!” He just laughed and laughed, watching the Gadilon struggle. He didn’t step in to help it.


      Eventually, the Gadilon stopped moving. I no longer sensed a mana signal from it either. In other words, it was dead.


      “You’re stronger than I thought you’d be, Lloyd! I was a bit panicked, since I thought you might die! And they’d get mad at me if that happened.”


      This guy really looked down on me, huh? Unfortunately, I no longer had the strength to fight. Please just leave, I begged from the bottom of my heart.


      However, the boy in the lab coat did the exact opposite of what I wanted. “All righty! I guess that means it’s time for round two!”


      “What?!”


      “Head to Kikuno Village! But don’t worry, that’ll be the last stop! I want you to help out with my experiments just a teensy bit more,” he said, grinning from ear to ear the whole time he spoke. “You’ll have to fight the Hell Leech, a parasite monster that attaches itself to humans! They’re native to the Hell Lands of demon territory, where magic is thick and the land is poisonous. They need quite a lot of magic to live, you see. I had it infect one of the villagers.”


      “A villager?”


      “Yup! She happily accepted the deal once I told her it’d give her the strength she needed to kill you guys! But I was kinda shocked! I wasn’t expecting she’d be such a perfect host. If it’s managed to take complete control, the Gadilon won’t even be able to hold a candle to her! Though all the monster’s other hosts have died, so I’m sure she will too, soon enough.”


      We were at a loss for words. But the demon just turned around and disappeared into the woods. We couldn’t quite keep up, and for a while, all we could do was stand there, dumbfounded.


      “H-Hey! We’ve gotta get back to the village!” Eventually, Yui urged us to get moving.


      “Wait a sec, Yui.” Cross stopped her.


      “What?!”


      “Take a look around. We’re the only two who can still fight. Daggers is in tatters, and Silica’s out of MP. And most importantly, Lloyd’s reached his limits.”


      “Y-You’re right...” Even Yui had to back down after hearing that.


      “No, don’t worry about me. I still have some mana recovery potions left, and while I’m having a tough time moving around too much, I can still support you all from behind.”


      “I have some potions as well. I should be fine after a short rest.”


      Silica and I would still be able to fight. But sheesh, was I thankful I bought so many mana potions on my way here.


      “But then what about Daggers...?”


      “I won’t have any problems. I mean, I will, probably, but as long as I get some healing magic cast on me, I’ll manage somehow or another.” He put away his shield with storage magic.


      “If you three are up for it, then that’s fine with me, but...can we actually win this?” Cross seemed awfully worried. If we were to take the demon’s words at face value, this monster likely wouldn’t be as tough as the Gadilon. The only problem was that it was attached to a villager, and that I was the root cause of all this.


      “Zhugoba mentioned someone who had a grudge against me. The demon probably talked them into becoming the Hell Leech’s host.”


      “Probably, yeah.” Yui had gotten the same idea too. “But are we going to kill her?”


      “I don’t want to. But we might have to, if it comes down to it. We better be prepared for that possibility.” Just why did my quests never get to go as planned? Maybe bad luck really did follow me...


      “Can you heal me, Lloyd?”


      “R-Right.”


      I cast some healing magic on Daggers to close his flesh wounds. Silica had already recovered her MP with the potions she had on her, and once I finished healing Daggers, I drank some more potions to replenish my own. Drinking so many in a row was kind of sickening, but I managed to down a few more.


      “Let’s head for the village, then.”


      ***


      “Eeeeeek!”


      The villagers had been evacuated into their homes, making Kikuno’s streets awfully quiet. But suddenly, a screech cut through the village. Something was clearly wrong, and a few of the villagers who had noticed left their houses to check on things. Most were men, and all were professional hunters—the only exception was Zhugoba, the village’s mayor. As the head of Kikuno, he had rushed from his dwelling to check on the matter.


      “It came from Carl’s house.” Carl was the only mage capable of casting healing magic in the whole village—their doctor. The group rushed to his house, but they couldn’t believe what they found there.


      “F-Fia... That arm!” One of the villagers fell backward in surprise. According to the reports, her right arm had been eaten by a Gadilon. But it had regenerated, and it looked...different. It glowed a menacing red, and had already begun to eat at her shoulder, turning the skin a dark purple. It was much thicker and longer than a woman’s arm could possibly be—or a human’s could, for that matter.
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      “Isn’t it amazing? A friendly demon gave it to me!”


      “A-A demon?!”


      “Yup!” Her sinister right arm gently caressed her human one.


      “You’d collude with the demons?! But why?!”


      “Why? For revenge!”


      “Revenge!”


      “Yup! Revenge against the adventurers who stole my little brother from me.”


      On one hand, the villagers had been expecting that answer. On the other, they questioned how she could have possibly taken such drastic measures. She had always been a kind and loving sister, and this sudden change in her just didn’t seem to make sense.


      “What happened to you?”


      Ever since they had received news of her brother’s death, Fia had been despondent. The pair of siblings had been on almost too good of terms. They had lost their parents at a young age, and Fia had stepped up to care for her younger brother.


      It was a tightly knit community. The other villagers had worried for them and heavily supported both their livelihoods and hearts. However, Fia had always insisted that she be the one to care for her brother.


      There was a reason for her excessive love. Her brother could receive no affection from their parents, so she wanted to give him enough to make up for it.


      At first, the villagers’ hearts were warmed by their relationship. But eventually—no, perhaps it had always been that way—Fia’s love for her brother was warped. When he announced he wanted to become an adventurer, Fia did everything in her power to stop him, and once she realized that wouldn’t work, she insisted on following him on that path. But Fia had never been athletic. She’d only be holding him back.


      After a while, Fia eventually decided to send her brother off on his own. Whenever she received news that he had climbed in rank, she was happy; she felt more joy for his achievements than her own, just like when she had heard her brother would be participating in the dungeon dive. The kingdom had finally acknowledged her brother, and in his letter, he had promised that once this job was over, he would finally come home for a while.


      But that never happened. Not even his corpse ever made it back to Kikuno Village.


      Fia regretted this terribly. She researched all she could about this dungeon dive and began to despise Lloyd and his party.


      Yet this was just the path her brother had chosen. Being an adventurer always meant facing death, and she knew her brother would never wish for revenge. So, she held herself back. But one day, those feelings exploded, and the dam burst.


      Something was clearly odd about this. There had to be a reason! Thus, the villager had asked his question, convinced that as long as he knew what was driving her, he’d be able to talk her out of this. However...


      “What happened to me? This is all those adventurers’ fault! It’s so clear! Don’t you get it?!” There wasn’t a sliver of doubt in her eyes.


      “But it isn’t! I’ve already told you that, and you accepted that too! Adventurers walk alongside death! They put their lives on the line to fight, and your brother was prepared for that fate too. Don’t you think the best way to mourn him is to accept his death and celebrate his bravery?” The villager pleaded with her, explaining that her brother didn’t wish for her to take revenge.


      “Huh? What do you mean? They’re evil. They’re the villains who took my brother from me, and villains must die...” She grinned with crazed, creepy eyes.


      “That’s not working. She’s completely gone. It seems like that demon must have gotten to her—gotten her to hate those adventurers...Lloyd and them.”


      The villagers raised their weapons, sweat dripping from their faces.


      “Don’t worry, Mayor. I won’t kill you yet, okay?”


      ***


      As soon as we arrived at the village, it was clear that something was up. It was unnaturally quiet, as if we had come to a ghost town. As we walked, we peered into the houses, but nobody was there. The doors were left wide open—forced open. The interiors were a mess, but one house was worse off than the others. There was a giant hole in the side of the wall. Clearly, it had been attacked, but there were no traces of blood to be found.


      “Could they have run?” suggested Daggers.


      “If that were the case, the doors wouldn’t have been broken from the outside.” It didn’t seem like this place had been attacked by monsters, though. Instead, the culprit seemed to be reasonably intelligent.


      “Then where in the heck are they...?”


      I already had a general grasp on the situation. I could sense a large crowd around the mayor’s residence, as well as one odd signal that was bigger than the rest—two combined into one. It had to be the monster that demon had told us about.


      She had gathered the villagers in one place, which probably meant she planned to use them as hostages. Approaching carelessly could be bad. Plus...


      “I must be her target.” I had benefited the most from the dungeon dive, after all. I shot up in rank and even gained a weapon on the same level as the Holy Sword. In exchange for many adventurers’ sacrifices, that is. “I’ll meet with her alone.”


      “Huh?!” This caught Yui and the others by surprise. “Do you have a death wish?!”


      “I don’t. It’s just that if we all head there together, she might kill all the hostages at once.”


      “So you’ll be bait, yeah?” Yui clarified.


      “I’m pretty sure she hates me the most. I’m the best option.” I was scared out of my mind, but this was just something I had to do. “You guys take care of the hostages while you have the chance.”


      “Take care of them? How?”


      “Well, that’ll depend on what happens next.”


      “So we’ve got no plan, basically.” Cross was right. I couldn’t deny that this was reckless. “Fine. But buy us some good time, okay? We’ll find a way to free the hostages.”


      “Thanks.”


      With that, I headed to where the signals were gathered.




      Once I arrived at the mayor’s house, I found countless tied-up villagers. But from what I could tell, none were heavily injured.


      “So, you’re finally here. I’ve been waiting for you.”


      So, this is her. She was tall and had long black hair. I could tell there was a shadow within her crazed eyes all the way from back here too. She was thin, though not in a pretty way, but a sickly one. Finally, her right hand was ominous and clearly inhuman.


      That had to be the monster. It had begun to spread from her arm and seemed to be gradually eating into her right shoulder. If we didn’t get that leech off her fast, she could be done for.


      “Do you know what you’re doing? That thing will kill you.”


      “I don’t mind. All I want is to take revenge for my brother, nothing more.” So basically, she didn’t care if she died. “You’re Lloyd, right? That white mage who shot straight to S-rank thanks to his illustrious efforts during the dungeon dive. I hear that staff is from the dungeon too and has power that rivals the Holy Sword’s.”


      She blabbered on and on about me. So, she must have done her research. Everyone in the kingdom already knew about the dungeon dive, after all.


      “Do you want me dead?”


      “I do. I want to see you suffer. I want to watch as you writhe in pain.” So, killing me wasn’t going to be enough. That was just how much she hated me. This could be bad. First, I needed to get the villagers out of here.


      “Are the villagers safe?”


      “Yes, there’s no need to worry about them. I’ve cast a spell that controls their minds, so they’re fine for now.”


      “And just for now, huh?”


      “You’re quite sharp, I see. You’d do best to remember that I might kill them all depending on what you choose to do next.”


      Mind control magic, huh? It was hard to know just how strong this spell was, but if had the power to break their minds, then getting the hostages out of here wouldn’t do anything, as she’d still be able to kill them with her magic. Though if this spell wasn’t enough to kill someone, then evacuating the villagers was still the right move.


      I had no way to tell either way right now, which meant I first needed to break the spell. But unfortunately, I didn’t know much about mind control magic, or how to break it. I doubted the rest of my party had any idea either.


      I guess if I wanted to break the spell, I’d either have to convince her to do it herself or kill her. And it was very clear convincing her was not on the menu.


      But could I kill her? Of course, I didn’t want to, and I didn’t know if I was strong enough to do so anyway.


      “Put down that staff.”


      “And what if I don’t?”


      “You really need me to spell it out for you?” I guess that meant if I didn’t, she’d kill the hostages.


      “Fine.” I tossed the staff at her feet. If she tried to pick it up, I’d have my opening.


      Unfortunately, it seemed like she really did do her research. She didn’t even try to touch the staff. “Put your hands above your head and get on your knees.”


      I had no choice but to do as she said.


      “What a pathetic sight for the ‘savior.’” Now that she knew I had no way of fighting back, she approached slowly. She took one step, then another. And as soon as she stepped into range, I made my move.


      First, I held back her sinister right hand with my left and reached my right hand for her neck.


      “That’s not going to work.”


      However, that bulky right hand of hers exceeded my expectations. It easily grabbed me by the head and lifted me into the air.


      “D-Damn...it!”


      I then wrapped my dangling legs around her right arm and strangled it in an attempt to rip it off.


      “Like. I. Said. That’s not going to work!” I had tried to lock her joints, but her arm threw me back into the wall. I smashed through it, landing on the floor of somebody’s home.


      I yelped. Pain shot from the wound the Gadilon had left. I had been thrown in my natural state—I hadn’t cast any buffs on myself. I guess the pain made sense.


      “Oh, my! Is that really all you can do?”


      Damn it... Now that things had come to this, I had no choice but to take a gamble. If my gut could be trusted, then this woman lacked the magic needed to break the villager’s minds with her spell. Had she been capable of this, she would have pretended like she was evacuating the villagers only to immediately kill them before my eyes, thus leaving a wound on my heart. Though maybe she just hadn’t thought of that, or she just had a different plan. Still, now that we were away from the villagers, Yui and the others would be able to rescue them.


      “Guess it’s all or nothing...!” I activated my storage magic and summoned my spare staff. Fia clearly hadn’t been expecting this, as she retreated a step.


      Now! I pretended to target her but instead shot fireballs into the air. Using my detection magic, I could tell the rest of my party had seen the signal and leaped into action.


      “Struggling is useless...!” Her right arm began to swell further until it was the size of a full-grown man. I could survive a hit from the thing, but I definitely needed to avoid its grasp at all costs. Even just imagining how it’d feel to get crushed in its grip sent a shiver up my spine.


      The arm swung down on me. I dodged, all the while trying to think of a way out of this. First, I wanted to get Astarte back. I didn’t see that weird translucent book when fighting with my spare staff, so I could focus better. But I could tell it just wasn’t as good as Astarte, which far outstripped it in both effect and MP cost. Still, if I went to grab it now, I’d possibly be getting in the way of Yui and the others.


      “Heal!” I did the bare minimum to heal my wounds. It had been one fight after another, and naturally, I had overspent on MP. What should I do?


      “Lloyd! Get down!”


      I heard a voice from behind me and immediately followed its orders. Mana flew over my head—Yui’s magic slash. It slammed into the woman, causing blood to spurt from her body.


      “You okay, Lloyd?” she asked.


      “Somehow. What about you guys?”


      “The others are at it right now. Sorry, though. I wish I could’ve brought you your staff.”


      I’d have to pick it back up eventually. But right now, it seemed I had no choice but to manage with my spare one.


      “So? Who are you?” After confirming I was safe, Yui turned her attention to the woman.


      “I’m Fia, the elder sister of the adventurer you killed.”


      “You mean during that dungeon dive?”


      “Exactly. My brother was murdered and still sleeps beneath the ground! Yet the kingdom has no intention of ever recovering his body!”


      I already knew there were many adventure corpses still stuck there. “But there’s nothing they can do. Even if you used magic, they’re too deep to get to.”


      Had we worked together from the start, perhaps nobody would have had to die. That thought hurt my chest, but that was no reason for me to have to die too.


      “I get that you want revenge, but what did that demon tell you?” I asked.


      “That he’d grant me the power I needed to do so.”


      As we spoke, the monster that now formed her right hand continued to eat away at her body. Once it completely took over, Fia would no longer be human. And if that came to pass, I could easily imagine that demon controlling her as a puppet in battle just like he had done with the Gadilon. While he claimed he didn’t have any more of those monster-manipulating magic stones, he could always be hiding some more somewhere. He’d be able to kill me, neutralize the power of Astarte, and gain a new force for the demon army all in one go.


      “You’re being manipulated! Even if you kill us, there’s no knowing how he might use you once that monster takes over you completely!”


      “I know that.” She was perfectly calm. “I knew that when I agreed. But... But I’m happy as long as I get my revenge!” Her right arm transformed and morphed into a giant blade. Without Astarte, I had no way to block, and I was still exhausted from our fight with the Gadilon.


      “Fine! I’ll fight you then!” Yui stepped in front of me, her sword held at the ready.


      “I see. Well, I suppose I can just kill you first!”


      The two kicked off the ground and leaped into the air at the same time. A clang reverberated through the air, one that seemed unnatural considering a metal blade had collided with flesh. Fia tried to overwhelm Yui through sheer force, but Yui countered with technique. She redirected Fia’s hefty blow and went in to attack just as Fia was knocked off-balance. Yui’s blade left a shallow wound in Fia’s skin.


      “Wow, your skin’s sure tough...”


      Fia’s wound closed before our eyes.


      “I mean, can’t you heal a little too well? Are you really human?” asked Yui. Her blow had landed on the human part of Fia, which only made her regenerative capabilities seem stranger. “I guess that just means I can’t wound ya unless I mean it!”


      This time, Yui would swing her blade with the intent to kill. That was her resolve as she once again took up a fighting stance. Fia’s attacks were simple and easy to predict. If she parried these full-force attacks, Fia would easily lose her balance. Now if only she could overcome Fia’s physical strength and regenerative abilities...


      “What weaklings! So much for being S-rank adventurers.”


      “Was your brother that strong?” asked Yui.


      “Yes, he was.” Her brother was an S-rank adventurer, after all. Of course he had to be pretty strong, but...


      “Huh, really? I don’t remember anyone that strong, though. Are you sure you’re not giving him too much credit?” Yui purposefully egged her on. She was trying to keep Fia’s attention away from the rest of our party, who were helping the villagers escape, and buy some time. And just as Yui had thought, Fia was furious.


      “How dare you make a fool of me! Ian was strong! He was the pride of our rural village! Of course he wasn’t weak!”


      “But he died, didn’t he? He couldn’t even protect himself! If he was really that strong, wouldn’t he have returned from that dungeon alive? I mean, the enemies down deep were pretty tough, but they were still manageable. And we were the ones who slew them, not your brother.” Yui just piled it on thicker, presenting Fia with the harsh truth of the matter.


      Dang, was Yui really trying to get to her. I wasn’t sure if Ian had gone with Testa or if he had died before we all split up, but either way, Yui’s words were true. Still...


      “Fine! I shall prove it by killing you all! I’ll show you all that my brother was worthy of respect, and that he should have been one of the ones who returned alive!” Her expression was no longer the odd grin she had worn while discussing how she’d kill and torture us. Now, her brow was furrowed, and her shouts filled with cutting malice.


      “Huh? I mean, I was just trying to buy some time. Did I take things too far?” Yui asked.


      “Maybe.” I shrugged.


      The veins on Fia’s neck and arms were popping out of her skin, and it didn’t seem like those were the only parts of her that had undergone a change. It looked like her right arm was sucking all the nutrients out of the rest of her body. But she was already so gaunt. Any more of this and she could die.


      “You’ve got any plans up your sleeve, Lloyd? You’re great at those!”


      “Nope... Maybe just cutting off her arm?”


      The monster’s cells were invading the rest of her body, so I doubted that this could serve as the finishing blow. Still, I didn’t have any better ideas.


      “I guess we’ve just gotta try it, then! Support me like usual, ‘kay?”


      “Got it.” At times like this, I really regretted having no means to fight offensively myself. All I could do was support Yui and get in Fia’s way.


      “Here I go!” This time, Yui swung her sword with the intent to kill. She aimed for Fia’s right arm, tracing a line that went from Fia’s shoulder to her side.


      But Fia didn’t even dodge. Instead, she boldly blocked it with her flesh. Even Yui’s strongest attack wasn’t enough to cut off the leech. While the attack cut deep into Fia’s flesh, she seemed completely unperturbed. In fact...


      “Wha—?! Hey!”


      The arm began to regenerate, as if trying to suck Yui’s blade inside it. Naturally, Yui immediately began to yank it back, but it was stuck. She cursed under her breath, abandoned her blade, and jumped backward.


      Now that Yui was defenseless, Fia took up the offensive. She stretched out her giant right arm in an attempt to grab hold of Yui.


      “Storage!” Yui took out a spare sword using storage magic and cut off Fia’s hand right at the last moment. “Whew, was that a close one! I thought I was done for!”


      Fia held her hand and writhed in pain—not because losing it had hurt, but more because she was trying to force her body to eat up its MP and stamina to heal the wound. It seemed like she still had some magic left in her but was nearing her physical limits. Given how scrawny she was, she and the monster would both die if she tried to heal herself. She wasn’t used to this body, and she was pushing it too hard.


      “Is there any way we can save her, Lloyd?” Yui couldn’t stand to watch Fia struggle, and I understood where she was coming from. Fia had lost her beloved brother, had become the demons’ puppet, and would soon be discarded. It was hard to watch.


      “Heal.” I cast a healing spell, doing what little I could to aid her recovery. If she could recover the stamina needed to regenerate, she likely wouldn’t be in so much pain.


      At least, I had thought so. Instead, Fia’s cries grew louder as she twisted and turned. I immediately stopped my spell.


      “What’s happening?” I asked.


      “It seems like that hurt a lot.”


      I had never heard that healing magic wouldn’t work on monsters. Thus, it was safe to assume this was a specific property of the leech that was infecting Fia. On one hand, you could say I now had a means of countering the monster. But given the situation, it was best to instead take it as having lost anyway of healing her. If things continued like this, she’d soon be dead and free from her suffering, but...


      I couldn’t say for certain that I bore no responsibility for what happened during that dungeon dive. In order to properly face this fact, I racked my brain for any way I could possibly save her.


      I guess, for now, I’d try approaching. I cautiously closed the distance between us.


      “Stay back!” She glared at me with bloodshot eyes, threatening me. But to be honest, it wasn’t too convincing given her current state. Instead, all I sensed was fear from watching her body merge with a monster’s. The leech continued to eat away at her, trying to take over. But even if it did, she’d soon be gone from this world anyway.


      “What do we do?” asked Yui. She seemed panicked.


      “I’m going to cast healing magic just on the leech. I’ll weaken it as much as I can. That should stop it from eating away at her.”


      “You can do that?” She seemed doubtful.


      “On her right arm, I can. But unfortunately, I can’t target the cells that have already infiltrated her body.” Targeting microscopic pieces of a monster would be impossible given my skills, at the very least. Still, I could do something about the right arm the monster had formed.


      “This’ll hurt, but put up with it.” I activated Heal, curing—or rather, attacking—just her arm. The monster knew it was in danger and instinctively stretched its arm toward me. It barely managed to form a tiny, warped hand that shot a magic bullet. I guess that was supposed to be a last-ditch effort.


      Thankfully, I didn’t know much about my enemy, so I hadn’t let my guard down. Dodging was easy. But it wasn’t easy to aim for a moving target.


      “Sorry! Bear with it, okay?” Yui sensed this and stabbed her blade into Fia’s arm, nailing it to the ground. For a while, I continued to cast my spell while keeping a close eye on the monster. Weakening the monster meant weakening Fia too, but which one would be exhausted first?


      “Hang in there, Fia...”


      In order to take responsibility—in order to save Fia—I gave this my all.


      ***


      ............


      ......


      ...


      “Where...?”


      Where am I?


      I was lying in bed, though my memories leading up to it were hazy. I tried to sit up so I could grasp my current situation. That was when I realized I was chained. All four of my limbs had shackles that fixed my body to my bed. My right arm had multiple chains, connecting me to both the wall and a weight as well.


      Gradually, my head began to calm. I remembered how I had gotten here.


      “I...”


      “Are you awake?” I turned my head to find my detestable enemy—Lloyd. No, was he my detestable enemy? The latter certainly rang true, but oddly, I no longer felt any hatred for him. My will to fight had vanished.


      I just couldn’t understand. It was as if my feelings had jumbled together alongside an overwhelming sense of guilt. “I allied with the demons to deceive the other villagers. I even hurt some adventurers...” The blood rushed from my face. I began to tremble. “I-I...!”


      Trepidatiously, I glanced at my right hand. It was ominous and twisted, as if from a different entity than myself. I was scared. I had no idea what to do, and I started to panic. My right arm began to rampage, easily cutting through the chains. That only made me feel more afraid. I screamed.


      I’m scared. I’m scared. I’m scared. I’m scared...


      That was when somebody grabbed hold of my twisted arm, their touch soft and kind.


      “Ian...?”


      “You’ll be fine. Just sit tight and leave things to me.” Suddenly, his—Lloyd’s—thoughts cut through my mind. I was clueless as to what was happening, and all I could do was stare blankly at him. As I basked in the comforting warmth of his right hand, I realized that my own was gradually returning to that of a human.


      “Wh-What...?”


      “I used a thought-sharing spell. I mean, while we were fighting, you could morph your arm as you wanted. You could even shape it into a blade, right? So, I thought that maybe you could morph it into a regular human arm as well.” He politely answered my question.


      For a while, Lloyd made slight adjustments until finally, my right arm looked no different from any other’s. It even felt exactly like my old arm—the one I had now lost.


      “Have you calmed down?” he asked.


      “Y-Yes, I have...”


      “I see. Then I guess there’s no need for these chains anymore.” He immediately unshackled me.


      “You’ll let me free...?”


      “It wasn’t your fault, Fia. The demons were manipulating you. But I’ve already broken their spell, and I only chained you just in case your right arm tried anything on its own.”


      “But I hurt so many people...”


      “Don’t worry. Nobody died, and nobody was heavily injured either.”


      “R-Really?” A weight was lifted off my shoulders. I hadn’t killed anyone, thanks to him stopping me. “Thank you.”


      “You’re welcome.” He grinned at me. As he did, another emotion began to burgeon in my chest. What was it...?


      “Ah! Um, I’d like to thank Yui as well.”


      His face grew clouded. “Actually, about that...”


      “D-Did I do something?” Perhaps I had done something terrible to her and I simply didn’t remember it. Immediately, I opened my mouth to try to apologize, but he managed to speak first.


      “No, it’s not your fault. It’s just that it’s probably best to leave her alone for now.”


      ***


      A few hours earlier—right after I had stopped Fia—I returned to the village to meet with Daggers and the others, who had already evacuated the villagers. They had been freed from Fia’s spell.


      “She’s fine now, yeah?” Cross seemed wary of Fia, who I was supporting with my right shoulder.


      “We don’t have to worry for the time being,” I answered.


      “Well, I’ve got no reason to doubt that, if you say so.” Cross let down his guard and stored away his weapon with magic. “Guess we’re done then, huh?”


      Now that things had settled down, Cross breathed a sigh of relief. Daggers and Silica seemed to be less nervous too, but...


      “No, not quite yet.” My detection magic had picked up on a signal. “Why didn’t you run?”


      Lounging on the rooftop was a young boy in a lab coat. He knew how to hide from detection magic, which meant he had plenty of chances to escape. Yet, he had purposefully chosen to show up here and get noticed by me.


      “Guess that means you already know you can, huh?” I asked.


      “Well, yeah. If I wasn’t sure I could run now, I’d have done so a while ago!”


      That was enough for me to know we wouldn’t be able to defeat this demon right now. We couldn’t afford to push things too far. Instead, I wanted to get through this peacefully. “What do you want?”


      “Hmm... What if I asked you to hand over the girl?”


      “Then I’d fight back with everything I have.” I turned the tip of Astarte toward the demon. I had one more fire spell stored inside.


      “Huh. So, you’re protecting a human who hurt you and your friends. I just don’t get it.”


      Had Fia rampaged like that on her own, maybe I would’ve abandoned her. However...


      “That was your fault, wasn’t it? You talked her into doing your bidding, then cast a spell that caused her emotions to explode, didn’t you?”


      “Wow, Lloyd! So, you figured me out.”


      “I did. Which is also why I have no intention of handing her over to you.”


      “Hmm... Even if she did have some outside support, she managed to perfectly fuse with the monster, which makes her a great specimen, but... Yeah, I guess I don’t need her! I haven’t been able to make any magic stones that control humans yet anyway. You can have her.” He sounded completely disinterested, which was enough to know the real thing he wanted wasn’t Fia. I just couldn’t read him.


      “Then what do you really want?” I asked.


      “That woman,” he said, pointing at Yui.


      “Me?”


      “Yup, you! I just really thought we had met somewhere before! So, I racked my brain, and whaddya know! I remembered you.”


      “Well, I definitely don’t.” Yui firmly denied the possibility of them knowing each other. She seemed to have zero doubts.


      “Well, of course you wouldn’t. You were still just a kid.”


      “I was?” Yui began to search through her memories.


      “Yup! Remember that day your village was destroyed by monsters? I’m sure you miss it, huh? And I was there, actually.”


      “Huh?! Why were you...?” That tragedy had been the turning point in Yui’s life.


      “Y’know, it seems like they officially declared that to be a natural disaster, but it was actually me! I found an old book which claimed that, in ancient times, somebody had been able to control monsters at will, so I was trying to prove that I could do it too! I failed in the end though. I mean, leading the monsters to the village and having them destroy it all went fine, but then they all ran away! That’s when I learned how difficult controlling monsters was, and how amazing of a skill it was! I was enamored, so... Huh?” The demon noticed Yui was staring at the ground and cut himself short. “Are you even listening?”


      “I don’t care.”


      “Huh? I can’t hear you.”


      “I don’t give a damn about any of that!” Yui unsheathed her sword and leaped forward, alone.


      “Wait, Yui!” Daggers tried to hold her back, but when she was moving at full speed, there was no stopping her. She jumped high into the air and mercilessly swung her blade down on the demon.


      He blocked it with a small dagger.


      “My family! My friends! My home! You were the one who...!”


      “Yeah, yeah. That’s enough.” The demon pressed a trigger on the hilt of his knife. The blade heated up, melting Yui’s sword and cutting it in half. “You can’t kill me.”


      The demon pulled out a vial from the pocket of his lab coat and tossed it at Yui. Poisonous purple vapor began to leak from it, which headed straight for her.


      “It’s monster venom. You’ll be frozen for a bit, but don’t worry! There won’t be any other side effects.” He lightly pushed Yui’s shoulder, causing her to topple from the roof.


      “Yui!” Daggers slid across the ground to catch her.


      “The name’s Zifer! And oh, that’s right! Don’t get the wrong idea, now. I’m actually older than all of you! I’ll be messing with you guys every now and then, so I look forward to working with ya!” With that, the demon, Zifer, disappeared.


      “W-Wait...” Yui croaked. Just the act of speaking took every last ounce of her strength. Her eyes flooded with tears.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Birds of a Feather Flock Together?!


      We had Zhugoba issue an elimination certificate for the Gadilon, then spent five more days in Kikuno Village before heading back to the capital. Given Yui’s current state, we chose not to participate in the Rite of the Shell Spirit. Zifer’s words had shaken her to her core, and I hadn’t seen her usual energetic self ever since.


      And no wonder. Yui had become an adventurer to ensure fewer people would have to suffer the way she had. For that reason, she had hunted monsters ever since, sometimes even risking her life to do so.


      But now, the foundations of that have shifted. The tragedy she suffered was not a natural disaster, but a demon experiment. The race had taken everything from her, and that had to be difficult to accept.


      We tried everything to cheer her up, but to no avail. The one saving grace was that she bore through the pain enough to not interrupt her daily life. She still ate, even if only a little, and properly bathed as well. Though she spent the rest of that time staring into space with lifeless eyes. I was worried that we’d be able to return to the capital without incident given her current state.




      When we left Kikuno Village, Fia stared at me, looking reluctant to let me leave. Ever since that day, she had visited me frequently. I could remember how insistently she had asked if I had no intention of staying in the village. She spoke on and on about how great it was, urging me to make it my permanent home. Thanks to that, I now knew a lot about the village’s history and surrounding geography.


      Still, I was amazed at her recovery. She could now transform her arm at will, and while I wasn’t sure how, she had also learned how to hide from detection magic. She had merged with a monster, which made her current physique a complete mystery, and perhaps meant there were still some hidden dangers too.


      Hiding from detection magic was no small feat, yet Fia accomplished it with ease. But thanks to that, I was never able to predict her movements. There were even times she had snuck inside my room.


      And on that final day, she had stared at me, desperate to become my companion—no, to make me hers. But I didn’t look back. I returned to the capital. But now, I felt a new kind of fear.




      After a few weeks, we were back in the capital. That’s when we caught word of a rumor that had me doubting my own ears: The king had been assassinated at the hands of demons.


      It was shocking, especially because I had been acquainted with King Basileus. At the time of his murder, the Captain of the Royal Knights had been standing watch outside his door. And yet, the king had been killed. Captain Elizario felt responsible and had stepped down from his role.


      The suspect was a demon dressed in a black hood and capable of controlling shadows.


      If the king’s death wasn’t shocking enough, blackmail had been discovered in his drawer. I was heart-broken once I learned of its contents. At the same time, this tragedy once again reminded me of the responsibility that came with simply owning Astarte.


      Basileus’s son had ascended the throne. His name was Cole, and he was barely in his twenties, which was quite young for a king. The capital was on higher guard than I had ever seen it too, probably because two of the leaders of the demon king’s army had attacked at once. Many adventurers had been hired to help protect the city, and an army recruitment message had even been posted on the door to our house.


      The capital had changed drastically in the month we were absent. So had the demons. “The Satanic Seven, huh...?”


      They were a new force that replaced the Four Fiends, and they weighed on my mind. Therion and Elaina had already vanquished one of them, but... Well, of course they did. They’re strong.


      And for some reason, it seemed like the demons had their eyes on me too. I better train.




      A few days had passed since we had returned to the capital, but Yui still wasn’t her normal self. What did she make of the fact the monster attack on her village hadn’t been a natural disaster, but a fabricated event? Just what did she think?


      She wanted to stop monsters from doing harm to humans. That desire burned in her heart, and she had lived risking her life as an adventurer to realize it. This wasn’t an easy truth to accept.


      Of course, I was worried about Yui’s mental state, but what I most feared was her strong desire to protect humans from monsters morphing into a strong desire to kill demons and take revenge. It was completely possible, and the rest of my party worried about the same. Our party was seriously at risk of collapse, yet I couldn’t think of a single thing I could possibly do about it. Was there any?


      We planned to stop adventuring for a while, but would time really be enough to heal this? I wasn’t sure. But now that I had gained this unwanted break, I aimlessly wandered the capital’s streets. All the destroyed buildings had been repaired, and the city was starting to look like its old self again. If I had to name one thing that was different, it was how strict the defenses were now. I saw many knights in training, making it feel like they had forcibly increased personnel. Though whether or not these soon-to-be knights would prove reliable was a different matter.


      “I-Isn’t that...?!”


      As I walked through the capital, people would point at me every so often. This had to be due to the dungeon dive. Some even asked for my autograph, which I would politely decline. Really, all I was doing was walking around, so being stared at wasn’t the best feeling. Still, that was fine, and I didn’t really mind it when people would whisper to themselves wondering why I hadn’t been in the capital when they needed me either.


      But sometimes, people would shout at and boo me. All of them viewed me the same as a Hero—they thought I was the same because I had been chosen by an item recovered from a dungeon. We were borrowing a government house, which only made such assertions more troublesome and harder to deny.


      And for better or for worse, many people shared that thinking. I didn’t have the responsibilities of a Hero, but people seemed to think I was an adventurer on the same level as one. The recent scandals with the Heroes had only strengthened that trend.


      Those were the thoughts on my mind as I strolled through the capital. But suddenly, I unconsciously stopped outside a certain building—the Adventurer’s Guild. It was usually bustling with people, but the inside was louder than ever, and the people there seemed to be discussing something.


      Was there some sort of event? I cut through the crowd and found the poster that had caught their attention. “Adventurer Boot Camp?”


      It wasn’t a quest posting, but an advertisement for an “Adventurer Book Camp.” The idea had come from the General Guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild—in other words, the Adventurer Guild’s top-dog in the whole continent.


      The General Guildmaster, Blade... Apparently, he had once been an S-rank adventurer.


      “Um, let’s see...”


      To summarize, the poster basically said: Recently, you adventurers have gotten weak. We were much stronger when I was one! Don’t ya think you guys are a little too feeble? So, now introducing Adventurer Boot Camp! S-rank and A-rank adventurers need only apply. There are too many B-ranks and below, so you’ll need to pass a simple test first. I’ll be adjusting your ranks based on how I see fit. And there’ll be rewards too! If you’ve got interest and ambition, you’ve gotta join!


      “Well, that was certainly incendiary...”


      I knew the General Guildmaster was old, but using the phrase, “Back in my day...” told me everything I needed to know. I really didn’t like this guy’s personality.


      But putting that aside, it was an interesting proposal. Adventurers were fundamentally free, and they didn’t have formal training camps like the knights or the kingdom’s mage corps did. But that was exactly what got me so curious.


      “They’ll be assigning us to parties themselves, huh?” I wasn’t confident in my social skills, so that somewhat worried me. “Hmm... I better bring this up to Daggers and the others, at least.”


      There was a chance you’d be demoted, and since I was at the highest rank there was, I couldn’t climb the ranks either. For me, a change in rank could only be a demerit.


      “If Yui was her typical self, she’d be all over this opportunity. But I guess she wouldn’t be now, huh?” Actually, getting a new party might help remind her of what motivated her to become an adventurer in the first place. Of course, that’d depend on how she felt, but it could make for an interesting change of pace.


      “Hmm?” I sensed a familiar signal and glanced around to find Shino. Just as always, she stood there confidently, not at all looking like an adventurer. Wait, she wasn’t planning to participate, was she? One wrong move and she could be demoted.


      “Just what is she thinking?” Of course, I didn’t know whether she’d really be participating yet, but she seemed awfully interested. Even if Shino’s rank fell, she’d be able to climb right back up, knowing her. I guess there wouldn’t be many drawbacks for her. I was jealous. “Well, it’s probably best to leave her alone.”


      Anyway, I’d need to discuss things first before I could participate in this plan. I grabbed one of the papers labeled, “Go ahead and take one!” and returned home.




      When I arrived, I found Daggers, Silica, and Cross all gathered in the common area talking about Yui. I wasn’t sure whether bringing up this plan would be okay given the current atmosphere in the room.


      “Hey, Lloyd. You’re back,” said Daggers.


      “Y-Yeah. I was just out on a walk.” I immediately hid the paper behind my back.


      “I see.” Unfortunately, that only caught his attention. I must have looked suspicious. “What’s with the paper?”


      “O-Oh, this?”


      “Yeah. Sorry, was I not supposed to ask about it?”


      “No, it’s not that, but...” I spread the paper over the table.


      “Adventurer Boot Camp?”


      “My, this writing... It seems awfully inflammatory,” muttered Silica.


      “The guy seems like a damn snob,” added Cross. “Though it’s kinda interesting too.”


      “I’m not too confident in the plan, but it might prove to be a good chance to test my skills again. We’ve had so many odd, demon-related quests recently, I’ve begun to lose confidence in myself,” replied Silica.


      “And I haven’t been able to do anything with my bow since the first quest Lloyd came with us on.” Cross seemed excited to get back into action.


      Surprisingly, everyone seemed to be on board. That just left Yui... “Um, what do we do about Yui?”


      “Hmm... You’re right. It puts her in a tough spot, but—”


      “I’ll come too.” Yui’s voice sounded lifeless.


      “Are you really fine with that, Yui?”


      “Yup. I’ll be okay.” Her expression and tone of voice seemed to belie that. Was this really all right?


      “Did you—?”


      “Yes, I heard. I’ll come.” She seemed completely devoid of energy.


      “Isn’t it better not to push yourself?”


      “I just can’t calm down unless I’m moving.”


      Well, if Yui wanted to participate, it wasn’t my place to refuse. Daggers and the others seemed intent on respecting her decision too.


      A few days later, we headed for the Adventurer’s Guild to participate in Adventurer Boot Camp.
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      ***


      When we arrived at the guild, we found the adventurers who had made it through the vetting process, which included Shino. Her peculiar dress, actions, and words really made her stand out. I didn’t have to use detection magic to find her immediately. So, she had decided to participate after all.


      I surveyed the crowd to see if I knew anybody else. There were four people I wasn’t expecting to see there, and one was especially surprising. “Rina...”


      I hadn’t seen Rina since Ishtar. Since she was here, that could only mean she had become an adventurer. She was still missing an arm, and it didn’t seem like she was currently in any party either. She seemed a bit worn out too. It looked like she had been having a tough time lately.


      She must have noticed me too. Our eyes met. But after giving me an awkward look, she immediately turned away. I guess she was avoiding me.




      Next, there was Fia.


      No way, had she become an adventurer too? I mean, yeah, she was strong, but how well could she control that strength? From what I could tell, she seemed to be completely holding it in. Kikuno Village was quite far away, so she must have encountered some monsters during her journey. She could conceal her own signal, but she had no way of detecting monsters herself. But just why had she come to the capital anyway?


      She was surveying the crowd, as if looking for somebody. It was probably best to hide from her. At least, that was what my gut was saying. I listened and hid myself in the crowd.




      The last of the four were Crumb and Sylvie. I knew they were here in the capital, and apparently, they’d be participating in the boot camp too. Both had been S-rank adventurers, at one time. But Sylvie, the younger sister, had been out of commission for a while so I didn’t know how strong she was now. Though maybe this made for perfect physical therapy. My own party had chosen to participate for the sake of recovery—to recover from doing so many odd quests lately, that is.




      The four of them—actually, Fia didn’t have a rank, but anyway, the three of them would likely be put in my party given that lineups would be decided by the General Guildmaster’s own judgments and biases. I’d probably be paired with one of them, at the very least. To be honest, everyone but the sisters seemed to spell trouble, but thinking about that wouldn’t get me anywhere.


      I had more important matters on my mind. I glanced at Yui, who was still lifeless. Her bright personality had always encouraged me, so I really couldn’t help but worry given the dark aura she currently had. Please. Let at least one of our party members end up with her...


      Yui kept saying she’d be fine by herself, but I knew she’d have more peace of mind if she was with a friend who knew her current circumstances. With that wish strong in my heart, I waited for them to announce the party lineups.




      After a few dozen minutes, the list that divided us into parties was posted on the wall. “Y-You’ve got to be kidding me...”


      I was shocked. The only usual member of my party that I was paired with was Yui. The other three had been put into a party alongside Sylvie and Crumb. Though when it came to swordsmen and white mages, those two sisters really did fit the bill to be grouped with them perfectly.


      Huh. So, I was alone with Yui. The pressure was on.


      And if that were all, I’d have had nothing to worry about. Unfortunately, my bad luck continued. Our other three party members were the black mage Shino, Fia and her unique arm, and a former member of the Hero’s party—Rina.


      Shino was an S-rank adventurer. There weren’t many others besides us, so I wasn’t surprised we’d be put in the same party given our ranks. A lot of the S-ranks had died on the job, and the majority who had survived questioned the point of this exercise and shirked participating.


      Rina, meanwhile, had always been a tough warrior and was a former member of the Hero’s party. She was a shieldmaster who was just as tough as any S-rank adventurer. Though now that she had lost an arm, she likely wasn’t quite as strong as she had been, but... Well, I was sure she had been working hard ever since, given she had been placed in the same party as an S-rank (in name only) like me.


      “Well, yeah. Shino and Rina are pretty strong...”


      All that was left was the oddest adventurer in the group, Fia. What the heck was happening? On the posting, the words, “special class” had followed her name. Apparently, these were adventurers who had yet to gain a rank but had been directly acknowledged by the General Guildmaster.


      Well, I guess she was strong, and she had a lot of potential too. I could see where he was coming from. Though I felt like she didn’t quite have the personality for working in a party to complete difficult quests...


      As that thought passed through my mind, I suddenly felt someone watching me. A chill traveled up my spine. I spun around to look behind me.


      “Tee hee hee hee hee hee!” I heard a faint, unsettling laugh. Fia seemed to be satisfied with my reaction, as she took her documents and disappeared. I kinda wanted to back out...


      But I had to think of Yui. I couldn’t do that.


      I let out a long, deep sigh. I had a feeling this boot camp would feel like forever.


      ***


      The following morning, I headed for the location stipulated on our documents with Yui and the rest of our party. About a two or three hour’s carriage ride away from the capital was the boot camp’s grounds.


      “This building’s huge.”


      The two-story boarding house was gigantic. A-rank adventurers and above would be staying here, alongside a portion of the B-rank adventurers. Incidentally, the lower-classed B-ranks and below would be staying somewhere else.


      Apparently, the building before us now had once been used by the knights as a boot camp. The General Guildmaster had purchased and revamped it. And maybe this was obvious, but it was the only building in the vicinity. I guess this was where I’d be staying for the week.


      The lodgings were quite clean, and it was definitely a step up from camping outside. I had no complaints. Except with who I’d be working with, that is. I sighed once again.


      “I get where you’re coming from, Lloyd, but you’re the only one we can count on. Do your best out there.” Daggers patted me on the back. Cross and Silica seemed quite sympathetic as well.


      “I mean, even if you say that...” Based on the preliminary explanation we had been given, we’d be completing B-rank tasks, which would be quite easy for us S-ranks. Though it wasn’t the strength of my party members that I was displeased with. Well, I guess it’d all work out somehow.


      Maybe I was being too optimistic, but that was the only way I was going to get through this. The more I thought about the matter, the more I found something to complain about. Maybe it was best I just threw thinking to the wind, then? Yeah, it probably was.




      While we were waiting for the General Guildmaster to arrive, I exchanged some small talk with Daggers.


      “Do you know what kind of guy the General Guildmaster is?” I asked.


      “Hmm... Not really, to be honest. The Legendary Adventurers like Merlin the Philosopher are pretty famous among our generation, but I don’t know much about the generation that preceded hers. There haven’t been many adventurers ever who managed to defeat a Demon King, so their accomplishments really draw a lot of attention.”


      “The fact some adventurers managed to do that makes the rest of our accomplishments look pretty meager in comparison, huh?” Though the flow of time must’ve played a part in that.


      “The guy’s over sixty, yeah? What the hell can he even teach us?” Cross butted in.


      “I mean, tactics, probably?” I suggested.


      “Hold on a sec. I climbed my way to being an S-rank adventurer, and now I’ve gotta sit through a lecture? I’m out.”


      As we chatted, a figure dragging a monster behind him appeared from the woods. The figure was a man, and the monster was bearlike and twice the size of the average human.


      “So, that’s the General Guildmaster...”


      “He’s just trying to make a point. Like hell he actually needed to go hunt that thing.” Cross was right. It definitely wasn’t strictly necessary. And while upstart adventurers or those who dreamed of becoming one would be awed by the sight, we were all B-ranks or above here. I mean, it was an impressive feat, especially considering the General Guildmaster’s age and the fact that he had been fighting alone. Still, the image wasn’t exactly awe-inspiring.


      Maybe he noticed, as he started to blush a little. “O-Of course I know this ain’t enough to impress you all!”


      Uh, really? I felt like he had only answered that way because of the vibes here, but...everyone knew it’d be too cruel to say that aloud, so we kept our mouths shut.


      “This ’ere monster appears often ’round these parts! They’re pretty tough, and they roam alone, so taking one out yerself ain’t so tough.” From what I could tell, it sounded like he was planning on showing off to impress us by hunting the thing, but realized that wouldn’t work and changed his tune. “You there adventurer!”


      “Y-Yessir!”


      “How would ya use this bear?”


      “I’d use it for food. That monster is known as a delicacy that’s rich in nutrients,” answered the adventurer with zero hesitation.


      “Hmph! Normally, that’d be a fine answer. But not now!” But that was all he said. He didn’t specify an alternative answer before completely changing the subject. “This week, you all will be competing to hunt the most and toughest monsters! You’ll be judged by me, and my own biases. Y’all are free to use these ‘ere lodgings, and ya can hunt whenever you so please! Once ya defeat a monster, you’ll give it to us. Then, we’ll take out any costs and return it to yer parties!”


      “And what’s the reward you mentioned?” asked one of the adventurers, raising his hand.


      “The winning party will be getting special equipment!”


      “We will?”


      “You sure bet you will! And its equipment I gathered myself when I was still a wee adventurer. Like a magical sword that repairs itself with MP! How does that sound? They ain’t as strong as the items recovered from dungeons, but they sure are useful, don’t ya think?”


      Equipment, huh? My current staff had come from a dungeon. There wasn’t much equipment out there that could hold a candle to it, and the General Guildmaster had even admitted as much. This really wasn’t too tantalizing as a reward.


      Though really, I didn’t think I could win with my current team in the first place. Not to mention there was the insane rule that the General Guildmaster would be deciding points based on his own judgments and biases...


      “I guess I’ll just try to have some fun and—”


      “No. We will win.” It was Rina who interrupted me.


      But hold on. That’d be damn impossible... At least, that was what I wanted to say. But as soon as I opened my mouth, I saw the look on Rina’s face, which shut me up. I wasn’t sure why, but she seemed completely resolute in claiming victory. For a while, an awkward silence hung over our heads.


      “It’s been a while.”


      “It sure has.”


      I had tried to greet her, but that didn’t get the conversation rolling. “Um, you’re an adventurer now, right?”


      “I am.”


      “What’s your rank?”


      “B-rank.”


      “Th-That sure was quick.”


      “Was that supposed to be sarcastic?” She looked at me with sharp, cold eyes.


      “No, it wasn’t, but...” I just didn’t get it. She seemed colder than the last time I saw her, and her expression seemed clouded too. It was clear something had happened to her during these past few months. “R-Right. Let’s try our best out there and win this thing.”


      I got swept up in the atmosphere and ended up saying something I didn’t really mean. But she seemed pleased with that answer, as she immediately left to bring her bags to her room.


      “I see you’ve got it tough, huh, Lloyd?” said Shino.


      “To think I’d find your presence to be the most reassuring. Even in my wildest dreams, I didn’t think the day would come...”


      “Well, that sure was a mean way of putting it!”


      “I’m jealous. I bet you don’t have a single worry in the whole world.” Though seeing Shino brought a certain question to mind. “Why are you here at this boot camp anyway?”


      “Well, I was planning on starting a secret organization! Our name shall be Messiah!” she shouted, a proud look on her face.


      Huh. “I guess you were having a hard time finding members, then?”


      “Exactly! People flocked, but their skills were lacking...”


      “Wait, really?” I was shocked people had actually taken interest. “Well, I guess there aren’t many S-rank adventurers going it solo, so it makes sense.”


      “Thus, I planned on journeying to the empire, which was when I encountered a peculiar plan! I felt the tugs of fate—that I would be able to meet a talent beyond all others! So, I chose to participate!”


      “Right, right.” Once you got used to her, chatting with Shino could be surprisingly easy.


      “Anyway, a woman’s been glaring at us—well, I, I suppose! What’s with her? I don’t think I’ve seen her before.”


      “She’s a strong, scary newbie.”


      “Oho! She appears to have some promise, I see!”


      Well, I guess they did say birds of a feather flocked together. But just where did that leave me? I decided not to think about it.


      “Anyways, Lloyd. You said we would win, but do you have a plan?”


      “The General Guildmaster gave us a bit of a hint, didn’t he? He asked what we would do with the bear.”


      “Ah, I see. A large catch could lead to a bigger one indeed!”


      “There’s no knowing what sort of monster that might attract, so it’ll be a bit dangerous. But if all goes well, we’ll be able to separate ourselves from the pack.”


      “I see... There is no knowing what may approach, but you’ll be able to tell quite a bit from a distance, yes? That’ll make this easy!”


      “Easy, huh?”


      Given our skills, maybe. But I had a feeling this battle would be a tough one.




      Rooms at our lodgings were shared, with two people in each. But as the only male in my current party, I got a whole room to myself. Rooming separately despite being in the same party seemed quite odd, but given this place used to be for training knights, that was apparently how it had to be given structural limitations. I didn’t have any belongings to move in, so I collapsed into bed while I waited for my other party members to get unpacked and stared up at the ceiling.


      I let out another sigh. I just wanted to give myself over to gravity and morph into a wrinkle in the bed sheets. There was Yui, Rina, and this whole competition to consider. Just how could I possibly solve it all? I desperately racked my brain, but I couldn’t come up with anything before it was time to meet up again.


      I stepped outside our lodgings to find Yui, who was still looking lifeless. She was almost never early to a meet-up. Rina was already here too, but that was nothing to be surprised about.


      “Are you okay, Yui?”


      “Yeah. I’m fine.”


      Fia immediately arrived, and Shino came right on time too.


      “Huh! So I’m the last one here,” said Shino, glancing around. There seemed to be other adventurers waiting to meet up with their other party members too. “I guess some of the other parties are ready to start exploring as well!”


      There couldn’t possibly be anyone weird enough to already know the ins and outs of the terrain here. Still, everyone seemed to be taking this competition awfully seriously, though I guess I was a bit interested in this special equipment myself.


      “Everyone’s gunning for it, I see,” noted Fia, sounding awfully disinterested.


      “You don’t want the equipment for yourself, Fia?” I asked.


      She gasped. “You said my name...!” She began to twist in her boots, her face beat red. “Ahem! My apologies. We were talking about the equipment, yes?”


      “Y-Yeah...”


      “Well, I suppose I’m not too interested. I have my right arm, after all.” With that, Fia morphed her commonplace arm into one that was ominous and sinister. Her skin was dyed dark red, and her muscles were hard and tough.


      Rina had resigned herself to watching in silence, but even she couldn’t keep quiet after what she just witnessed. She lifted her shield, keeping a wary watch on Fia. “Wh-What in the world is that?!”


      Yeah, I got where she was coming from. Anybody would react the same after seeing something so monstrous—at least, I thought anybody would.


      “Why, that arm! It’s epic!” Shino seemed to be all over it. “Hey! How can I get an arm just like yours?!”


      “Hmm, well... Through love, I suppose.”


      “Love?” Shino gave Fia a blank stare. She didn’t seem to quite grasp Fia’s answer, and to an outsider, it definitely sounded completely nonsensical. That was definitely the right reaction. Though I guess I couldn’t say that was completely wrong. After all, it was her excessive love for her younger brother that had put her in that state.


      “And what can you do with it? Wait! Is there a separate entity inside it that fights for bodily control?!”


      “It’s not a sentient entity, but yes. It has survival instincts that instruct it to take over my body. Yet even that is powerless against my love...”


      “R-Really? So? What can you do with it, then?” Shino didn’t understand that answer, so she jumped right into her next question.


      “It can cast mind control spells and fire magic bullets, but fundamentally, it fights physically via transformations.”


      “It has physical and magic attacks! Oh, how brilliant!” Shino’s eyes were sparkling as she looked at Fia in reverence.


      Rina was watching their conversation in silence, but with clear interest. I thought she’d look repulsed, but...she didn’t. She had lost an arm herself. Perhaps she thought what Fia had could replace her own missing limb.


      But if I was remembering correctly, that monster had come from demon territory, and a part that was too dangerous to live in at that. There was no traveling there alone, no matter how much you tried to push yourself.


      Should I tell her that? I glanced at her.


      No, I probably shouldn’t. I could always let her know if she asked. Thus, I decided to leave the three alone for now.


      And just as I expected, Yui still seemed to be up in the clouds. She wasn’t participating in the conversation at all.


      “Yui?”


      “Oh, sorry. I was just thinking about something. Um... What is it?”


      “Well, what do you think? Do you want to win this thing?”


      “Hmm... I guess I could go either way.” She made a show of considering the question, but she really didn’t seem all too interested.


      Still, I was relieved by her answer. Had she been seriously contemplating revenge, she would’ve answered yes. Getting retribution against the demons would take powerful gear, after all.


      At the same time, Yui would’ve typically said something like, “We gotta win!” Knowing that, I felt a bit anxious as well.


      “I see,” I answered, my feelings conflicted.




      Inside the forest, the weak monsters seemed to stand out. At the very least, there were no strong monsters near our lodgings. In other words, the General Guildmaster must have dragged that bear here from somewhere deep in the woods.


      “Lloyd.”


      “Hmm?”


      “You look out of it. Are you focused?”


      “Oh, sorry.”


      Rina definitely was acting quite cold toward me. Still, I really had been spacing out. I had just encountered an enemy I couldn’t detect with my magic, and yet I was overly relying on it again. I needed to pull myself together.


      “So? What do we do? Hunting all these small fries could be one strategy,” suggested Shino.


      “We haven’t been given any clear guidelines, which makes it risky to hunt monsters we don’t know the point value of.” This was the General Guildmaster we were talking about, after all. Even if it wasn’t in the rules, he could totally decide certain monsters weren’t even worth counting, knowing him.


      “Yeah, I guess so. Then let’s hunt down something huge and leave that old man speechless!” shouted Shino.


      I checked in to see if our other members were okay with that plan.


      “I will do everything I can to aid you, Lloyd.”


      “That sounds fine to me.”


      Fia and Rina didn’t seem to have any objections.


      “Then let us find a target! Do you have a map, dear Lloyd?” asked Shino.


      I activated my storage magic and pulled out a map of the surrounding area. The knights had prepared it for us, so it was strictly a geographical map and lacked info on monster whereabouts. The only unique thing about it was the fact it was color-coded. Some areas were marked in red, while the area we were in now was marked in green.


      “Green for forest? I suppose it wouldn’t be that simple.”


      “Hmph. Then I guess green means safe!”


      Fia and Shino offered their thoughts on the colors.


      “Green, yellow-green, yellow, orange, and red. Danger increases in that order,” explained Rina.


      “You know how to read this, Rina?”


      “I was born to a noble family. It’s part of our education, though it seems like you figured out as much without that.”


      “When I was still in the Hero’s party, gathering intel was my job. I sometimes had to use maps the knights had made.”


      “Sorry about that.”


      “No, there’s nothing to be sorry for. That’s all in the past now, and the knowledge I learned for that still comes in handy.” Just like it had right now. “Red means there’s a dragon or something equally dangerous there, right?”


      “Right. Red marks areas that are off-limits.”


      A dragon, huh? You definitely didn’t want to fight one of those.


      “Wait a second. If it’s that dangerous, can they really just not explain that to us?” asked Shino, and I had the same question.


      “Most of us will turn back once they hit the orange areas. I’m sure they thought it wasn’t worth explaining,” answered Rina.


      “Personally, I think the General Guildmaster just forgot,” offered Fia. It was a theory that definitely had some merit. The guy seemed pretty sloppy and forgetful.


      “Anyway, the reason doesn’t matter. We just need to make sure we don’t approach the red areas and—”


      “Huh?! What do you mean?!” Shino cut Rina short. Their opinions didn’t align at all here. “It’s precisely through conquering mighty foes that we can separate ourselves from the pack, no?!” Rina wanted to tread slowly and carefully to claim victory, while Shino wanted to win in one fell swoop no matter what risk it took.


      “What do you think, Fia?” I asked.


      “Why, I’m on the same page as you, of course.”


      “Huh? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “Our hearts are connected.”


      “Oh, I get it! So, you two are one in body and soul!” shouted Shino.


      I was desperate to know what, “of course,” meant, or what Shino had “gotten” was. Rina seemed to understand my pain. She looked at me with sympathy in her eyes.


      “So? What do you think, Lloyd?”


      “I’m with you, Rina. These red areas are too dangerous.”


      “I see. And what about you, Yui?”


      “I’m fine with whatever.”


      Through majority rule, we decided on Rina’s route. We wouldn’t step foot into the red areas. According to Rina, they were quite far away from where we currently stood anyway, and within a perilous mountain range at that—one that was home to dragons.


      The Argentum Mini Dragon, to be exact. Just as the name suggested, they were a silver dragon that was on the smaller side for the species. Still, adults of the breed measured over three-meters tall, and just because they were small, that didn’t mean they were weak. Argentum Mini Dragons were a rare type of monster that was highly skilled with healing magic. More than anything, they were fast. Their sharp claws would tear you asunder at the speed of light.


      Anyway, these guys were incredibly dangerous, and stepping foot in their den was just too risky. Still, we decided to approach the area, just not cross over the line.


      “Then let’s go with this plan. We’ll turn back early for today and rest up to ensure we can hunt as many monsters as possible tomorrow.”


      Once our chat was over, we headed back to our lodgings. I took in my surroundings as I walked through the woods, which was when Fia approached from behind and whispered in my ear. “Um, Lloyd?”


      “Hmm?”


      “Once we’re back at the lodge, could we talk just the two of us?”


      “You want to talk alone?”


      “Yes, alone.”


      With those as her parting words, she walked away.


      ***


      I collapsed into bed as soon as we arrived at the lodge. This time, I lay on my stomach and buried my face into my pillow.


      I sighed. Rina seemed different, while Yui’s demeanor hadn’t changed at all. Plus, Fia and Shino didn’t seem to be on the same page either. Just thinking about what would come tomorrow and after left me feeling sluggish and heavy.


      That’s when I picked up on a presence—not via detection magic, but via my gut. I rolled over to lay on my back and stared up at the ceiling. But naturally, nothing had changed.


      I chuckled. Just what was I thinking? I grimaced, feeling a bit silly.


      “You have a wonderful smile, Lloyd.” Fia’s grinning face suddenly appeared before me. She leaned in close, bringing her eyes to mine as if to peer into them.


      “What are you doing in somebody else’s room?”


      “I wanted to chat.”


      “About what?”


      “About Yui.”


      I was shocked. Anyone who knew Yui’s usual bubbly self would have noticed a change in her, but Fia didn’t, and she was quite egotistical and disinterested in others at that. I didn’t think she had it in her to be so considerate.


      “You noticed?”


      “I was listening too. I overheard that Yui’s hometown was destroyed by the demons—by Zifer.”


      Zifer. Just hearing that name got my blood boiling.


      “She’s strong. If I were in her position, I’m sure I would have chosen to take revenge against the demons. I already made that same choice, after all.”


      “The demons were tricking you. That wouldn’t have happened had you been left alone, Fia. Don’t let it bother you.” I kindly tried to encourage her, which earned me a smile.


      “Anyway, back to Yui. Leave her to me. I may not be able to support her emotionally, but I can support her in battle.”


      “But you don’t have much experience with fighting. You’re not worried?”


      “I’m not. My wounds heal instantly, and I’ve had a lot of training from playing tag with the knights.”


      “Playing tag?” If you interpreted that as her running from the knights, then could she have committed some crime? “What do you mean by that?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing. I would never look into your home from the rooftops, earning the knights’ suspicions enough that they’d try to arrest me. Not at all!”


      “Uh, r-right. Yeah, I won’t worry about it, then.”


      I needed to keep my guard up from here on out. But anyway...


      “Sorry, but could I get you to watch out for Yui, then?” I asked.


      “I shall. In fact, that’s what brought me here. I’ll do my best to be a good partner to you, so please keep your focus on Rina.”


      “You figured that out too?”


      She smiled. “Of course I did. She’s your former party member, yes? An old ally of the former Hero Allen who’s the talk of the town, and the daughter of the local lord who rules Ishtar and its surrounding lands.”


      “You really know your stuff.”


      “I do. I’ve even already confirmed that she isn’t your ex-girlfriend.”


      “I-I see...”


      “It’s just...” She stared at me.


      “What?”


      “Records of you only go back a few years—only one or two, really. Before that, there’s nothing. It caught my eye.”


      So, there was zero record of me, huh? Of course there wasn’t. I had lived the majority of my life in the woods with Merlin. No matter who you asked, they wouldn’t have any intel about my past.


      “Isn’t that just a coincidence?” I suggested.


      “Hmm, it seems strange to me that a white mage of your caliber would only begin to make a name for himself now, but...” She was still staring at me.


      “Anyway, can I leave Yui to you?”


      “Yes, please do. I have more indebted to you, Yui, and the rest of your party than I could ever repay.”


      “Thanks.”


      She giggled. “Please don’t mention it. Well, then.”


      With that, she exited my room. Or at least, I thought she was going to, but she didn’t move at all. “Um, Fia? What are you doing?”


      “What do you mean?” She gave me a blank stare and answered my question with a question of her own.


      “What do you mean, ‘doing what’?”


      “I can’t stay here?” she asked as if she thought there was no issue with her actions at all.


      “Nope. You can’t.”


      ***


      It was the following morning, ten minutes before the event was supposed to start. All the parties had already gathered and were waiting for the signal that would kick things off. I could see Daggers and the others’ party, but it didn’t seem like they had any intention of speaking to me right now.


      There were rumors that some parties had decided to collude—that some parties had bought out others, promising cash in return for portions of the monsters others had hunted. Obviously, the bought-out parties would fall in rank, but they planned to just use the cash to buy better equipment and climb the ranks again. Though, again, that was just what the rumors said.


      Anyway, that was probably part of the reason my old party mates didn’t want to chat right now—they wanted to avoid raising any suspicions. Actually, maybe this party was just too hard to approach.


      “Ahem!” Suddenly, someone loudly cleared their throat. “I’ll keep this short, men. Hunt your hearts out durin’ the week! Be off!”


      That short greeting from the General Guildmaster kicked off the hunt.




      We hurried to our destination—the foot of the mountain range that was supposed to be home to dragons. Here, we’d be able to hunt some pretty strong monsters. I had been tracking the other parties with my detection magic, but it didn’t seem like any others had chosen this place as their hunting grounds.


      “Are any other parties nearby, Lloyd?” asked Rina.


      “Doesn’t seem like it. Every other party is avoiding this place.”


      “Of course they are. Nobody would want to approach mini dragon territory.”


      Rina was right. Everybody was afraid of encountering one, so they were avoiding this place. Objectively speaking, we were the weird ones.


      “To think these self-proclaimed adventurers would fear such danger!”


      “I can’t agree with you, Shino. But yes, I have a hard time believing the General Guildmaster would be a fan of those who chose to hunt nothing but the weaker monsters nearby the lodge,” said Rina, and I echoed her thinking. This battle would be decided by the General Guildmaster’s own judgments and biases. There had to be some sort of consistent allocation of points, but no clear rules had been shared with us. Thus, the battle would be decided by which party achieved the feat that most pleased the General Guildmaster.


      On our way, we had Yui exterminate a mid-sized deer monster for us.


      “So, we’re gonna use this as bait for something bigger?” asked Yui. It was rare to hear her speak these days.


      The monster she had hunted was known as a waldeer—a huge, deerlike monster that was larger than a two-meter-tall human. They weren’t strong, but they were terribly quick to flee. However, even a fast runner like a waldeer was toast against an S-rank adventurer like Yui.


      “There are a lot of large monsters that like waldeer meat. We should be able to bait a pretty strong one.”


      “But can we defeat it?”


      “With our skills, yeah. But it’s best to be safe, so you’re up, Fia.”


      “Yes. Well, then...” Fia’s arm transformed, stretching out like roots toward the waldeer. “I injected it with a high concentration of a paralyzing agent. It will affect the monster that eats it as well,” she calmly explained as she transformed her right arm into its normal shape.


      “That arm is just the coolest!” Shino was the same Shino as always. I ignored her as I stored away the waldeer with my magic.


      “Now, we just need to set it at our destination and hunt the weakened monster,” I said. We had chosen not to set any more traps. Fia’s poison was special and really hard to notice by scent alone. Thus, a monster wouldn’t be able to recognize it, and even a human would have a tough time. Though a human skilled at detecting mana would be able to notice the dregs of Fia’s mana and know something was off. The more poison she injected, the more her mana would be left inside her target. Still, a monster wouldn’t be able to tell.


      “Let’s get going, then.” After a short while of walking, we had arrived at our destination. Thanks to the detection magic I had activated, I could tell there were a lot of monsters with strong mana signals that called this place home—some of which we’d have a tough time against. But thankfully, I sensed no Argentum Mini Dragons. “This place seems good,” I said, placing the waldeer on the dirt.


      “How far away should we get?”


      “If we distance ourselves too much, we won’t be able to make it immediately. Let’s split into two groups and prepare for a pincer attack,” suggested Rina, and I agreed. “Seems like there’s no objections, then. In that case...”


      “I shall join hands with Fia and Yui! You two wait on the other side,” said Shino, pointing to the opposite side of the waldeer.


      “Hey, wait a second! We need to consider the fighting strength of each—”


      “We shall meet up eventually, and you shall have Lloyd! All will be well!” protested Shino.


      “But...”


      Shino didn’t wait to hear what Rina had to say before grabbing hold of Yui’s and Fia’s arms and marching off. Ugh, but seriously... Shino definitely just chose those two because she wanted to see Yui’s magic slash for herself and hear more about Fia’s arm.


      Rina and I sighed in unison.


      “I suppose that means we have no choice. Let’s get going,” said Rina.


      “Yeah.”


      We headed in the opposite direction as Shino and the others and searched for somewhere to hide.


      “How about these bushes?” suggested Rina, pointing to foliage thick enough to hide a full human. It’d be hard to watch the monster from inside, but my detection magic would solve that problem.


      “Sure.”


      We headed for the bushes so we could hide ourselves. But suddenly, Rina froze. I could feel a faint signal coming from inside the shrubbery—a monster.


      Still, it was a weak one. Rina should have been plenty strong enough to slay the beast. Yet, she looked awfully serious, and it was obvious she was wary too.


      “What’s wrong, Rina?”


      “Look...” I followed her eyesight and found a weakened monster that seemed to be on the verge of death. There was a lethal gash in the chest of this baby Argentum Mini Dragon. I could faintly hear breathing, and a heartbeat that sounded like it could go out any second. Its eyes were barely open, but it glared at us, likely in threat.


      “Hey, Lloyd? That’s an Argentum Mini Dragon, right? Though this one seems to be just a baby...”


      It was only forty centimeters tall, but it was still an Argentum Mini Dragon. In other words, we could get some points if we killed it.


      However, I didn’t truly consider that possibility, and Rina clearly didn’t either. “How pitiful...” she said, gently lifting it into her arms. “Can we save it?”


      “We can, but... This is an Argentum Mini Dragon. Sure, it’s a baby, but things could get bad if it tries to attack us. We could even end up heavily injured, and in that case, we wouldn’t be able to win this thing.”


      “Still, can’t we save it?” She gently held the Argentum Mini Dragon in her arms and stared into my eyes. This definitely wasn’t the logical choice here. But amid all this chaos, I detected another signal. It was a mid-sized monster, but one that was quite tough.


      “Ugh...” I made a snap decision and healed it enough to keep it from dying. I felt kind of bad, but I didn’t fully heal its wounds. Still, I stopped its bleeding and helped it recover its stamina to a degree. It wouldn’t die now. “Do you plan on fighting while holding that, Rina?”


      “But I can’t just leave it!” With a dragonling in her hand, Rina would be defenseless.


      “Put it in your backpack, at least.”


      “F-Fine!”


      I took the lead and headed for the monster. It had eaten the paralysis agent, after all.


      Eventually, a monster dining on the waldeer meat entered my vision. It was a bipedal, humanoid monster that ever so slightly resembled a dragon. Its long, thick arms were especially conspicuous. Its claws were pointed and sharp. Get cut by those, and you’d be a goner.


      It was a dragonoid, a monster that existed in the intersection of human and dragon. They lacked both the intelligence of a human, and the cool appearance of a dragon. Thus, they were avoided less for their strength and more because they were plain creepy. It was hard to watch a humanoid eating monster flesh.


      “G-Gwar!” The dragonoid flailed around, convulsing. Yui and the others used this opportunity to jump on it, and I supported them by casting buffs. Thus, the dragonoid was easily slain.


      “What? It’s over already?” said Rina, panting. She arrived late to the scene.


      “Yup.”


      “No, not yet.” Dragonoids weren’t as intelligent as humans, but they did form communities and were smart enough to be able to communicate with others in their pack.


      “Ah, so its comrades will swoop into the battle! How interesting!”


      “This isn’t the time, Shino.”


      Dragonoids swarmed onto the scene. I had detected a large group of similar signals, but this exceeded my expectations. There were thirty of them, at the very least.


      “I must hunt at least one of them, for Lloyd’s sake!” Fia transformed her right arm into a sharp blade.


      “I’m a tad jealous of that arm, to be frank,” said Rina as she lifted up her shield with her one hand.


      Yui silently held up her sword. The four stood back-to-back, keeping the approaching dragonoids at bay.


      “Here I go! I’ll show you just how strong I am!” To start, Shino cast a large-scale dark magic spell. The enemy before her was burned to a crisp. “Hmph! Burn to death in my raging black hell flames!”


      While Shino was busy trying to act cool, Fia rushed the dragonoids. “First, one little dragonoid!” She swung her arm to the side, cutting the monster in two from the left shoulder.


      “Then two, then, three, then four, and...” She cut down one after another. “The more I kill, the more I help Lloyd!”


      She moved lithely over the field as she created more and more dragonoid corpses. Yui was slaying dragonoids herself, keeping the same pace, though silently and expressionless. However, her head seemed to be up in the clouds. I could tell she was in danger a couple of times.


      The claws of a dragonoid scratched her cheek. Blood dripped down her face, but she had no time to wipe it as she continued to fight.


      Two dragonoids descended on her from both sides. She was surrounded. She blocked the attack of one with her blade and kicked the other hard, sending it flying. At least, she meant to. Her small body didn’t carry enough force. The dragonoid grabbed hold of her extended leg.


      “Hwuh?!” The dragonoid launched her into the air. She managed to take up a defensive position that lessened the impact, but her sword slipped from her grasp. Three more dragonoids mercilessly rushed her. She put her hands up to block, knowing her arms would be heavily injured as a result.


      Seeing this, the dragonoids were assured of their victory. But in the next second, Yui’s blade cut through three of their temples. Fia had picked up Yui’s blade and tossed it to her. “Are you all right?”


      “Sorry.”


      “Don’t fret. I’m just glad you weren’t hurt.”


      Yui gathered herself, once again took up a fighting stance, and returned to fighting off the dragonoids. Typically, these monsters wouldn’t have been a match for Yui, but I could tell from her movements that she wasn’t in the best shape. I was worried. I knew I had left her in Fia’s hands, but I just couldn’t completely rid myself of fear.


      Still, I was in no position to support Yui. I was forced into a tight battle against a dragonoid with Astarte. Rina’s shield repelled its sharp claws. Then, I used my staff to knock the beast away. Sure, I had some strength-boosting buffs cast on myself, but a single blow from me wasn’t enough to knock the dragonoid unconscious. It took another two or three hits for me to defeat the monster.


      I worked together with Rina. Once she repelled the dragonoids’ attacks with her shield—which knocked them off-balance—I’d hit them with my staff. While a normal mage’s staff couldn’t withstand this sort of abuse and would’ve snapped after a few hits, Astarte was even tougher than a steel sword. Thus, I was able to swing it around free of worry.


      If I was worried about anything, it was Rina’s shield. The dragonoids’ sharp claws had left marks. Still, Rina herself seemed fine. She clearly had trained hard after losing her arm. She held her ground well, even without both hands. I felt guilty for thinking she might hold us back, even if it was only for a second. Really, I was the one who had to watch out to make sure I wasn’t getting in the way of everyone else.


      We slew one after another, until eventually, only a few remained. That’s when Shino yelled, “Leave the rest to me!” and had us retreat.


      “The two of us defeated around twenty, didn’t we?” asked Rina, panting.


      “Yeah. We took out nineteen of them,” I replied.


      “I’m surprised you were able to keep count. Was this too easy for you?”


      “No, not at all.” I wasn’t used to hand-to-hand combat. That really had been a tough fight for me.


      I had been training my physique ever since that fight with the Gadilon. As a supporter, I likely wouldn’t be fighting hand-to-hand much. Still, training my body helped reduce the damage I took when I did get hit. There was a limit to what you could heal with magic, so I wanted to avoid any grave injuries the best I could.


      “We did quite well for the first day, no?” asked Rina.


      “Yeah, we...did?!” I hurried to my feet. I knew what Shino was trying to do.


      Rina didn’t seem to understand why I looked so panicked. “What’s wrong?”


      “H-Hey, Shino! Stop!” I tried to stop her, but it was already too late.


      “Behold, my newest skill! You shall be my test subjects, and may you be swallowed into the endless abyss! Hollow Espacio!”


      A giant, dark purple magic circle appeared.
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      Hollow Espacio: an incredibly high-level spell that causes all monsters within a certain area to vanish without a trace. Some monsters could resist the spell, but it had the potential to wipe out a whole horde of low-level ones at once. The only cons were that it expended huge amounts of MP and that the spell was incredibly hard to learn. Not to mention that it didn’t leave behind any corpses.


      If you were trying to save yourself some time and effort, the spell had its merits. But if you were trying to hunt for food, there were only drawbacks.


      “Hey, Shino! How do you plan on reporting our kills now?”


      “Well...” She brought a hand to her chin and began to think. For a long while, all was silent. “You’re right. How are we gonna do that?”


      Everything was gone, including the dragonoids we had already killed.


      “Uh, sorry.”


      Thus, our first day of hunting ended with zero spoils to speak of. But seriously, that spell! It was niche, but more importantly, the casting method had never been made known to the public. I had once read in one of Master Merlin’s books that only a small portion of mages that served the kingdom knew the spell—not that I knew what a book with top secret intel like that was doing in Master Merlin’s house.


      “Well, whatever.”


      Luckily, nobody was in the mood to fault her. Fia wasn’t too interested in winning this tournament anyway, and Yui seemed completely disinterested. I thought Rina would get mad, but she was too focused on the dragonling sleeping in her backpack to care much at the moment.


      “I moved quite violently back there. W-Will it be okay...?” she muttered to herself while she checked on the dragonling.


      I guess I didn’t really care if we won this thing either. Well, if nobody particularly minded, then whatever.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The One-Armed Shieldmaster and the Dragonling


      Somehow, we managed to make it back to the lodge before the sun went down. Some parties planned to hunt through the night, while others would be starting their hunt once the sun went down, but that probably wouldn’t work out for them. The forest was dangerous at night. It was hard to see, and monsters were more active too. Trying to time for when your enemies were their sharpest and choosing to fight in grounds where they had the advantage was just too risky.


      Daggers and his party had finished their hunt and were already back at the lodge. I didn’t see any monster corpses with them, though that was probably because they had used storage magic. Had they done that on purpose?


      An adventurer approached us. “Whoa, hold up! You’re S-rank adventurers, aren’t you? But I don’t see a single monster with you! Wait, no way. Did you not get any?” he asked, clearly trying to rile us up. “Oh, sorry! I forgot to introduce myself, didn’t I? I’m Davis Emerson, a genius noble who’s also an A-rank adventurer. Plus...”


      There was a mountain of monster corpses behind him. They were comparatively weak monsters that could be hunted near the lodge, but there were definitely a lot of them.


      “This is what we managed.”


      “Oh, I see...” I didn’t want to rock the boat, so I tried to give an inoffensive response and hurry back to my room.


      But Davis didn’t let me. “You’re Lloyd, right? The S-rank adventurer that’s been the talk of the capital, yeah?” he asked, trying to stop me in my tracks.


      “I am. So what?”


      “Oh, nothing much. I was just thinking that the rumors really oversold you.” Apparently, he had stopped me just to say that. I guess he wasn’t tired of trying to provoke me yet. “The other S-ranks don’t seem like much either. At this rate, my party’s gonna win easy!” he exclaimed, laughing hard to himself.


      In fact, he was laughing the whole time as he left the rest of his party to take charge of getting these monsters evaluated and disappeared into the lodge. Staff from the Adventurer’s Guild tallied up the points for the monster pile and readied them for preservation.


      “They really do have a lot...” There had to be at least three hundred. While none were very strong, defeating this many in one day was plain impossible, at least for a single party. He had to be buying out others.


      “How despicable,” muttered Rina.


      “You can say that again.” For one, I really couldn’t deny that we had no spoils for the day.


      “Anyway, I need to discuss the dragon with you, Lloyd. Could you come to the infirmary later?”


      “Oh, right. It wasn’t fully healed yet. Sorry, it completely slipped my mind.”


      “It’s not, but you made the right call. It was tough back there, and it would have only been tougher if the dragon had joined the battle.”


      I checked the dragonling with my detection magic. I could feel a much stronger signal than before.


      “You head there first,” I said.


      “Got it. I’ll be waiting for you.” With that, Rina hurried to the infirmary.


      Anyway, this Argentum Mini Dragon had definitely caught my attention, but there was something else that weighed more on my mind. There were clearly two pairs of eyes staring at me. One belonged to Fia, who had been glaring and keeping a close watch on our conversation the whole time I was chatting with Rina. But that didn’t really matter right now, as the other pair belonged to Blade, the General Guildmaster.


      I could sense interest in his gaze, but also malice. Was he considering demoting me? No, thinking about that wouldn’t get me anywhere. Should I talk to him, maybe?


      “May I speak with you, General Guildmaster?”


      He looked pretty shocked. I guess he wasn’t expecting me to approach. “What is it?”


      “Is there something on my face? You’ve been staring at me for a while.”


      The General Guildmaster was silent for a spell. “Ain’t you a little too self-conscious?”


      Then why had he been staring at me? I was curious, but I didn’t think asking about it anymore would get me an answer. So, I bowed my head and left. I felt like I heard the words, “not yet,” coming from behind me, but I didn’t turn around to check.


      ***


      After that, I pretended to return to my room and instead headed for the infirmary. Shaking Fia off was pretty tough. I had to escape from a window in the boys’ bathroom and climb in through an open window in the infirmary.


      “Why the window?” asked Rina.


      “I just couldn’t shake off my pursuer. It was my only choice.”


      “Your pursuer?”


      If anybody found out we had brought a dragon inside the lodge, things could get bad. Keeping a monster as a pet itself wasn’t a problem, but things changed when that monster was a dragon. Even a weakened one made for the perfect opportunity to earn some major points in this competition.


      “How is it?” I asked.


      “It’s sleeping right now, but its wounds are mostly healed.”


      “Mostly?”


      The Argentum Mini Dragon sleeping in Rina’s lap had mostly recovered, but I hadn’t healed its wounds that much.


      “Did it cast some healing magic on itself?” I asked.


      “I was surprised to find out even the babies could heal themselves.”


      It looked pretty peaceful for now, so I decided to fully heal its wounds. I could see its expression slightly soften.


      “Thank goodness. It seems like it’s all better now,” said Rina. She was petting the dragonling, and her expression had softened as well.


      “Um, Rina? There’s something I wanted to ask you. May I?”


      Immediately, her gentle expression grew sharp and pointed. “That depends on what you want to ask.”


      “What happened after I left Ishtar?”


      She was silent. Would she answer, or would she not? For a while, she pondered. But eventually, she sighed. “Fine.”


      Her expression was serious as she filled me in on all that had happened. “After you and your party left Ishtar, I became an adventurer. I wanted to help out the town, no matter how small the contribution. In all honesty, it was countless times more rewarding than the time I spent with the Hero’s party. I really felt like I was helping people.”


      We received a lot of thanks when we were in the Hero’s party, but if you asked me whether I felt like I did anything to deserve that, the answer was probably no. Heroes defended the continent and protected the town from demon attacks just by existing. The scale was so huge, it was hard to really feel like you were accomplishing much.


      In comparison, adventurers spent most of their time completing quests as individuals or in groups. There were clearly people you had saved, and they’d thank you for it. Plus, you could choose which quests you took on. From what I had heard so far, this all sounded like a good thing...


      “Eventually, I joined a party. It was a temporary one, but I quite enjoyed my time with them. I was still a D-rank adventurer back then, but I climbed to C-rank almost immediately. That’s when things began to change.” She clenched her hand into a fist. “Soon enough, a senior adventurer in my party told me I was too full of myself for someone who only had one arm.”


      “So, they were jealous, huh?”


      Rina was strong. It made sense that she had climbed the ranks quickly. But there were plenty of people who wouldn’t think positively of someone with one arm climbing the ranks faster than themselves, and it especially made sense for a senior adventurer in her party who had all his limbs intact.


      “Immediately, they found fault with me and kicked me from their party. Well, I know my personality was part of the problem, so I don’t mean to blame them entirely.”


      Rina was the serious type. I thought it was a great trait, but sometimes, people could mistake that for being too stubborn.


      “That just continued. No matter what party I joined, it never went well. I wandered from town to town, looking for a place to belong. Eventually, I found myself in the capital.”


      “That must have been tough.”


      She was having relationship problems. It was a common worry, but one of the most brutal.


      “If I still had my other arm, I would’ve been able to adventure by myself. But I can’t swing a sword in this body, and I have zero sense for magic.”


      Shieldmasters going it solo had to be even rarer than white mages doing the same. You couldn’t defeat monsters with defense alone, after all.


      “That’s right.” After a bit of thinking, I thought of an idea. “I have the perfect proposal. Will you hear me out?”


      “Yes, of course.”


      I filled her in.


      “I-I see.”


      “You might want to think about it, at least.”


      “Hmm... Yeah, I will. But I’ll put it on the backburner for now.”


      A high-pitched cry suddenly cut through our conversation. It wasn’t very loud—definitely quiet enough it couldn’t be heard outside.


      Rina lifted her face and looked into the baby dragon’s eyes. “He’s pretty cute,” she said, petting its head.


      “Will you return him to the wild?”


      “That’s what I plan on.”


      As if it had understood Rina’s words, the dragonling pushed its head against Rina, looking for attention.


      “You don’t want to leave me?”


      “Chirp!”


      I had never heard of an Argentum Mini Dragon being friendly to humans before. Though perhaps that was only because there were very few cases of people domesticating dragons at all. Though, uh... I was the one who healed you, y’know.


      I reached my hand out, trying to pet the dragonling as well. However, it seemed to have picked up on my intentions. It swatted my hand away with its tail.


      “Ouch!” So, Rina was fine, but I wasn’t. Damn it all...


      I guess I should just be happy it hadn’t attacked with its claws. The dragon was still trying to threaten me.


      “There, there. Good boy.” Rina petted it shockingly easily.


      “So? What should we do?” I asked.


      “I want to try raising it for a while. I-Is that a bad idea?”


      She was probably trying to ask if it’d get in the way, but she looked just like a kid desperate for a puppy. I couldn’t help but giggle given the gap between this and her usual self.


      “Wh-What?! Why are you laughing?!”


      “S-Sorry, it just sort of slipped out...”


      “W-Well, stop it!” she yelled, her face beat red. Again, this was a lot different from how she usually acted when mad. I couldn’t help but find it a bit cute.
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      A laugh threatened to escape me again.


      “Oh, my! You two seem to be enjoying yourselves!”


      That’s when I heard a voice. I looked up to find a girl whose right arm was transformed into the shape of an octopus’s—Fia. She was using the suckers to hang from the ceiling.


      “What are you doing?” I asked.


      “What are you two doing?” she asked, smiling.


      I briefly answered her.


      “Oh, so I see. I had no idea.”


      “U-Um, about the dragonling...” protested Rina.


      “Don’t worry. I shall keep the dragon a secret. Letting that out would only work against us, after all.”


      “Thanks,” I said.


      Fia bowed, slightly.


      “Chirp...”


      “Huh?”


      The dragonling was cowering before Fia.


      “Oh, my! What’s wrong?”


      “Ch-Chirp!” The dragonling curled into a ball and began to shake. Was that due to the weird vibes Fia herself had, or was it her monstrous right arm? Either way, it was clear the dragonling’s instincts were telling it she was bad news.


      “Hmm, I don’t believe I’ve done anything, though animals have always avoided me.”


      “So, you’ve always been this way,” I commented.


      “Though not to this degree,” she clarified. Her right arm must have been adding to it.


      “Just be happy it didn’t hit you,” I said, showing her my bruised arm.


      “R-Right.”


      After that, Rina slipped the Argentum Mini Dragon back into her backpack and left the infirmary. Yui and Rina were in one room, while Fia and Shino shared the other. Considering Yui’s current state, she likely wouldn’t even notice the dragonling. But just to be safe, I warned Rina to be careful before heading to my room.


      ***


      It was the second to last day of the competition. One of the rooms within the lodge belonged to the General Guildmaster, Blade. On his desk was a glass filled with a clear liquid, and nearby a glass bottle with a label that revealed its contents to be alcohol.


      Littered throughout the rooms were written proposals, cost analyses, and detailed maps of the area—documents relating to this event. Lastly, there was a long, black bag in the corner. It was quite large and a bit bigger than a human.


      “Lloyd, eh? So that’s this generation’s new savior. Though, the boy don’t seem all that reliable.” Blade’s appraisal of Lloyd could be summed up with the words, “he looks weak.”


      Not to mention, Lloyd really hadn’t accomplished much in the competition so far. Blade knew that trailing him could raise suspicions if he was caught by Lloyd’s detection magic, so he had avoided observing the boy himself. Just staring at him a little on the first day had caught Lloyd’s attention, after all. Blade was carefully surveilling the boy, though not in a way that suited his personality.


      “Guess I’ve gotta check myself then, huh?” Blade reached for the long, black bag. Inside were the weapons he had wielded when he was still an adventurer. “I haven’t taken care of ya in a while, but ya can still give a good whacking, yeah?” he asked, staring longingly at his sword.


      That’s when the door suddenly opened behind him. The assistant to the General Guildmaster stepped inside. Her name was Jessica. She had been an A-rank adventurer and was talented enough to serve as the General Guildmaster’s right-hand woman. She wielded a rapier with the skill of an S-rank, but she so despised getting hurt, she only accepted quests that could pose no threat to her. She was a bit of an odd one, which was why she had chosen this job—one where she’d be completely safe.


      “I come with a report on each party’s progress, General Guildmaster.”


      “Huh. So Shino did use that magic, just like we wanted.” Information on that high-level spell Shino had cast had been bestowed onto her by none other than Blade and his assistant.


      “After labeling the book as a ‘secret grimoire’ and placing it exactly where one might expect to find such a thing, she happily walked off with it. Though she mastered the skill faster than we expected. It took her less than a week.”


      “She might be an astounding genius, but she’s sure a simpleton.”


      “Indeed. But thanks to that, all evidence that her party had defeated those dragonoids was erased. That area was their territory. Now that they are gone, it should take more than a few days for a new prominent monster to take their place.”


      “Monsters ain’t that stupid. Once they learn the dragonoids are gone, their instincts will tell ’em it was the job of an even stronger monster. They’ll avoid the damn place.”


      All was going according to plan. Lloyd’s party was suffering terribly in the hunt.


      “And about tomorrow... Must I truly participate?”


      “You don’t have to. But if you ain’t gonna participate, I’ll have to retract my offer to nominate you as head of the Adventurer’s Guild’s main branch in the royal capital.”


      “Understood. I shall do it, then.”


      “Then break a leg out there. I’m sure you can lead one or two of ’em away.”


      “How easy you make that sound...”


      Blade couldn’t wait for tomorrow. With that thought on his mind, he downed his glass.


      ***


      A few days had passed, and it was now the last day of the competition. Our bad luck streak had continued, and we had zero flashy accomplishments to speak of. Our loss was practically assured, and the favorite to win was that aggravating party that noble was in.


      But the last day, huh? For some reason, all the participants were gathered in the open area outside the lodge.


      Really? I guess they’re not here yet? As I waited, that noble adventurer approached me again. I guess he got bored of just sitting around.


      “Hey there, Lloyd! How’re you feeling?” He sounded awfully buddy-buddy, though we really weren’t. But ugh, this again? He had been bothering me every so often since the first day. I couldn’t believe he still wasn’t bored of this.


      “I’m fine, I guess.”


      “So you’re not doing so hot, huh? Actually, about that. Want me to sell you some of our kills?”


      “What?”


      “Our monster kills! Let’s see... I’ll do one monster for one hundred thousand gold. You’ve got cash, right?” he suggested, clearly trying to exploit me.


      “Obviously I’m not buying from you,” I flat-out refused. I didn’t want to accept any proposal from this guy, and I knew that taking up this offer would just be wrong. But more than anything, I knew we had already lost this battle. Buying kills from him would just be a waste of money.


      “Fine, then.”


      Just as our conversation came to a close, the General Guildmaster walked into the courtyard. “Sorry for makin’ ya wait.”


      Unlike usual, Blade was dressed in steel armor today, and a sword longer than he was tall was strapped to his back.


      “So? What did you have to say?” asked Davis.


      “Well, it’s the last day! Some of you folks have probably given up already, so I’ve got a new rule for ya!”


      “Huh?!”


      “It’s simple. If ya can catch me, you’ll be the winners of this whole thing!”


      “What?!” We all screamed in unison.




      All the adventurers were in an uproar at the addition of this new rule, which could easily make all their hard work for naught.


      “Hold your horses. I’m gonna take this seriously myself, of course. My assistant Jessica’s gonna follow me too. Don’t you all dare think ya can capture me that easy. If you’re gonna challenge me, you’ve gotta give it all you’ve damn got!” said Blade, easily swinging his giant sword, which was over two meters in length, in one hand. He then imbued his sword with MP and sent a slash flying.


      “That’s Yui’s technique!”


      Yui had been quite expressionless lately, but even she seemed shocked. In all honesty, the force of that attack far outstripped hers.


      “Why does he know that move...?”


      The other adventurers were shocked for a different reason. Blade was a retired adventurer, so they must have thought capturing him couldn’t be that hard. However, that was a shortsighted way of thinking. Blade may have been retired, but he was just as skilled as the average S-rank adventurer, if not even more so. Capturing him would be impossible, and the conversation had instead shifted to how they could avoid encountering him at all.


      “I’ll be waitin’ in the forest, then!” Blade disappeared into the woods, ignoring our shock and bewilderment. Well, I guess he didn’t really disappear since I could tell where he was with my detection magic. He dashed through the forest with a speed that seemed impossible for someone adorned in such heavy armor.


      “That armor must have some special effect.” I could sense mana coming from it that didn’t belong to Blade. It must have been enchanted with some sort of stamina-recovery ability.


      “So, what do we do? We need to get moving ourselves, but...” Shino trailed off, though I knew what she was trying to say.


      “You’re asking whether we challenge the General Guildmaster or not, right?”


      “Yes, for that is our only chance at victory! It’s much more realistic than defeating a dragon, don’t you think?”


      Rina jumped at the word, “dragon.” Hiding in her backpack was an Argentum Mini Dragon, Hinata. Rina had picked the name herself, as it was apparently more convenient for her if the dragonling had a proper name. Hinata had grown quite close to Rina and was faithfully obeying her orders.


      Apparently, Yui had yet to notice the dragonling. On one hand, I was worried about Yui’s sense of danger, but maybe Hinata was just really good at hiding.


      “Hey. Are you listening, Lloyd?”


      “Sorry, I was thinking about something else. We’re talking about whether we should challenge the General Guildmaster, right?”


      “Exactly! The only problem is how we capture him! There’s no need to defeat him, after all, and Fia can use mind-control magic! We can easily make him our prisoner that way, but what do you say, Lloyd?” asked Shino.


      “Fia’s magic doesn’t work on people stronger than herself. I think it’s best we assume it won’t work on Blade.”


      “Hmph. That is exactly what I was afraid of! I don’t know much about the guy, except for the fact he used to quarrel a lot with Merlin.”


      “Merlin? You mean the legendary adventurer?”


      “What other Merlin is there?”


      “Y-Yeah, you’re right...” Anyway, I had a hard time thinking Fia’s mind control magic would work on him. We needed to defeat and capture him, just like he had instructed. Working out a plan to do that was probably the better move. “Yui, do you think you can fight on equal footing with Blade?”


      “I don’t think so... And I probably can’t even with your buffs, Lloyd,” she answered unconfidently.


      I felt kind of guilty about it, but I had already concluded Yui wouldn’t be able to overpower him herself, even if we disregarded her current swings in mood. She was too small, and Blade too experienced. Sure, Yui might have had youth on her side, but she just couldn’t win against Blade—especially as she was now.


      Yui, Fia, and Rina could fight, while Shino and I interfered with Blade’s attacks and supported the rest of our party. That was probably the safest plan of attack. In all likelihood, there wouldn’t be any party who’d try to challenge Blade. Daggers’s party was right behind Davis’s, so they could still win depending on the scoring. And knowing them, I doubted they’d make such a desperate play anyway. Nobody was going to get in our way.


      “Do we know anything about his assistant, Jessica?” I asked.


      “Only that she’s an A-rank adventurer,” answered Rina.


      I asked the rest of our party members, but nobody else knew anything either. A-rank adventurers were some of the strongest out there, yet she had chosen to work as an assistant. It was odd, yet for some reason, we couldn’t find anything out about her. That seemed a bit strange. We tried listening to other parties as well, but we still couldn’t learn anything. Just who was she?


      “She’s a mystery, but this is our only choice. Even if we lose, it’ll give us some good experience.”


      “Rina is right. Let’s just do all we can,” agreed Fia.


      I could still clearly sense Blade’s mana signal. Thus, we stepped inside the forest as if to chase him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: The White Mage Enters the Lion’s Den


      “You’re here, eh?”


      After following his mana signal, we came face-to-face with Blade and his assistant, Jessica. Blade stood there menacingly with crossed arms, while Jessica leaned against a rock with a languid expression. They were clearly waiting for us, which could only mean they knew we’d follow after them.


      “Three S-ranks, one B-rank, and an outlier,” muttered Jessica. “If I take on the B-rank, then I’d still need one other. Who to pick...?”


      That B-rank had to be Rina. I saw her jump a little.


      “I’d like to take her on, Lloyd,” said Rina.


      “You can’t. We don’t know how strong she is. Fighting her alone is too dangerous.”


      “I don’t plan on defeating her. I’ll only get in her way enough to stop her. While I do that, I want Yui, Fia, and Shino to work together to defeat Blade. Defeating Jessica isn’t a condition of our victory, after all.”


      So, she thought she could at least stop Jessica on her own, huh? “Is it really okay to leave her to you?”


      “I want your support too. Can I ask that of you?”


      “Of course.” There was no knowing what Jessica was capable of, so I cast extra buffs just in case.


      “Jessica, was it? I’ll be your opponent today.”


      “A one-armed shieldmaster? I see you have no intention of winning this fight. Though I’m personally thankful, as this means I face little risk of injury,” she said, glancing at Blade. “May I?”


      “Huh? O-Oh, of course. I ain’t gonna mind. I can take on four of these folks no problem!” Blade seemed a little worried, but he assented nevertheless. He probably wanted Jessica to take one more of us off his hands but thought saying that aloud would make him look lame.


      “Give me all you’ve got!” Blade dauntlessly drew his greatsword. It was hard to think this guy was in his sixties seeing him wield a sword that was bigger than he was. He exuded the dignity of a seasoned adventurer.


      The air prickled. Shino was the first to act. “Magic sword formation, Schwarz Blade!”


      A black mist surrounded Shino’s staff. In a flash, it had transformed into a giant sword that was pitch-black and completely lacking in luster. Then, it ballooned to the size of Blade’s weapon.


      “Here to compare strength, are ya?!”


      Shino unleashed a downward swing, while Blade swung his own sword diagonally upward.


      “I need some buffs, Lloyd!”


      In a true battle of strength, Shino had no chance given her slender frame. I cast a strength up buff, magic up buff, MP consumption down buff, and a defense up buff on her. Then, I cast some buffs on her staff as well, which was the conduit for her magic blade. Now, she’d be able to handle her own in a hand-to-hand fight, to some degree.


      I cast the same buffs on Fia, and just a strength up and defense up buff on Yui. Her slash attack used mana, but it wasn’t magic, strictly speaking. Thus, a magic up buff or MP consumption down buff wouldn’t have done anything.


      I guess I could cast the same buffs I had on Yui on Rina too, huh? I didn’t think she could use magic.


      Blade’s greatsword collided with Shino’s magic sword—they were equally matched. Yui used that opportunity to launch a surprise attack from behind.


      “You’re too darn simple!” Blade took one hand off the hilt of his greatsword and reached it toward Shino. With that lessened force, his blade was pushed back by Shino’s, allowing her to get closer.


      But right when the distance between them closed, Blade’s free hand met Shino’s throat. “Ack!”


      Blade easily lifted her into the air and tossed her at Yui, who couldn’t dodge the attack. The two collided, landing on their butts.


      “You okay, Yui?!”


      “I’m fine! What about you, Shino?”


      “Yeah, thanks to Lloyd’s buffs, probably! It didn’t hurt too bad when he grabbed my neck,” responded Shino, touching her throat to ensure it wasn’t injured as she returned to her feet. Still, she hadn’t let her guard down for a second.


      Blade attempted a follow-up attack, but Fia had stepped in. She had been given special permission to participate by none other than Blade himself. They had battled before, so he knew exactly how troublesome her right hand could be—its strength easily exceeded even Blade’s. He was clearly wary of making contact with her.


      However, Fia couldn’t fight free from worry either. Her whole body had benefited from the monster’s erosion, but it was only slightly stronger than it had been before. If she bore damage to anywhere but her right arm, it’d be serious.


      “Four against one, huh? It’s hard on an old man like me.” Blade strengthened the grip on his sword. “Guess this is no place to hold back, huh?”


      I could tell a large magic force had covered his blade. Yui seemed to have figured out his next move as well, as she had imbued mana into her own blade. She was trying to cancel out his magical slash with her own, but...


      “Dodge!” I desperately shouted. Yui wouldn’t be able to cancel out that attack. If their slashes collided, hers would be pushed back. It was plainer than day.


      Shino and Fia had realized this one step faster than Yui and had jumped out of the way. However, Yui’s reaction was slowed by the fact she had prepared to attack. If she were unlucky, she could be injured so heavily she’d never fully recover.


      I cut my thoughts short and ran for it, using buffs to up my speed. I stood before Yui and stretched out Astarte to block the blow. My staff was pretty strong, so it shouldn’t have broken. Though my bones were a separate issue...


      Yui outstretched her hands from behind me and grabbed hold of Astarte.


      “Yui?”


      “You can’t hold out on your own, but maybe we can together!”


      The next second, Yui and I had been blasted over a hundred meters away.


      ***


      They had been blasted near the battlegrounds of Rina and Jessica’s fight. The latter made jabs with her rapier, which the former blocked with her shield. The two weapons collided, sparks flying.


      It was a close fight, and they looked evenly matched at first glance. However, Rina was positive that she was the one at a disadvantage.


      She’s going easy on me. Jessica was attacking at a speed Rina could block and avoiding her vitals by a large margin, perhaps out of an abundance of caution. That was enough for Rina to immediately know that Jessica wasn’t fighting at full strength.


      Jessica looked down on Rina, but Rina purposefully didn’t point this out. Instead, she pretended like she thought they were evenly matched in this battle. After all, her goal wasn’t to defeat Jessica either.


      I need to stay quiet.


      Jessica’s rapier scratched Rina’s cheek. She reflexively jumped backward.


      “It would be too obvious I was going easy on you if I didn’t damage you somewhat,” she explained, clearly stating she was going easy on the shieldmaster.


      That alone was enough to change Rina’s tune. I’ll take her through the wringer!




      “You don’t truly think you can defeat me with a shield alone, do you? Regardless of skill, your weapon is a poor match against mine.”


      “I know that!”


      It was hard for a shield, which could barely even be considered a weapon, to hold its own against a maneuverable weapon like a rapier—especially if you were trying to attack with it. Rina had Lloyd’s buffs, but even then, it was a tough fight.


      “From what I can tell, you don’t seem to be the type who’s capable of magic. More like you can’t use it at all, no?”


      “Why do you think that?”


      “Because I did my research. I’ve looked into every member of your party.”


      Rina winced. They knew nothing about Jessica, while Jessica knew everything there was to know about them. The words, “How cowardly!” threatened to escape her lips.


      What should I do? Jessica knew much about Rina—her weapon, the difficulty of the quests she had completed, and even her temperament. Rina glanced behind her.


      “Do you intend on asking your party members for help?”


      “What if I was?”


      “I’d like to avoid any excess trouble, and it seems there are adventurers who outstrip me among your ranks. I’d do all I can to stop such a thing.”


      “I see.” Rina’s lips curled upward. “Let’s go, then!”


      Rina lifted up her shield and bolted toward Jessica. Unfortunately, she easily dodged. Rina was too slow, and it was clear from Jessica’s expression that she was tempted to point this out. She had slipped behind Rina, thrusting her rapier toward her shoulder.


      Pain rushed over Rina’s upper back. She lost her balance and tumbled face-first. “This isn’t enough to...!”


      She gathered strength into her arms and tried to stand up.


      “You mustn’t push yourself. I cast magic on you just now.”


      “What?!” Rina froze, unable to follow.


      Jessica watched this with a smile and coldly explained herself. “It’s a poison spell that paralyzes my opponent temporarily if I manage to land two hits on them—the dark magic spell, Sfika. You really must hinder your opponent if you want to defeat them safely. I had already placed the spell on my rapier in advance.”


      First, Jessica had paralyzed her opponent—it was the exact strategy Rina and her party had utilized on the first day of the hunt.


      “So? How does it feel to fall victim to two of my attacks?”


      Rina gathered her strength, trying to move once again. Then...she slowly stood up. The two looked at each other, dumbfounded.


      “S-So? H-How does it feel to fall victim to two of my attacks?”


      “Hmm? Well, fine, I suppose. Though my injuries do sting.”


      Nothing had changed at all! Neither could understand what was happening. They stared at each other, bewildered. Jessica hadn’t missed, and Rina hadn’t done anything to counter this spell. Of course, it wasn’t Hinata’s doing either.


      It was one of Lloyd’s buffs, status effect resistance up. It neutralized lower-level status ailments and lessened the effects of those inflicted by higher-level magic. Lloyd had seen Jessica’s rapier and decided to cast it just in case.


      “To think you’d naturally be resistant to poison...”


      “No, I don’t think I am.”


      While the two pondered why the spell had proven ineffective, they suddenly heard a crash from nearby.


      “Wh-What was that?!”


      Rina was immediately overcome by lethargy—proof that the buff had been undone.


      This is bad. Rina focused herself, trying to ensure Jessica wouldn’t notice.


      “The General Guildmaster is fighting with quite the dramatic flair, I see. I suppose that means he is in a pinch,” said Jessica, her expression slowly shifting. Now, it dripped with intent—intent to defeat Rina. “I’ll lose my chance to be promoted if the General Guildmaster falls in this battle.”


      The air around Jessica had clearly changed. I hope this goes well.


      ***


      “Ouch...”


      A red fluid slightly more viscous than water dripped from my forehead. My whole body was throbbing in pain. Apparently, we had slammed right into a boulder, which was now cracked. You could really tell just how hard we had hit the thing.


      I tried to move, only to be assaulted by intense pain. My bones...seemed fine.


      Atop my knees was Yui, who was groaning in pain just like I was.


      That’s right. When Blade’s slash sent us flying, I immediately moved in to defend her. And thank goodness... She didn’t have any obvious external injuries, save for a few scratches that could easily be healed with magic.


      Still, we had flown quite a distance. I measured it with my detection magic—it was a hundred meters, at the very least. It would be hard to drag this body that distance, but I needed to get back there as quickly as possible.


      “Can you walk, Yui?”


      “I-I can, but Lloyd...”


      “Yeah, I’ll have a bit of a tough time. But I’m in better shape than I was after being hit by the Gadilon.” If I healed myself while downing MP recovery potions, I’d be healed enough to walk in just a few minutes.


      “I’m so sorry. This is all because you protected me,” she said, gloomily staring at the ground.


      “Hey, Yui? Can we talk a bit? It’ll take some time for me to heal.” I felt bad for Fia and Shino, but if we returned like this, we’d just end up with the same result. “Do you want to take revenge on the demons?”


      “I dunno... It’s not that I want revenge, but I’ve been flipping back and forth on stepping down as an adventurer.” She was watching her words. It was clear that quitting was what she really wanted, but she knew stepping down would place a burden on the rest of her party, just like when Crumb had left.


      The only thing different was their reasoning. Crumb had to quit, but struggled desperately to stand with them despite those circumstances. She had to leave the party, but for reasons that were far from selfish. Still, even she had struggled to make that decision. It was a natural worry for S-rank adventurers given how few of them there were.


      “You became an adventurer to help people, right?”


      “Yeah, I did. I wanted to make it so fewer people had to lose their families to monsters, even if only by one person.”


      An adventurer’s job was to hunt monsters, not to defend against demon invasions. All tasks relating to the demons were typically relegated to soldiers that directly served the kingdom, like the knights. Defending Claira was an exception, but our quests related to the Gadilon and protecting Ishtar both just happened to involve the demons. No adventurer would ever receive a quest to vanquish a demon, and the Adventurer’s Guild weren’t allowed to handle such quests in the first place.


      Thus, Yui had become an adventurer to hunt monsters. But now, the source of her motivation was gone. Continuing as an adventurer had to be hard for her. After all, if she wanted to help people, she could always join the knights. They were the ones who’d directly face off against the demons.


      “Are you going to quit being an adventurer and become a knight instead?”


      “I...dunno. We’ve been fighting the demons for a while now, but we’re just no match for them. Every time we fight, I just get this feeling that I’ll never be able to fight on equal footing with them.”


      It was learning that her village had been artificially destroyed by the demons that had Yui feeling so down. However, her lack of confidence was clearly contributing as well. She wanted to help people, but at the same time, doubts that she couldn’t save anyone had begun to eat away at her.


      “I’m in the same boat.”


      “No, you’re not. You worked together with Therion to defeat Grist, and you did so much in Kikuno Village too. You’re always so humble, but you’re always more amazing than the rest of us. Like you’re the next new legendary adventurer, or something.”


      “I don’t think you can really put me next to them...”


      I could barely be put next to Merlin the hermit NEET, much less this legendary Merlin the Philosopher. But if Yui really thought that about me, then...


      “If there really is a new legendary adventurer, that has to be thanks to you, Yui. I wouldn’t be here if you had never become an adventurer.”


      “I-I guess you’re right, but...”


      I could still vividly remember that day when she had half forced me to join her party back in Ishtar. At the time, I could never have imagined where that would take me.


      But what was getting swept into my memories going to accomplish for me now? Yui still looked down. Was there anything else I could tell her?


      That’s when I remembered what Daggers had told me. Maybe that could cheer her up? After a long while of thinking, I decided to just tell her. There wasn’t anything to lose.


      “This is just a terrible hunch, but I’m sure the demons will continue to pop up around me in the future. I have Astarte, after all. If we’re unlucky, we might even end up fighting the Demon King.”


      “That’d suck in its own right...”


      “But I’d never be able to do it alone. I need you, Yui,” I pleaded, my expression serious.


      “Well, if you put it that way... Then to heck with it!” A smile had finally returned to her face. Did I manage to cheer her up a little bit?


      Right when our conversation hit a lull, I had healed myself to the point I was able to walk. I slowly lifted myself to my feet.


      “All right.” It hurt, but not more than I could bear. Still, we had wasted quite some time. “Are you ready, Yui?”


      “Yup! Let’s go!” she answered, her eyes brimming with confidence.


      ***


      Rina gripped her shield, panting. Her body was rife with minor wounds, while Jessica’s remained completely unharmed. She attacked calmly, not even particularly short of breath.


      “You sure are stubborn.”


      “I promised to draw your attention, after all. I cannot allow you to retreat.”


      Rina’s words had been strong, but her body was growing weak. Her wounds weren’t deep, but they were numerous enough to still cause significant pain. Thankfully, Jessica was convinced her poison didn’t work against Rina and hadn’t cast Sfika again. Still, it was only a matter of time before Rina lost this battle.


      But that was exactly why she remained so vigilant for openings, unwilling to let go of any chance. When she found one, she’d attack with a single strike backed with everything she had.


      “He’ll arrive if I don’t hurry this up, I suppose,” said Jessica, ignoring the battered Rina and letting her guard down for a moment to glance in Blade’s direction.


      This is my chance! Rina lowered her center of gravity and charged, ready to push her shield up into Jessica.


      However, Jessica jumped backward and dodged.


      “You don’t truly think you’ll be able to hit me at such sp—”


      “Hwah!” Rina used her one hand to throw her shield with everything she had, using enough force to disrupt her own balance.


      “Huh?!” Jessica wasn’t expecting Rina to let go of the only weapon she had to defend herself with and failed to react in time. Just as Rina was hoping, her shield flew over the ground and toward the horizon, colliding right into the hand Jessica used to wield her rapier and knocking it from her hand.


      “What useless struggle...!” she yelled, reaching her hand toward her rapier, which was tumbling across the ground. Rina had taken quite the fall herself and had yet to stand back up. If Jessica managed to recover her weapon and attack swiftly, she’d still have a chance! Thus, she crouched and reached for her weapon, which was when...


      “Hinata!”


      “Chirp!”


      ...a silver dragon—Hinata—jumped out of Rina’s backpack and dashed straight for Jessica.


      “I-I wasn’t told there would be a dragon!” Jessica was so shocked, she fell on her butt. Hinata jumped on her and placed her sharp claws against Jessica’s throat.


      “Good job, Hinata!”


      “Chirp!”


      That conversation was enough for Jessica to understand what was going on. She lifted her hands into the air. “I accept defeat. To think you would be hiding a dragon in your bag...”


      That was Rina’s true plan of attack. If Jessica had hesitated to pick up her rapier for just a second, she may have been able to dodge Hinata. However, Rina knew that Jessica would panic once she was disarmed and thus go to retrieve her weapon.


      “And you’ll really accept this as my victory?”


      “Yes, I will. I would like to avoid any injuries, after all.”


      Thus, Rina and Jessica’s battle ended in a victory shared between one woman and one dragon.


      ***


      At the same time, Shino and Fia were fighting Blade, with the latter having the upper hand. Fia had obtained an elite physique, but only recently. She had little experience in battle, and now that she had lost her buffs, the difference in strength between her and Blade was stark.


      Fia’s arm might have been strong, but that didn’t mean anything if she never managed to land a strike. Her movements lacked refinement, which made her attacks easy to predict. Blade easily dodged them.


      Even Shino, a seasoned mage who was well-versed in battle, was having a hard time against Blade and his many years of experience. The biggest advantage to magic was its range, but that would be nullified if your opponent drew too close. When Fia and Blade were nearby, Shino could only use limited spells and power. Since her usual strategy was massacring monsters without a second thought, she was in an even tougher spot.


      “To think I’d struggle so terribly in battle! You truly are the General Guildmaster!”


      “Experience is important, you see.”


      Blade saw his path to victory so clearly, all but certain he’d already won. He was happy, but also secretly relieved. He had ousted Lloyd and Yui from the battle and cornered his two current opponents. There was no way Jessica would lose to Rina either. He just couldn’t lose.


      “Ready to throw in the towel?”


      “Of course not!”


      “Do you truly think I would let you remain unharmed after injuring my Lloyd?”


      The two weren’t backing down and it brought a smile to Blade’s lips. “I’m sure glad to hear that! It really makes me feel like I’m raisin’ the next generation of promising adventurers!” he shouted, ready to unleash an attack that would knock Fia unconscious. He flipped his giant blade over and swung the blunt side down.


      Then, a magic slash attack came flying for him. He immediately knocked it away, then turned his sword toward the direction of the attack.


      “So, you’re still up and kickin’.” Blade had thought he may have overdone it back there; he couldn’t hide his surprise at seeing Yui uninjured.


      “Thanks to Lloyd, I am! He healed all my wounds with his magic!”


      “Hmph.”


      Unlike earlier, Yui’s eyes now brimmed with resolve. Her hands were gripped firmly around the hilt of her sword.
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      “And I take it those wounds of yours were scratches, huh?” asked Blade.


      But Yui remained silent and simply held her sword at the ready. That was her answer.


      “I guess it was a bit tasteless, asking somethin’ like that. But where’s the boy? I don’t see a hint of him.”


      Shino and Fia had also noticed Lloyd’s absence. They were worried, especially Fia. Everyone could tell just by looking at her that she was concerned about his safety. “Wh-Where is he...?” she asked.


      “You’ll know soon enough!” answered Yui, kicking her foot against the ground to accelerate. She closed in on Blade in a flash, ready to move into range.


      “And ya think that’s enough to defeat me?” Blade gripped his sword harder so he could use the back of it to fight off Yui. That’s when he noticed something was terribly wrong—he finished his swing before Yui had entered range.


      Blade had swung his sword at the right time for it to collide with her. Had she predicted this and stopped? That’s what Blade thought, but he then noticed Yui hadn’t decelerated. He had simply swung too early.


      The General Guildmaster groaned. He was defenseless, and Yui swung down her blade with the intent of shattering his armor. This was going to be bad. Blade jumped backward, trying to put distance between them...only to topple over.


      Yui mercilessly swung down her sword once again. That’s when Blade figured out what was happening. First, he had been hit by a wave of exhaustion, then a surge of strength. That could only be... “Buffs!”




      So, he’d figured out our trick. I leaned against a tree and observed from afar. The magic currently acting on Blade was an original spell of mine, Shuffle. It was meant to sabotage an opponent by turning buffs on and off every few seconds. Each time, the strength would differ too, and only the caster knew which buff was coming next. It was a novel, off-putting experience that inflicted mental damage as well.


      “Ugh! My body ain’t listening to me!”


      Blade had no choice but to fall victim to Yui’s attacks, which gradually chipped away at his armor. He tried to swing his greatsword to keep Yui away, but he couldn’t move as he wanted, so all he ever met was air. Blade was aware of his circumstances, so his attacks almost grazed Yui every so often. But every time, she managed to dodge.


      Eventually, Yui’s merciless assault opened a large crack in Blade’s chest plate. It fell to the ground with a clang. Now that it was gone, he didn’t have the stamina-recovery effect that had been helping him out either.


      “You done now?” asked Yui. I knew she’d be able to handle the rest, so I undid the spell I had cast on him.


      “It seems like Rina’s finished her battle too.” So, she had won the fight without my support. Then what did that leave me to do? I headed for Fia and Shino, then healed just the latter with my magic since casting any on Fia could make her condition worse.


      “Take this, Fia,” I said, handing her a mana recovery potion. She’d be able to regenerate on her own as long as she had the strength and MP. That would be faster and more effective than using my Heal spell to cure her anyway. It was inconvenient that healing magic cast by others would only hurt her, but since there wasn’t much of a need to cast them on her in the first place, it wasn’t too big of a deal.


      Fia giggled. “I shall treasure this.”


      “Huh? That’s not why I gave it to you, though. Drink it and heal.”


      “No, I can do that on my own. See?” Fia healed her wounds in an instant. I was convinced she regenerated automatically, and that if her wounds weren’t healed, that meant she was low on MP. But I guess I was wrong and she was able to control that herself. Dang, she tricked me.


      “Well, I’m glad you’re all right.” Anyway, I turned my attention back to Blade and Yui’s battle. “Wow...”


      The two were fighting on equal footing. It was clear that now that Blade had lost his magic armor, he was exhausting himself quicker. Still, Yui was faster now too, and each of her attacks carried weight. I hadn’t undone the buffs on her.


      “This is it!” she declared, seeing Blade was nearing his limit. She grinned and pointed the tip of her sword at Blade. “Surrender, you hear?!”


      Yup, she was the same Yui as always.


      Blade sighed, lifted his hands, and opened his fists. I thought for sure he was throwing in the towel, but...


      “Sorry, I’m the General Guildmaster. I can’t let myself lose to you folk.” A round object fell from his palms—a magic tool. A light that was painfully white fell over us. By the time it had subsided, Blade was gone.


      “Y-You damn coward!” shouted Yui, stomping her feet into the dirt.


      “We let our guard down right at the end, huh?” Though Yui always had a poor endgame. But if I was being honest, I no longer cared whether we won or lost now that I got to see her back to her usual self.


      ***


      Right when the sun set, all the parties gathered before the lodge. We were waiting to hear the results, but I didn’t need that to know my team had lost. Sure, we had a path to victory. That was Hinata—kill her, and we could make a major comeback. But that wasn’t really a choice for us.


      No, I wasn’t fully satisfied with our performance here, but we had already accepted defeat. Once we got back to the lodge, I was ready to kick back and relax. Though as soon as we arrived, Yui had headed for the General Guildmaster’s room to give him a piece of her mind.


      Anyway, that very General Guildmaster was now standing before us, hiding his injuries while gallantly announcing the results of the competition. “First, you all hunted well this week! We’ll subtract the cost of attendance and other fees from your spoils and hand the rest over at the Adventurer’s Guild later.” After explaining those details, Blade segued into announcing the results. “Now, I’m sure you all are rarin’ to hear how ya did! If anyone in your party’s rank is gonna change, I’ll announce that too.”


      Whispers broke out from the crowd. Some had high hopes or were assured of their victory, while some were just praying that they weren’t demoted. A few had given up on even that.


      “First up’s the party of the A-rank adventurer Davis! As for your results... Congratulations!”


      Davis closed his eyes so he could fully open his ears to hear the announcement of his victory.


      “You got zero points!”


      “Huh?” He didn’t just not win, he completely failed—the exact opposite. He clearly couldn’t follow, and he looked as confused as a fish out of water.


      “I’m also demotin’ ya from A-rank to C-rank, as well as the other folks in your party.”


      “B-But why?!” Davis had finally figured out that this wasn’t a dream, but reality. He protested, claiming he didn’t understand Blade’s reasoning.


      “You ain’t happy?”


      “Of course I’m not! We got zero points?! You must’ve made a mistake somewhere!”


      “Hmph...” Blade took the papers out of Jessica’s hand and made a show of double-checking them. “Nope, there ain’t any mistakes. I heard the rumors, so I had one of my folks trail ya.”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! I really did defeat some monsters!”


      “Just two or three of ’em, no? The rest you bought from other parties. You really wanna be an S-rank that bad?”


      Blade had clearly hit Davis where it hurt.


      The General Guildmaster continued to lay it on thicker. “I had Jessica follow ya. You employed some third parties to help in your hunt too, yeah?”


      I had already figured out that Davis had bought out some of the other parties, but I hadn’t realized he had employed outsiders too. Blade had really done his research. It was enough to slightly improve my opinion of him.


      “Y-You’re wrong! I only happened to defeat weaker ones, and I just turned in some of the monsters other parties forgot to! That’s not breaking the rules! I demand a recount!”


      Davis was blaming the rules of the competition. Sure, they were pretty paltry, but there was still just one that was strictly adhered to.


      “No, there ain’t any reason to do that.”


      “Yes there is! I mean, I never broke any rules! This is crazy! You might think I’m a coward, but that’s just because your rules sucked! You didn’t define a hunting grounds or ban submitting monsters that were already dead when we found them!”


      “Yup, I didn’t ban that.”


      “Exactly! I used my own power—my own financial power! What’s so wrong about that?!”


      “Well, nothin’.”


      “Then why’d I get zero points?!”


      “Don’t ya remember there was just one rule to this ‘ere competition?”


      That was enough to jog Davis’s memory as to what we had been told before the start of the event. “That victory and point allotment will be decided by your own judgments and biases...”


      “Yup.”


      In other words, this wasn’t a matter of breaking the rules or not. But this selfish, domineering stipulation had Davis popping his lid. “Hey, you old fart! Do you really want my father to—?!”


      “Your father? What’s he gonna do? I don’t need to listen to no nobles. We adventurers are free! We’ve got just one rule that prevents idiots like you from throwin’ away their lives, which is ranks! You ain’t strong because of your rank, you’ve got your rank ’cause you’re strong. Remember that.”


      All the adventurers who had let themselves be bought out by Davis were also demoted. They made some cash, but they had lost more than just their rank and the trust of the Adventurer’s Guild in the process. On the other hand, many of the adventurers who focused purely on the hunt actually improved their ranks.


      Results were announced in ascending order, until finally there were only two parties left. “The runner-up is...the party of Shino, Fia, Rina, Lloyd, and Yui!”


      “Huh?”


      The five of us had listened in a daze, as no matter how long we waited, we hadn’t heard our names. We were worried our performance was so terrible we had been completely delisted, and the longer we waited, the more assured we were that it was true. And yet...


      “But why?”


      “Hinata, was it? Don’t worry, let her out.”


      Hinata peeked her head out of Rina’s backpack.


      “I-Is that a dragon?!”


      “It’s gonna eat us! R-Run for it!”


      The adventurers who saw this retreated a few steps.


      “Calm yourselves, men! They managed to tame an Argentum Mini Dragon, something much harder than merely huntin’ one. I thought it was worth some extra points.”


      Nobody argued with this, probably because they knew how scary dragons could be.


      “And the winner is... The party of Daggers, Silica, Cross, Sylvie, and Crumb!” Blade listed the names of the monsters their party had hunted, along with the number. “Each one of ’em was strong, and their corpses were all in great condition! You five are definitely the best adventurers in the whole kingdom!”


      Davis’s face was red with fury, probably because he had made fun of their party just a few days ago. Meanwhile, the other adventurers honored Daggers and his party’s honest victory with a round of applause.


      “I’ll be invitin’ ya to my house later! It’s in the capital, so it won’t take much of your time. Each of ya can pick out a magic tool or piece of armor from my warehouse.”


      In the end, we had lost to Daggers and his party, but there were no hard feelings about it. There wasn’t a better staff out there than Astarte, and Yui didn’t seem to be in the market for another sword either. Even Rina had found a companion that made up for her missing arm.


      “That leaves Shino, but...” She definitely didn’t mind either.




      Thus, Adventurer Boot Camp came to a close.


      ***


      That night, we borrowed one of the banquet halls in the lodge to celebrate. This room had been built as a place for knights to mentally recover and ease their exhaustion after a long day of training, so it had everything you’d need to relax from upholstery to straw mats to cushions to sit on. The room wasn’t very big, but it had been a place for the higher-ranking knights to share a drink, so the interior was quite nice.


      But why had we been lent such a nice room? Well, it was an apology from Blade. He couldn’t formally accept defeat back there for the sake of his own dignity, but he knew he had lost deep down.


      We were treated to some delicious food as well, which was enough for Yui to reluctantly forgive him too—plus the fact he had only escaped because she let her guard down at the end.


      Thus, we had this whole room to ourselves, and it was clean too. Blade must have had someone come and tidy it for us. Though I really wasn’t used to being in places as nice as this, so I had a hard time calming down. Not to mention the fact that I didn’t drink.


      Currently, there were three men in the room—me, Daggers, and Cross. The attendees were my usual party members, Crumb, Sylvie, Shino, Rina, and Fia. Hinata was here too. This was the first time a few of us would be meeting each other, but they’d just have to deal with that.


      “Why are the girls taking so long?” Cross seemed a bit annoyed. He was ready to start drinking.


      “What can we do about it? Isn’t it normal?”


      “Sure, but they’ve already kept us waiting for twenty whole minutes.”


      “I’m sure that stuff takes time.” I wasn’t really an expert on the matter, but I had a good idea of why they were late. Though, I did feel like they were taking a little too much time.


      “Oh! Speak of the devils...”


      The screen door slid open to reveal the girls in yukata, led by Yui. “Sorry for the wait!”


      “You guys took forever!” grumbled Cross.


      “Sorry about that! The time got away from us while we were chatting!”


      Now that we were all here, staff from the guild brought in our food and drink. Meals were placed before each of us, and everyone but me, Silica, and Sylvie were given glasses of alcohol as well. The three of us just drank tea.


      “Cheers to being the runner-ups!” Yui raised her glass for a toast, kicking off the meal.


      “So? What were you guys chatting about?” asked Cross.


      “Well...” Yui glanced at Shino.


      “Why, yes! Sylvie, Crumb, Rina, and Hinata shall be joining the party I’ve formed!”


      “Huh? For real?” Cross and Daggers seemed pretty shocked, but I had been expecting this. The only thing I hadn’t been expecting was that Fia’s name hadn’t been a part of that list.


      “Wait. You’re not joining Shino’s party, Fia?” Shino was a huge fan of Fia’s power, and she was pretty strong too. There was no way Shino wouldn’t extend an invitation to her.


      “I received another offer, actually...”


      “You did?”


      “Yes, from someone named Ryouen. I believe you know her, Lloyd.”


      Ryouen—a beastwoman, adventurer, and official researcher employed by the kingdom. Yui, Shino, and I had fought beside her during the dungeon dive, and I worked closely with her in my daily life to research magic, develop spells, and study Astarte.


      “What’d she invite you for?” I asked.


      “For my right arm, mainly—monster research, that is. Quite honestly, I lack the knowledge needed to be a researcher, so I plan to work while studying under her.”


      Yeah, Fia definitely made the perfect research subject for Ryouen.


      “I do not understand my right arm very well myself, so I’d like to research this monster to learn what I need to. There is plenty to worry about after all, like whether this will affect my lifespan or whether I will still be able to have children.” She stared right into my eyes as she said that. I sensed danger.


      “I-I see. Well, do your best.”


      “You visit often, right Lloyd? I will be sure to update you whenever you do, so please look forward to it.”


      “O-Oh, right...”


      Regardless of her motivations, it was important for us to know about the monster that currently formed her right arm. They were literally two hearts beating as one, so there was no guarantee this monster completely lacked agency. I decided I’d cheer her on in this endeavor.


      “Congrats, Shino. Participating in this boot camp really worked out for you, huh?”


      “Yes, I was able to realize my heart’s greatest desire, a secret or—I mean, party! One day, we shall be an organization that reigns supreme over yours! Let us be rivals that bring each other to even greater heights!”


      Shino had stopped herself from calling it a “secret organization,” probably because it was a condition on which the others had agreed to join.


      “Yeah, let’s all work hard.”


      The banquet went on for another two or three hours. Yui had drunk herself under the table for the first time in a while, and Silica had to carry her to the bathroom. But there was another problem child among us—Crumb. She was even worse than Yui. When she got drunk, she got violent.


      This was secondhand information from Sylvie, but apparently, Crumb had been like this ever since Sylvie had recovered. Crumb had to look after her sickly sister, which kept her away from alcohol since she could never know what might befall Sylvie.


      But now that Sylvie was healed, Crumb could drink to her heart’s content. But the backlash of having to hold back for so long had her now drinking in excess. Though apparently, Crumb had always been a problematic drunk...


      Anyway, Sylvie and Rina were handling her.


      Shino seemed to be a heavyweight, but since she was always a bit, y’know... It was hard to tell whether she was drunk or not. Fia didn’t seem inebriated at all either. She sounded pretty disappointed while explaining she had originally been a lightweight but could no longer get drunk after fusing with that monster.


      Shino and Fia had already headed back to their rooms so they could prepare for tomorrow. Cross, by the way, had left right when he got a good buzz going. I really wished Yui and Crumb could learn to follow his example.


      “I guess that makes us the only ones left! And we don’t have much to pack thanks to our storage magic.” Daggers was going to have just one more drink. I stayed behind, not wanting to leave him alone. That’s when he called out to me. “Hey, Lloyd?”


      “What?”


      “Thanks. About Yui, that is,” he said, downing his last glass.


      “Don’t worry about it. We’re comrades, after all. I was just repaying my debt.”


      Daggers smiled a little. “Uh-huh.”


      ***


      I exited the banquet hall to head to my room. The corridor was quiet, but I could just barely catch the faint sound of creaking wood from within the darkness.


      “You’re Blade, right?” I called into the hallway.


      “I’m surprised ya noticed.” The man approaching was lit by the faint glow of the moon, which slipped in from the window. I wasn’t surprised. I frequently activated my detection magic to help defend against the demons, so I had already picked up on his signal. I wasn’t sure who the signal belonged to, but I was able to make a good guess from the fact I didn’t detect anyone in the General Guildmaster’s quarters.


      “What do you need? It’s late.”


      “I just wanna chat a little. You’ve got the time?”


      I nodded.


      “Then follow me, boy.”




      Blade led me to his quarters and ushered me inside. I sat in a chair across from him.


      “So? What did you call me here for?” Based on the atmosphere, it didn’t seem like it was an apology. And if that were the case, it’d be rude to invite me alone anyway.


      “Nothin’ too formal. I just wanted to chat about the future of us adventurers—of all mankind, really.”


      “That sure sounds grand.” Apparently, the General Guildmaster wanted to take this conversation in a surprise direction. I kind of regretted following him. If I was going to be forced into chatting about humanity’s future with some geezer in the middle of the night, I’d rather have fallen asleep while surrounded by the lingering glow of the party. Though I guess I was pretty used to being dragged into adult conversations.


      Blade ignored me and kept speaking. “You’re aware there was once a band of so-called ‘Legendary Adventurers,’ aren’t ya?”


      “Not really, though I do know of Merlin the Philosopher.”


      “There was the Divine Protector and Sword Saint too. Anyway, these famous adventurers came together to form a party—the Legendary Party. They conquered a dungeon, slew a Divine Beast, and even defeated the last Demon King. I ain’t fond of admitting it, but they were truly saviors to us humans and beastmen,” he said, his expression pained. He seemed to have some sort of backstory with them, but honestly, I didn’t want to hear it. “Ya don’t seem too interested.”


      “Well, y’know...” Defeating the last Demon King was a bit too far out for a conversation. I had heard about it before, but only stories embellished by their fans—not anything I could really take seriously. “So? What does this have to do with me?”


      “As the General Guildmaster, I’ve watched over the Three Great Nations for a long time. I can’t help but think that right now, they ain’t got what it takes to fight against the demons’ army. This is just my gut speakin’, but I’ve got a sense there are some demons out there who are even stronger than Daetarios or Grist. Standin’ atop those fiends is the Demon King.”


      That was something I had been worried about myself. Zifer had said the Demon King’s army was the strongest it had ever been, after all.


      “That’s why I held this ’ere boot camp. I wanted to find a new band of Legendary Adventurers and raise ’em up to where they needed to be.”


      “What about Daggers and the party he competed with?”


      “They’re fine adventurers, that’s for sure. But even they don’t hold a candle to the Legendary Adventurers.”


      Blade wasn’t making fun of or belittling them—these “Legendary” Adventurers were really just that strong. I had zero intentions of turning to Blade and asking, “Hey! What the hell do you know?!” Sure, he had run away like a coward, but he was retired, and that battle had been four against one. Even if his armor was enchanted, he was still crazy strong, and he had to have been even more so in his heyday. He may have even been able to take on all the other S-rank adventurers at once.


      “Still, I got results—you and Yui.”


      “Us?”


      “Yup. You ain’t on the level of the Legendary Party just yet, but you can get there if you work hard enough. To be frank, I think you could even beat ’em.”


      Yui’s growth had been astounding, and she definitely still had a long way to go. If Blade, another swordsman, was saying that, then it had to be true.


      But I was a different story. I wasn’t the kind to shirk compliments, but I couldn’t help but feel this praise was excessive. I mean, this guy had beaten me to a pulp. I had even been wielding Astarte when he did it. Though he definitely wasn’t the type to fib with his compliments, so I got the feeling he wasn’t just trying to flatter me...


      “Let’s say that’s true. So what?”


      “Next, I head for the empire. Then, the Holy Principality. There, I’ll be lookin’ for more adventurers who can take the Legendary Party’s place. Once that’s done, I’ll gather the cream of the crop from all over to form a new Legendary Party!”


      “Legendary, huh...?”


      “In fact, I’m even considerin’ making a new rank above S! The Great Philosopher was S-rank, but she was on a whole other level compared to the rest. Myself included, mind ya.”


      “R-Right...” This guy really did have the skills to back up singing his own praises, so I wasn’t really sure how to react to that.


      “Anyway, let’s set that aside for now. So, whaddya think? Will ya participate in my project? Actually, axe that.” Blade stared straight into my eyes. “You’ve got to participate.”


      He gave me an overhanded order, and he was fully aware of how selfish he was being by doing that. As the General Guildmaster, Blade oversaw countless adventurers, and he had been there for the Great War against the Demon King too. If he was this panicked, then the situation had to be pretty dire.


      I answered in consideration of all this. “I refuse,” I said, trying to be forceful.


      Blade didn’t seem to be expecting that answer. His eyes shot wide open. “And why is that?”


      “I don’t have what it takes to stand beside such amazing people, and I have no intentions of leaving my current party. I want to continue to adventure by their side.”


      “Even if the fate of this nation is at stake?” Blade stressed the dire circumstances and the importance of his project.


      But I didn’t give a damn! Is what I wasn’t going to say. But I had no intention of assenting to this either. “Then I’ll just have to do everything I can alongside my current party.”


      “And ya think that’s enough?”


      “I do. I’m not a slave to this nation. I’m an adventurer. And as one, I’ll protect what I want and fight beside who I want.” Adventurers were free. Though of course, they did still have some morals. “Is that all you wanted to say?”


      “Yup, we’re done here. Sorry for wastin’ your time,” said Blade, his expression that of disbelief.


      I immediately left the room.




      “Jeez...” Blade muttered, holding a glass in his hand. His feelings were complicated—a mix of displeasure, panic, anger, fear, and...glee.


      “He’s sure got a presence to him. It shut me right up. He’s just like her when she’s angry,” he said, her nostalgic image in his mind as he brought his glass to his lips. “She once said almost the exact same thing. Dang, the lot of ’em are annoying.”


      Contrary to his words, there was a smile on Blade’s lips.
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