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      The Story So Far


      I was reincarnated into a chaotic fantasy world as the son of a marquess. On my twelfth birthday, I received a Gift at my Blessing ceremony called Village-Making, which was completely useless in battle.


      To make matters worse, my younger brother Raoul was blessed with the powerful Gift of Sword Mastery, which completely reversed our positions in the family. Before I knew it, my father had exiled me from the capital to the middle of a barren wasteland, where my mysterious Gift suddenly activated and an entire village popped up out of nowhere.


      I figured I’d live a quiet life here in this little village.


      But the number of villagers kept growing, and my Village-Making Gift kept leveling up and evolving. Before long, we had enormous buildings, delicious food, comfortable living conditions, and great security. Just like that, my humble settlement had transformed into a formidable fortress with unmatched military strength.


      “Okay, this is definitely not a village anymore... What happened to my peaceful, slow life?!”


      After some elves, dwarves, a dungeon master, and even a tree dragon decided to join us, we were even able to crush Raoul’s unbeatable army...

    

  

  
    
      Prologue


      A month had passed since Raoul’s forces left.


      Since then, the mercenaries who’d been in his armies returned in droves, hoping to settle in our village with their families. It’d been a flood of “Lord Luke! Please let us live in your village!” and “We beg you, please let us move here!”


      I’d been happy to welcome them all, even though their reasoning sometimes seemed a little odd...


      “I was so moved by Lord Luke’s kindness that I just knew I had to bring my family here!” (“Ugh, the food and drinks here are insanely good—not to mention the housing!”)


      “I just want to be able to contribute to the growth of this incredible village!” (“And I also simply can’t live without tasting that minotaur meat again. Mmmn...”)


      “The warriors here are incredible! I wanna train to be just as strong as them!” (“Have I mentioned those glorious toilets with the bidets? Ooh baby...”)


      I still couldn’t quite shake the feeling that some of them had ulterior motives... Even worse, though, they’d apparently been blabbing about our village back home.


      The soldiers had come from all over the March of Arvale, so rumors about our village weren’t confined to the capital. Now, they were circulating in even the most remote border towns.


      And, naturally, that’d brought a second wave of immigrants.


      Our population had just surpassed ten thousand when we clashed with Raoul’s army. In the month since then, it’d grown to fifteen thousand!


      “We’re no longer paying taxes to House Arvale. Raoul’s going to be furious!”


      Maybe he would’ve let it slide if we were just some dinky little village in the sticks, but even I had to admit that calling it a “village” now was pushing it.


      “I’d say we stopped being a village quite a long time ago...” Dant, the former governor of the North, lamented with a sigh. “But there’s no need to worry. We did win the battle, after all, so be confident. However, the new governor of the North should be arriving soon. They may make demands of us, depending on who they send, but leave the negotiations to me.”


      Having Dant around made me feel a lot more secure, but honestly, things would’ve been simpler if he had just stayed on as the governor.


      ◇◇◇


      Meanwhile, the staff of the North’s administrative offices were on pins and needles as they prepared to meet the governor, their new boss.


      Yet the man who eventually showed up was surprisingly laid back.


      “Hiya, everybody! I’m Michel, your new governor! I’m stoked to meet you guys!” He paused to look around the office. “Whoa, this place feels kinda empty, don’t ya think?”


      “Y-Yes, well...” the senior clerk answered, apologetic. He was essentially the highest-ranked official in the office apart from the governor. “Lately, a few members of the staff have moved to the city...in the wastelands...”


      “Oh, so that explains why this feels like such a ghost town.” Michel shrugged. “I thought this was supposed to be the biggest city in the North.”


      “Yes, we’re experiencing an alarming rate of depopulation. Our district’s administration is under extreme pressure. If we could absorb the wasteland city into our jurisdiction and begin taxing it, however...” The senior clerk trailed off, his tone wistful.


      “Oh yeah? You got any info on that place?”


      “It’s right here, my lord,” the clerk answered, offering him a folder of documents.


      Michel flipped through the folder. “Anyone here actually been there themselves?”


      “No, actually. Every time someone is sent to inspect the city, they, er, end up quitting and moving there.”


      “Ha ha! Y’know, I’ve heard all the rumors, but it really does sound like one helluva city, huh?” (“I mean, even the previous governor moved there! But c’mon, all this stuff in the report can’t be real, right? If it is, no wonder everyone’s flocking to that place!”)


      Michel grinned as he clapped his hands. “All right, then! How about we pay the city a little visit? I can take it as an opportunity to introduce myself!”


      “Do you intend to negotiate with them about the taxes?” the clerk asked.


      “Sure, that’s the idea.” (“Actually, the higher-ups gave me strict orders not to visit the wasteland city...”)


      “Wonderful! If we can bring the city into our jurisdiction, we could fix our budget problems overnight!” The staff’s eyes sparkled dreamily with hope.


      Michel only smiled awkwardly and shook his head. “No, no. You’ve got it all wrong! If we do negotiate, it’d be for the opposite!” he said.


      “Pardon? The ‘opposite,’ sir?”


      “That’s right!” Michel said breezily, as if it were no big deal. “We won’t be absorbing the wasteland city. Instead, we’ll be asking them to annex the North.”


      “What?!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: The North


      “Hey, hey, everybody! The name’s Michel, and I’m the new governor of the North! Pleased to meet ya!”


      One day, the new governor visited the village, and, well...he was easygoing, to say the least.


      Dant frowned, obviously wondering how someone like this could possibly handle such an important job.


      “Um, I’m Luke, the village mayor. Thanks for coming all this way.”


      “No need for formalities! I’m just a humble servant of House Arvale, that’s all!” Michel said.


      If that were true, he would’ve known I had been kicked out of that household. Still, he was making a point to show me respect—but that didn’t mean I could afford to let my guard down.


      According to Dant, Michel came from a poor background. He wasn’t a warrior or noble, but had risen to his post as governor based solely on merit. You could’ve called him a self-made man. He’d been the governor of the West, but had been recently reassigned to the North.


      “Most likely, the vassals who’d stayed in Liesen instead of coming with Dant chose him for this job and not Raoul himself. I don’t know the details, but rumor has it he’s sharp. They wouldn’t have put him in charge of the North, given everything that’s going on, if they didn’t feel he was up to it. Don’t let his easygoing manner fool you,” Dant whispered into my ear.


      “Wow, this place is amazing!” Michel exclaimed. “The city’s so clean and lively! There’s no trash, no vagrants, and what’s this I hear about the public baths being free? The food’s plentiful and delicious, the houses are comfortable... No wonder people keep flocking here! Honestly, I wouldn’t mind living here myself.” Michel was definitely not holding back. “Actually,” he continued, his voice abruptly turning somber, “I’ve got a bit of a proposal for you, Lord Luke.”


      Now he was getting down to business.


      Dant glared at him, as if daring him to try something foolish.


      “I’d like to formally request that you incorporate the North into your city’s territory,” he said at last.


      “Hmph! There’s no way we’ll—” Dant began, ready to shoot down his idea, but he abruptly stopped in surprise. “Wait, what did you say? You want...this village to incorporate the North? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”


      “Ha ha. Well, your city’s population has surpassed even that of Liesen, the capital of the North. Plus, you’ve overtaken us in military strength and industry too. Actually, you’re probably ahead of the entire region across the board. There’s no way we could control a place like this. To be honest with you, my superiors told me to stay away from this city.” Michel grinned mischievously. “So this whole trip was completely my decision, as you can imagine.”


      Dant’s cheek twitched.


      “People are flocking here in droves, and I don’t see it stopping anytime soon. Even if I leave this place alone, like my superiors told me, it’ll eventually swallow up the North regardless. I figured, why not just go all in and ask to be part of it now while we still have a say?” Michel said with a shrug.


      “B-But you just decided it on your own, correct?” Dant stuttered.


      “Yeah, but as long as no one finds out, it’ll be totally fine.” Michel smiled, unbothered.


      “What?!” Dant gasped.


      “Once you absorb the North, could you build some of those cushy residential zones in Liesen too? And maybe some of those fields with the magic soil, where the crops grow like crazy. Hm, what else... Ooh, a public bath would be fabulous.”


      “D-Don’t be ridiculous! I don’t care how incredible Lord Luke’s gift is—there’s no way he could build things in a place that far away. Unfortunately—”


      “I can, actually,” I interrupted.


      “Pardon?!”


      The boundaries of the area where my village worked now encompassed almost all of the North. By this point, I could register every one of its residents as a villager if I wanted to.


      But was that actually all right, though?




      Just like that, the North officially became part of my village. I was the reason all their residents were leaving anyway, so it didn’t feel right to just ignore the mess I’d caused.


      I was still just the mayor of the wasteland village, so my job was to build infrastructure and facilities, not to govern. Meanwhile, Michel would stay on as governor to oversee the region. In exchange, I registered his citizens as villagers to get more Village Points.


      “So basically, you need these ‘points’ to build stuff, and increasing your population earns you more points?” Michel asked, trying to understand.


      “Yep. Becoming a villager doesn’t come with any disadvantages either. It’s tied to my Gift, so no one else even notices. Plus, it can be undone at any time,” I said.


      Well, technically, it also meant that I could use Villager Appraisal to view all their personal information, but Michel didn’t need to know that.


      “By the way,” I said, “how’d you know that my power could reach all the way to Liesen?”


      “Oh, that was just a hunch!” Michel waved his hand casually. “I heard that you basically materialized in the middle of Raoul’s camp, so I started suspecting that your Gift had a farther range than people thought.”


      If someone told me a guy popped up alone right in front of the enemy commander, I’d dismiss it as some ridiculous rumor. This guy was sharp as a tack if he could figure out the truth from that story alone.




      “All right, first order of business is roads,” I said.


      “Roads?”


      We headed out to the village outskirts, following the lone paved road that stretched to the south. I’d built it using my Gift, of course. It cut across the wasteland and linked up with the North’s existing network of dirt roads.




      Road


      >>Paved with stone. Reduces fatigue and increases movement speed.




      Even after all this time, travelers and merchants still complimented our roads. They told me how easy the surface was on their feet, how high their horses’ spirits seemed, and so on. I planned to boost the performance even further with my Facility Upgrade skill.


      “Let’s see... This ought to increase travel speed significantly...”


      I spent some Village Points to buy the upgrade.


      “That should make walking a whole lot fast— Whoa!”


      Suddenly, my body felt light as a feather. I’d only tried to take a few steps, but I ended up traveling several meters in an instant.


      “This is crazy! I’m moving so fast!”


      Even though I was only walking, it felt like I was sprinting.


      I turned around and saw Michel way off in the distance, staring at me with wide eyes.


      “Lord Luke! Wait up!” he called, breaking into a run. “Wha—?!”


      In an instant, he blew past me at a ridiculous speed. Then he hit the part of the road I hadn’t upgraded yet and immediately returned to his normal speed.


      I caught up to him. “I’ll extend this road all the way to Liesen.”


      “What?! You can do that?!”


      “Yep. Once I’m done, it’ll take only a single day to make a round trip between the city and the village,” I said, nodding.


      “Are you serious?!”


      Michel’s surprise didn’t fade for even a second as we started walking toward Liesen. I upgraded each new section of the road as we went.


      We sped past a bunch of baffled travelers too.


      “Hey, is that someone running toward us?”


      “No, wait. They’re not running. They’re...walking?”


      “But how could anyone walk that fast? Wait, what?!”


      “What the hell?! How is he walking that fast?!”


      As soon as we passed them, the newly upgraded road boosted their walking speed.


      “What the— I’m moving faster all of a sudden!”


      “What’s going on?!”


      “Looks like I need to start laying new road,” I said.


      I’d need to use Territory Takeover, a skill I’d unlocked at level six that let me claim land owned by others.




      This area is currently under someone else’s control. Would you like to seize it? ▼ Yes / No




      I chose “Yes.”




      This territory has been annexed. It is now part of your village.




      After that, I kept building. We continued toward Liesen, ignoring the stares of the people traveling in the opposite direction.


      “Look! The road’s coming toward us!” someone said.


      “Don’t be ridiculous... Wait, what?!”


      After a few hours of walking and laying road, we finally arrived at the capital of the North.


      “W-We seriously walked all the way to Liesen, but I’m not even tired! Is this real? Am I dreaming?” Michel muttered, completely bewildered.


      It had taken us three hours to get to Liesen. If I hadn’t been building the whole way, it would’ve taken half that, thanks to the new upgrades.


      Plus, the fatigue reduction bonus made it so I didn’t feel tired at all.


      You would’ve thought that the roads would encourage even more people to move to our village, but I told Michel that I predicted the opposite would happen.


      “Hm? Oh, I get it! If it’s only a two-hour trip, people will think it’s not worth the bother of actually moving there!” Michel said.


      “Exactly. We can even set up a carriage service between Liesen and our village to make travel even easier,” I suggested.


      “That’s a brilliant idea!”


      Until now, the flow of travel had been mostly one way, with people here leaving their homes to settle in my village. Once traffic began to flow in both directions, it would stimulate the economy in both places, which was a benefit for everyone.




      Register the residents of Liesen as villagers? ▼ Yes / No




      I selected “Yes” and added Liesen’s 9,351 citizens to my village, making our population skyrocket even more.


      “Hmm, now what?” I wondered.


      The wasteland had been totally empty, so I’d had a blank slate to work with when I started building my village. On the other hand, Liesen was a developed city with history and culture. Even the simplest houses had their own charm. Tearing them down to replace them with soulless apartment blocks didn’t feel right to me.


      Should I expand the city and build a new residential district instead? I wondered.


      I worried that this idea could ruin the existing atmosphere too, so I decided to renovate the current buildings instead. As it turned out, I could use Facility Customization and Facility Upgrade on any structure, even if I didn’t build it myself, as long as it was within my village’s boundaries.


      “Okay, I’ll start by using Customization to repair any damage and clean up the exteriors.”


      I climbed to the tallest tower in the city—which I’d incidentally already converted into a watchtower—to get a bird’s-eye view of the whole city.




      Stone Watchtower


      >>A sturdier watchtower built of stone with far greater visibility.




      Now that I was looking down on the city, I could see even the distant buildings in impressive detail. I couldn’t see inside them, of course, so I had to leave the interior work for later. But it was fine as long as the outside looked nice.


      I used Facility Upgrade to improve each building’s comfort, air quality, security, and durability. I couldn’t really tell which buildings were occupied or residential from up in the watchtower, so I didn’t fuss over the details; instead, I just upgraded every building in sight.


      “Wow, the whole city’s already looking so much better!” Michel said, staring in disbelief.


      “Phew! That should make the living conditions much better. I really wanted to put a bath and toilet in every house, but that’d be too much work.”


      Michel didn’t answer.


      “I don’t suppose you know which buildings I can turn into public facilities?”


      He still didn’t answer.


      “Um, Michel?”


      “Huh? O-Oh, yes, of course! It’s already taken care of!”


      After we descended the tower, Michel gave me a tour of the city. Eventually, he stopped in front of a building. “This one first, Lord Luke. There’s no owner on record, so it’s yours to develop as you like.”


      “Great. I’ll turn it into a public restroom.”


      Michel blinked in surprise. “Those t-toilets appeared out of nowhere...”


      “Mm-hmm. Next?” I asked.


      Michel brought me to another vacant building.


      “Hm, this one’s pretty large. I’ll turn it into a bathhouse.”


      Like that, I went around turning all of Liesen’s unused buildings into public restrooms and bathhouses. Since I couldn’t install personal facilities in every house, this was the next best thing.


      “While I’m at it, I’ll upgrade the city’s roads and convert its wells to the hand-pump version. Hm, you know, these city walls could stand to be improved too...”


      And that was how I spent an entire day giving the city of Liesen a total makeover.


      ◇◇◇


      That evening, an employee of Liesen City Hall trudged home, his body aching after a long day of work.


      “Ugh, I’m exhausted...” he groaned.


      He’d spent the entire day running around the city, inspecting its abandoned buildings on the new governor’s last-minute orders.


      “The workload’s already been brutal with so many staff quitting. Maybe I should just throw it in and move to the wasteland city myself,” he muttered. Plenty of his former colleagues had already quit to follow the former governor Dant out there.


      The new governor didn’t seem that competent, so the man had been holding off on making a decision for now.


      Even though he was practically dragging his feet under him, he looked up and realized he was just around the corner from his house. “Huh? How am I home already?”


      Maybe I was so deep in thought that it just felt like the walk home was shorter?


      “Why does my body feel so light? And this road... Has it always been this clean and so neatly paved?” He grew more confused as he continued walking, then noticed a crowd of people lined up in front of a building ahead of him.


      There wasn’t anything he could recall that would cause this sort of queue. But as he got closer, he spotted a familiar face.


      “You’re back!” his wife called out to him. “Why do you look so tired?”


      “Forget about that. What’s with this huge line?”


      “It’s the toilet, the toilet!”


      “Toilet?” he asked, having no idea what she was talking about. That building had been abandoned for ages.


      “They installed public restrooms all over the city today. You seriously didn’t know that? Don’t you work at city hall?” his wife asked with a frown.


      “I’m just a grunt...” he said with a bitter chuckle.


      His wife ignored him and continued, her eyes sparkling. “These toilets are amazing! They clean your butt!”


      “Huh?”


      “Now do you get why there’s a line? I already used it once, but I couldn’t stop myself from getting back in line! Most of these people are repeat customers like me.”


      “What about that line?” he asked, pointing to a queue near another previously abandoned building.


      “Oh, that’s the bathhouse.”


      “Bathhouse?”


      “Yep! It’s open to the public day and night. I haven’t been yet, but our neighbor says it’s incredible! I’m definitely going later!”


      “There’s a public bathhouse in our city now?” he asked, bewildered.


      Only the wealthiest homes in Liesen had proper baths. Everyone else made do with well water and wiping themselves down as best they could. Hygiene wasn’t great here.


      One reason that people had been flocking to the wasteland city was that it had proper public baths.


      “Maybe this will slow down migration a bit. When did all this even happen? I didn’t notice any construction, and I didn’t hear a word about it at the office either. Wait, I did have a ton of inspections to do today... Don’t tell me this was the reason. There’s no way, right?”


      When he finally arrived at his home, he nearly fainted.


      “Huh? Why does the house look so...clean?”


      It’d been a stone house, at least a century old, with cracked outer walls, peeling paint, and a fence coated in graffiti that he could never seem to scrub off.


      But now the house looked brand-new.


      And it wasn’t just his. Looking around, he saw the homes on both sides of the street had transformed, each one similarly pristine.


      “No way... Has the interior been—” he started, rushing through the door. “Oh, huh... Never mind.” He saw the same cluttered, dingy interior he was used to. The furniture and décor hadn’t changed either. That was a bit of a letdown, until he noticed something...


      “The air is so fresh!”


      The foyer usually had a musty, sour odor to it, but now it smelled like he’d just stepped into an open meadow. The air was so clean and crisp. Plus, the usual moisture that clung to the walls and made the space feel muggy was totally gone. The temperature and humidity were perfectly balanced. It was actually comfortable inside.


      “What the heck is going on in this city?”




      “Ha ha... So this is Lord Luke’s Gift in action!” Michel said. “I’m speechless. I don’t know what to say! I mean, he did build a whole damn city in the middle of the wasteland in a year, but still...”


      Michel let out a dry laugh as he looked out at Liesen’s new cityscape. The old layout was intact, but every crumbling, aged building had been polished up to look brand-new.


      Roads that’d once been uneven and full of ruts had been paved so smooth that even heavy carts could roll over them with ease.


      Even old folks with hunchbacks practically glided through the streets.


      “Dear, I’m walking faster than usual!”


      “Don’t be silly. That can’t— Wait, you actually are!”


      “Even this hill can’t slow me down!”


      “Careful now, don’t get too excited and trip!”


      Obviously, these roads weren’t just nice to walk on. They had the same enhancements as the road connecting Liesen to the wasteland city.


      And now, the city even had public toilets and bathhouses. Unbelievably, they’d been converted from vacant homes in an instant.


      Now, people wouldn’t have to relieve themselves on the streets anymore. Cleaner people and a cleaner city meant fewer disease outbreaks. It was a huge step forward for public health.


      On top of that, the city walls and old wells had also been replaced. The latter had been fitted with strange new hand pumps, so even children could draw water with ease. Plus, they had covered lids now, so there was no risk of falling in.


      “Honestly, I figured it’d be worth a shot, but I didn’t expect much. To think he’d do this much for us—and it’s only been one day...”


      It had been just twenty-four hours since Michel had met with Luke, and by midday the following day, the renovations in Liesen were already complete. That would’ve been unbelievable enough on its own, but now...


      “Next up are the crops,” Luke said, planning to upgrade the farmlands next.


      Michel shook his head. “If Marquess Arvale had known he had this kind of power, there was no way he would’ve let him go,” he muttered to himself.


      ◇◇◇


      After renovating the city, I moved onto the surrounding farmland.


      “Let’s see... Boost crop growth speed, increase quality, improve work efficiency—oh, and I’ll throw in pest control too.”


      It wouldn’t quite be on the level of the upgraded fields back home, but these upgrades would drastically increase harvest yields. Plus, it would make the work way easier.


      Looking around, I saw that even the older men were enjoying themselves.


      “Hey, I’m moving faster out here!”


      “Don’t be silly. Oh, wait! You really are!”


      “I’m breezing through the weeding too!”


      “Okay, okay! Don’t get too fired up or you’ll fall over!”


      Farming was hard work, so anything that made it easier helped a lot.


      “Michel, I’m just about done over here,” I said.


      “Thank you so much! This city is so much more livable now! I don’t even know how to thank you...”


      “There’s no need. I’m just getting started.”


      “Huh?”


      We both tipped our heads to the side.


      “Wait...”


      “You did mean all of the North, right?” I said.


      “All of it?! N-No! I mean, yes, I did say we’d become part of your city, but I figured that’d mean Liesen, since it’s the biggest. You’re seriously going to renovate the entire region?”


      “Yup. That’s what I planned on.”


      Liesen was just the beginning. I wanted to do the same to every major city in the North.


      “Are you serious? I-I mean, if you’re willing, of course we’d be beyond grateful, but... How long will it take to renovate every major city? Then again, if you finished with Liesen in just a day and a half...” Michel gulped. “P-Please! We’d be honored if you would!”


      “Sure, no problem.”


      After that, I began upgrading the paths to the other major cities into full-on roads, just like I had at Liesen. I also registered each town’s residents as villagers along the way. Before I knew it...




      Da-da-daaan! Congratulations! Your village’s population has surpassed 30,000, and your Village Level has increased to 9!

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: Arrival of Summer


      Da-da-daaan! Congratulations! Your village’s population has surpassed 30,000, and your Village Level has increased to 9!




      You have received a Level-Up Bonus of 300,000 Village Points.




      New facilities are available for construction!




      Village boundary has expanded.




      You have gained the skill “Edit 3D Layout.”




      After the residents of the North became villagers, I leveled up and gained some new facilities.




      Refrigerated Warehouse (100)


      Brothel (200)


      Art Museum (300)


      Theater (300)


      Dam (600)




      Refrigerated Warehouse


      >>A facility that stores food at low temperatures to preserve it. Temperature control available.




      Brothel


      >>A building that facilitates prostitution. Includes contraceptives and prevents the spread of sexually transmitted diseases.




      Art Museum


      >>Preserves and displays works of art. Includes anti-degradation systems and anti-theft deterrents. Boosts villagers’ creativity.




      Theater


      >>A facility for performing plays and concerts. Boosts villagers’ creativity.




      Dam


      >>A facility to control water supply. Includes ability to automate water storage.




      The scale of the facilities I could build just kept getting bigger and bigger.


      Meanwhile, it seemed like Edit 3D Layout was the upgraded version of Edit Layout. Before, I’d only been able to move facilities around on a flat plane. For example, if I’d wanted to move an apartment complex to the opposite side of a public bathhouse, I would’ve had to drag it all the way around the perimeter of the bathhouse.


      But now I could drag the apartments right over the bathhouse to put it in its new position.


      “So, in other words, I can make the apartment buildings fly?” I muttered to myself.


      Just imagining it seemed crazy.


      At any rate, I made my way around each city and town in the North, adding more villagers along the way.




      Eventually, I came across a mayor of a nearby town who was explaining his people’s situation to Michel.


      “Flooding?” Michel asked.


      “Y-Yes,” the mayor answered. “When we get heavy rain, the nearby river overflows and causes flooding in this area. Torrential downpours only happen once every few decades or so, but when they do, they devastate local villages and farmlands.”


      Apparently, the mayor had rushed over after hearing a new governor had been installed and was making the rounds inspecting the villages.


      “Hmm, I see.”


      It seemed like I already had an opportunity to use one of my brand-new facilities.


      “Well, Mr. Mayor,” Michel said, “I understand your predicament, but I’m not sure we have the budget to start constructing any kind of large-scale flooding preven—”


      “I can handle it,” I said.


      Michel’s eyes widened. “Lord Luke?!”


      “I’ll just build a dam upstream.”


      “A dam?”


      Michel didn’t seem to understand the term.


      “See, first, I build a big reservoir upstream that controls the outflow downstream. That way, we can prevent floods and use the stored water during droughts,” I explained.


      “Is something like that even possible? I mean, logically I understand it, but I doubt building something like that would be easy.” (“It must be difficult, even for Lord Luke...”)


      “Leave it to me.”


      (“How is he so confident?!”)


      “Pardon me, Governor,” the mayor interjected. “May I ask who this person is?”


      “Hm? Oh, wait, I didn’t tell you? This is Lord Luke Arvale, Marquess Arvale’s son.”


      “Marquess Arvale’s son?! What?!” The mayor immediately dropped to one knee.


      “Oh, there’s no need for formalities,” I said. “Would you mind taking us to the river?”


      “Y-Yes, of course!” the mayor replied.


      “Wonderful. I’ll even lay down some roads as we make our way there.”


      We got into a carriage and, as we headed toward the river, I set down sections of road ahead of us.


      “Huh? H-How did a road get here?”


      After a while, the river came into view. It was quite wide, so I saw how the area around it could easily flood during heavy rains.


      “My village is on the other side of the river,” the mayor said.


      “How do you get across it?” I asked.


      “There’s a ferry. Since the river’s so wide, building a bridge is quite difficult,” he said with a frown.


      “Oh, I see. That makes sense. Well, seeing as we’re already here, I’ll just build one for you.”




      Bridge


      >>A concrete bridge reinforced with steel. Highly durable. Resistant to decay, with a customizable structure and design.




      I upgraded the bridge to come with resistance to decay so it wouldn’t get destroyed in a flood.


      “Huh?”


      Both Michel and the village mayor stared, speechless, at the massive bridge that had suddenly appeared.


      “A-A bridge appeared out of nowhere...” Michel said, stunned. “Um, Lord Luke? Perhaps this is a little late to ask, but...are you sure you’re not using your Gift a little too casually? I thought you needed to use some sort of currency to build?”


      “No, you’re right. I don’t have unlimited points or anything like that.”


      “Right, that’s what I thought...”


      “But right now, I do have enough to make about 10,000 bridges.”


      “P-Pardon?”


      After all, I’d just gotten a level-up bonus of 300,000 Village Points. And now that our population was over 30,000, I would get 30,000 Village Points every day.


      That said, I couldn’t waste my points on only bridges since I’d need them to build the dam.


      “Thank you! Now we’ll be able to cross the river so much more easily!” The mayor was so thrilled he started crying.


      He went on to tell me that this river sometimes attracted half-fish, half-humanoid monsters called sahagin. Every year, those creatures killed a few villagers trying to cross the river. The small ferries they were using were practically death traps. Plus, they were using convicted criminals to row the boats.


      We finally reached the spot upstream I’d been looking for.


      “Hm, this should do.”




      Spend 600 Village Points to Create a Dam? ▼ Yes / No




      I chose “Yes” and a massive dam appeared before us.


      “H-Ha ha...” (“Am I dreaming? That’s, like, ten times bigger than I expected!”)


      Michel let out a dry chuckle as he stared up at the massive structure now blocking the river. The dam was already about half full, but I had no idea where the water had come from.


      I wondered whether the “automated water storage” mentioned in the description meant that the dam not only managed inflow and outflow but actually created or erased water to maintain a steady level.


      If that were possible, then this dam would never overflow, no matter how hard it rained. And honestly, I couldn’t discount that possibility. After all, the wells and houses I built provided infinite water. Plus, when I deleted moats using Facility Customization, the water completely disappeared too.


      “Mayor, I don’t think you’ll ever have to worry about floods again,” I said.


      “Th-Thank you so much...” He prostrated at my feet like he was worshipping a god. “Thank you!”


      All of a sudden, the trees nearby rustled, and a massive shadow appeared. It was a bear, nearly three meters tall, with drool dripping from its fangs.


      It must’ve picked up our scent from deep in the forest.


      “M-Monster!”


      “It’s a blood grizzly!” the soldiers escorting Michel shouted in alarm.


      “That’s a dangerous one! We may not be able to handle it on our own!”


      “P-Please, run while you can!”


      “Oh, it’s fine,” I said, calmly stepping toward the bear while the soldiers panicked.


      “Lord Luke?!”


      “Graaaargh!”


      The moment it lunged at me, I created a stone wall—which the bear crashed into headfirst. Then I used Facility Customization to turn the wall into a golem, and the construct drove its fist right into the stunned bear’s jaw.


      The bear whimpered and whirled around, staggering as it ran back into the forest. It clearly realized it was outmatched.


      “A-A golem? Did you make that, Lord Luke?” Michel asked, completely bewildered.


      “Yep, with my Gift. That kind of monster isn’t too hard to deal with.”


      (“Is it just me, or is that Gift totally overpowered?!”)




      “Well, I think that should about do it,” I said.


      I’d absorbed the entirety of the North into my village, officially registered the residents as villagers, and completely renovated the major towns by upgrading living conditions and rebuilding the connecting roads.


      It had taken longer than I’d planned because of all the unexpected requests for things like dams and bridges along the way, but now daily life should’ve been way easier for everyone.


      “This really only covers the basics, though. If anything else comes up, don’t hesitate to contact me,” I said.


      “Thank you so much...” Michel said, and then even he knelt before me like I was some god.


      ◇◇◇


      With summer right around the corner, the heat was starting to get intense. The wasteland was an unforgiving landscape, and that meant it was brutally cold in the winter and scorching hot in the summer.


      Thankfully, I could keep the interior of every house and apartment cool thanks to my Gift. The temperature and humidity were always automatically kept at comfortable levels.


      The villagers kept telling me, “I can’t believe how pleasant it is inside in the summer!”


      But outside, it was a different story.


      The field workers were really starting to feel the heat, so the demand for a way to cool off was rising fast.


      “I was thinking of building a swimming pool,” I told the others one day.


      “A swimming pool?” Myria repeated.


      “I’ve never heard of that,” Seren said, looking confused.


      “Well, it’s a body of water where you can swim, dive, splash around, that sort of thing.”


      “So like...a man-made lake or something?” Philia asked, tipping her head to the side.


      Hmm, well, she’s not wrong.


      “I think it’d be faster if I just showed you,” I said.


      I led the girls to an open area in the village. Unfortunately, there was no “swimming pool” facility I could build directly, so I had to create a waterway and then customize it to my needs.




      Waterway


      >>A stone waterway to distribute clean water throughout the village and prevent a buildup of debris and sludge. Includes auto-cleaning feature.




      The water would be clean, so there wouldn’t be any issues swimming in it. I curved the waterway in a wide arc, eventually linking the start and end together. Basically, I made a giant oval loop and put a wall between the parts where the ends connected.


      “Now, when I lift this wall...”


      The second I did, the water began to flow, gradually forming a gentle current.


      Just like that, I’d made a lazy river.


      “You really did build a man-made river...” Philia said, amazed.


      “How amazing! We’ll definitely be able to cool off and have fun in something like this!” Seren said.


      “I’d expect nothing less from Lord Luke.”


      It was going to be a public pool, but first we’d have to do a small test to make sure it was safe. I realized I should invite Sirius too.


      “What kind of clothing do you wear in a pool? It’s outdoors, so we can’t go around naked as we do in the bathhouse... Should we wear underwear?” Seren asked.


      “Oh, there’s actually special clothing made just for pools,” I said, and then I pulled out a few swimsuits made from a special fabric. They were light, stretchy, and dried quickly.


      “This feels a little odd on the skin, but it’s very stretchy.”


      “I’ve never seen clothing like this before.”


      “I had the tailoring workshop make them,” I said.




      Workshop


      >>A workplace tailored for arts, crafts, smithing, tailoring, and more. Boosts creativity and dexterity.




      I’d created a workshop dedicated specifically to tailoring, and the clothes it produced had started circulating all throughout the village.


      They mostly made activewear, which had become especially popular with the village’s women. I’d asked them to design swimwear, and these were some of the first.


      There wasn’t anything like this in Arvale yet, probably because the march was landlocked.


      “Wait, was this your idea, Lord Luke? I’d expect nothing less! You always come up with things we’d never think of ourselves,” Myria said. (“Some of these are quite revealing. Could it be that Lord Luke had me in mind when he designed them? Hehehe... I’ll blow him away when he sees me in this!”)


      It’d actually just been something I remembered from my previous life.


      “There are so many different styles! Some of them are so cute... I don’t know what to pick!” Seren exclaimed.


      I set up some changing huts, which Myria and the others promptly went inside.


      Since I hadn’t known what the girls would expect, I’d left the designs entirely up to the workshop staff. The super revealing swimsuits were definitely not my idea.


      “Would you like to join in, Sirius? I had some made for the guys too.”


      “M-Me? No, I’m fine...”


      “There’s no need to be shy. Look, even Philia’s going to swim.”


      “Why are you mentioning her?!” His face flushed deep red. It wasn’t exactly subtle.


      Then I witnessed something that made my jaw drop.


      “Philia! What are you doing?!”


      “Hm? I’m swimming, of course,” she answered from near the water, her head tipped to the side. She was completely calm—and also completely naked. “Is this not how one swims?”


      Splurt!


      A geyser of blood erupted from Sirius’s nose, and he collapsed.
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      “Ahhh... So many flowers... Oh, right... I’m in heaven... Ha ha ha...”


      “Sirius, are you okay?! You’re not in heaven! Don’t die on me!” I crouched down, frantically trying to shake him back to reality. I guessed that had been a bit too much for him.


      “M-Mayor? What happened to me?”


      “Oh, thank goodness, you’re awake!”


      It seemed like my voice had gotten through to him, because his eyes began to refocus. He was still white as a sheet though. He’d lost a lot of blood.


      “Are you okay, Sirius?”


      Then, with the worst timing ever, the person responsible for this bloodbath walked right up to us and knelt to check on him—all while still completely naked.


      Splurt!


      “Aw, come on! Not again! Get away, Philia! And go put on some clothes!” I yelled.


      “Huh?”


      “I said, cover yourself! You’ll kill him!”


      Philia still looked confused, so I forcefully dragged her away, then shoved a potion into Sirius’s mouth and made him drink it.


      “Should I cross...to the other side? Ha ha...” Sirius mumbled.


      “No, you’re not crossing anything!” I said.


      “Huh? Mr. Mayor? What happened?” he mumbled.


      I was able to bring Sirius back from the brink a second time.


      Thank goodness. How would I have ever explained it to Count Bazlata if he’d died from this?


      He did seem to be suffering from a bit of memory loss though...


      “Lord Luke, I put on the clothing,” Philia came over, looking a little glum. Maybe I’d been too harsh.


      “Why do I feel like I just saw something unbelievable?” Sirius asked dreamily.


      “No, you didn’t see anything!”


      Just then, Seren and the others came out of the changing huts.


      “I-I’m a little embarrassed wearing this,” Seren said. (“I might’ve been able to surprise him, but that elf just had to strip down naked and steal the limelight again...”)


      “It’s so skintight it doesn’t leave much to the imagination in the chest area,” Myria said. (“Hee hee hee... Lord Luke is looking at me! I hope he likes what he sees!”)


      “I’m not talking about breasts!” Seren said. She was wearing a simple one-piece bathing suit, the same pale blue as her hair.


      On the other hand, Myria wore a bikini as black as her hair. There wasn’t much fabric to it, so her ample twin mounds looked like they were about to spill out.


      Well, it looked like it was my turn to change.


      “Oh, Philia? Why don’t you go change into the same type of suit as Seren?” I said.


      “Hmph, that’ll be too difficult to swim in. Can’t I at least wear one like Myria?” Philia pouted.


      “Hey, Philia? Why don’t you go change into the same type of suit as Seren?” I said, more firmly this time.


      “F-Fine! I get it! You’re scary, Lord Luke.”


      But hey, a life was on the line here.


      “Lord Luke, please change into this suit... Haah, haah...” Myria panted, holding up a Speedo.


      “No.”


      Instead, I changed into swimming trunks, just like Sirius had on.


      “I can’t remember what I saw at all,” Sirius said.


      “You didn’t see a thing! Let’s just forget all our troubles and jump in the water!”


      He wasn’t doing great physically, but it was best to distract him to keep him from remembering. Taking the lead, I dove straight into the water.


      Splash!


      “It’s a little chilly, but it feels amazing!”


      It was only 1 meter deep on the outer part of the loop and 1.2 meters on the inside. Because of my height, I could barely keep my head above water in the deeper sections, so I used Facility Customization to make some adjustments.


      “Hm, I wonder if I could make something like an inner tube? Or maybe kickboards? Oh, and a waterslide would be really fun,” I mused to myself as I swam a few laps freestyle.


      “What’s that stroke you’re doing? I’ve never seen anyone swim like that before,” Seren said.


      “Huh? You’ve never heard of freestyle?”


      “Nope.”


      “Neither have I. They didn’t teach it in military water training or anything,” Sirius agreed.


      Apparently, freestyle swimming wasn’t common in this world. Seren and Sirius were both doing breaststrokes, while Myria couldn’t swim at all.


      “It’s faster this way. Want me to teach you?” I said.


      Not that anyone needed to swim fast. This was a lazy river, after all.


      “Hm, it does resemble an old elven swimming technique to some extent. But this is the first time I’ve seen anyone kick their feet like that.”


      Philia reappeared at the edge of the pool, wearing a swimsuit this time, thankfully. It seemed oddly high-cut for a swimsuit, but I supposed that was better than being buck naked.


      At least Sirius should be fin—


      Spluuuuuurt!


      “He’s not safe after all!”




      Besides the slight incident we had with the pool filling with Sirius’s blood, our new recreational facility was a big success!


      And since the summer was so scorchingly hot, it quickly became a hit with the villagers. People even started asking for a kiddie pool that was shallow enough for children to enjoy, so I went ahead and built one of those too.


      I figured that when winter rolled around, I could convert it into a hot tub.


      Another thing that helped with the heat were the seasonal treats we enjoyed, like the huge, juicy watermelons harvested in our fields. They were nicely chilled too, thanks to the new refrigerated warehouses.


      I’d acquired the facility at level nine, and it was way bigger than the old storehouses. I could even set the temperature differently in each section, which gave it a freezer function too.


      “Mm, this watermelon’s so sweet and juicy! It’s amazing!” Seren’s mouth was all red from the juice as she grinned.


      (“If I could just swipe one of those watermelon seeds Lord Luke just spit out... Haah, haah...”)


      I noticed that for some reason, Myria hadn’t taken a single bite of her watermelon yet. Maybe she didn’t like it?


      That’s when a certain game popped into my head.


      “Hey, do you guys know about watermelon splitting?” I asked.


      “No, what’s that?” Seren asked, looking confused.


      “It’s a game. You blindfold yourself, and then other people guide you to a watermelon that you try to break open with a stick.”


      “Huh. That actually sounds kind of fun,” she said, sounding intrigued. “Can I try it?” Then she tied a cloth over her eyes.


      I placed a watermelon about twenty meters away, then backed off so she couldn’t pinpoint its location by my voice.


      “Okay, it’s set.”


      She casually drew the two swords from her waist.


      “Whoa, those are real swords! That’s super dangerous!”


      “It’s fine. I’m used to these.”


      Yeah, maybe, but swinging them around blindfolded? That’s a disaster waiting to happen.


      Seren proved me wrong though. She walked straight toward the watermelon with total confidence, like she wasn’t blindfolded at all.


      Slash! Slash! Slash!


      “She didn’t break the watermelon. She sliced it,” I muttered.


      “That was too easy,” she said with a shrug.


      But how? There was no way she could see through that blindfold.


      “How’d you know where it was?”


      “I sensed it.”


      “You sensed a watermelon?!”


      Are you sure you didn’t just pretend to put the blindfold on while secretly leaving yourself a little room to peek through?


      “Hmm, looks like you’re doing something interesting,” Philia said, her face and mouth covered in watermelon seeds. “So this is the famous watermelon splitting? May I try?”


      “Sure. Here, use this stick,” I offered.


      “No, I’ll be using this instead,” she said, holding up her bow.


      “Hang on! That’s too dangerous!”


      “There’s no need to worry.” Philia blindfolded herself and confidently readied her bow.


      The watermelon was about fifty meters away, but she managed to shoot an arrow clean through the middle.


      “How?”


      “It’s easy once you sense the watermelon’s presence,” Philia said.


      Now the watermelon has a presence?!


      After that, the watermelon-splitting craze spread through the whole village. Everyone started competing to see who could smash a watermelon in the most impressive way.


      Seren took out an entire line of watermelons drifting through the lazy river with lightning-fast slashes. Philia hit one a kilometer away in one attempt. And it wasn’t just those two.


      Rand skewered ten watermelons at once with a single thrust of his spear. Gordy, the villager with Giant’s Strength, cracked one open by slamming his hand into the ground and using a shock wave.


      Then there was Hazena, the fire mage, who managed to split a watermelon in half and roast it from the inside out with Fire magic. According to her, the hardest part was making sure she didn’t accidentally burn the whole thing to a crisp.


      Oh, and Manta, Mack’s son from Mao Village, claimed he could break a watermelon with his—uh...manhood. He stripped naked, but the guards tackled him before he could do any more damage.


      Mack begged us to put him in the rehabilitation program for a while.


      At any rate, watermelon splitting became our new summer tradition.


      “You know, at this point, we can’t even call it watermelon splitting anymore.”


      None of the watermelons went to waste, by the way. They were all thoroughly enjoyed afterward by the villagers.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: Hotel


      One day, Berlitt came up to me with some good news.


      “Mayor Luke, our baby was born safe and sound thanks to you. I have a healthy baby son,” he said, holding a tiny bundle in his arms.


      “Wow, congratulations!”


      The baby was sleeping soundly in Berlitt’s arms while his wife snuggled close to them, smiling softly.


      “My wife is doing well too. See?”


      “Yes, it’s all thanks to the clinic you built for us, Mr. Mayor! He’s our third child, but I couldn’t believe how quickly and smoothly my labor went! It barely hurt at all!” she said.


      “I’m so glad to hear it.”


      I was thrilled to hear that the clinic I’d built with my Gift had helped them.




      Clinic


      >>A facility for treating illness and injury. Reduces patient discomfort and enhances effectiveness of medical treatment.




      I should probably make sure all expectant mothers give birth there from now on.


      “What’s his name?” I asked.


      “Well, we...we were actually hoping you would name him, Mr. Mayor.”


      “Me?”


      “Yes, if our son grows up knowing you were the one who named him, I’m sure he would be proud.”


      “I-I mean...I guess I don’t mind.”


      But that was a lot of pressure.


      What if I give him the wrong name and he gets teased for it?


      I thought and thought while Berlitt and his wife gazed at me hopefully. At some point, even the baby woke up and started staring with his big, round eyes.


      Suddenly, I realized I was drenched in sweat. The pressure had gotten to me, and I blurted the first thing that came to mind.


      “How about...Ber—Berluke?”


      “Oh, did you get it from my name?” Berlitt asked.


      “It’s more than that, dear! He added his own name to yours!”


      “I’m so moved! I can’t believe you’d bless us with such an incredible name!”


      “He’s going to grow up to be a nice, strong man, just like our mayor!”


      Ugh, how random... I just blurted out the first thing I thought.


      I just thought the “Ber” from Berlitt would be nice, but then I totally panicked and added my own name. It was an accident, I swear.


      But hey, at least they’re happy!


      After Berlitt and his wife had been so thrilled about the name I chose, other villagers began asking me to name their babies. I couldn’t bring myself to turn them down, so every time I had to think long and hard to come up with names.


      There’d been a baby boom in the village, probably because all the new couples finally had their housing, food, and other needs taken care of. Once fall rolled around, they’d had the time and energy to start building families.


      And there were still a lot of women who were pregnant, so it was only going to get more hectic from here on out.


      I wondered if I should start asking couples to write down a list of names ahead of time. That way, I could just pick from those. It would save us from a little stress and avoid an army of Lukes running around...


      Then, one day, another couple made a slightly different kind of request.


      “Mayor Luke, we were wondering if you could build a place where, um...just couples can be together.”


      “It’s kind of difficult...with the kids around at home.”


      “R-Right. I understand,” I said.


      They had a point.


      That’s when I remembered a facility I had unlocked when I reached level eight.




      Hotel


      >>A facility for lodging and rest. Many customizations available.




      That last line was pretty vague, so I checked the available upgrades and saw options like “Enhanced Vitality” and “Sexually Transmitted Infection Prevention.”


      That meant I could turn it into a hotel for adults only, shall we say.


      I placed one, but the default appearance looked like your average hotel, and I worried someone might walk in by mistake. But if I made it too obvious, it would just draw attention.


      “Wait, what if I put it underground?”


      I used Edit 3D Layout and lowered the entire building, which slid into place with a deep rumble.


      After that, I made the entrance accessible with an underground tunnel and lined the passage with bars and restaurants, turning the whole thing into a discreet little nightlife district.


      That way, people could use the hotel without worrying too much about who might see them going in.


      ◇◇◇


      One day, some of the village wives were chatting...


      “Hey, have you used the new hotel yet?”


      “Hotel?”


      “You know, the one Lord Luke just built?”


      “Ohhh, that. No, we don’t have kids yet, so staying home’s fine for us.”


      “No, you have to try it! Seriously, it’s amazing! Before, no matter what I did, my husband was always limp and useless. But the moment we stepped into that hotel, he went rock hard! I’ve never seen it that big in my whole life! I was stunned!”


      “Wait, what? That actually happens?”


      “Yes! The lady next door said the same thing happened to her husband. She also said it felt a lot bigger!”


      “Oh, wow.”


      “That’s not all. Apparently, even the ladies feel more...” the villager said before trailing off and blushing.


      The other woman swallowed.


      Gulp...


      “Ever since we started going, we’ve been getting along so much better. I swear, that hotel could bring any couple out of a dry spell! It’s like being newlyweds all over again!”


      “M-Maybe we should try it too...”


      I’d happened to be passing by, but there was no way I could walk away after hearing all that, so I barged right into their conversation.


      “Tell me everything right now!” I shouted.


      “M-Miss Myria?!”


      “W-Wait, you didn’t know about it? The underground district Lord Luke recently built? It’s down there.”


      “Thank you!” I replied, turning to dash straight toward the unassuming entrance.


      “Oh, she’s already gone...”


      I rushed down the stairs and found myself in a tunnel lined with bars and restaurants.


      “So this is it...”


      I spotted an entrance that clearly didn’t match the rest of the buildings and gulped.


      A bickering couple was approaching the hotel entrance. They looked like they were in their late thirties, but judging from their tone, they weren’t in the happiest of marriages.


      “Hey, why did you drag me down here, huh? What’s this about?”


      “Just come with me already.”


      They stopped in front of the door.


      The husband suddenly paused, then he realized something.


      “Wait a minute, isn’t this—”


      “Can’t we, just this once? It’s been a while, hasn’t it?”


      “I-I’m going home! Argh!” Just as he tried to turn and bolt, his wife grabbed him by the collar.


      “I’m not letting you leave.”


      “S-Stop it! Let go of me!”


      “Why are you being like this? You used to love me so much when we were younger...”


      “Yeah, well—you were thinner back then! You’ve blown up like a balloon since we got to this village! You’re not even the same person anymore!”


      Well, that’s a bit harsh...


      She was quite a bit larger than him, to be fair, and it looked like she had the strength to match, judging by the grip she had on him.


      Her husband couldn’t have escaped even if he tried. She dragged him straight through the hotel doors with no problem.


      Honestly, it looked like there was no hope for the guy, but then—


      “You know what? Maybe it has been long enough. It could be nice.”


      “Oh! Darling!”


      “Oof, you’re crushing me! Hang on a second!”


      And just like that, the couple walked off deeper into the hotel, looking very pleased.


      “So that’s what this facility is for... Ha ha ha...”


      ◇◇◇


      I was glancing at my map, as I do every now and then, when I noticed a red dot appear in the middle of the village. Normally, villagers were displayed with black dots, so a red dot indicated either an enemy or someone who’d entered the village without permission.


      “Huh?” I muttered.


      When I moved the cursor over the red dot, the word “Pervert” appeared.


      What the heck is that supposed to mean? Wait a second... The red dot’s getting closer?!


      Not only that, but it was approaching at an incredible speed. I thought about which direction it’d be coming from and figured out it was right behind me. At this point, it was close enough that I’d see it the moment I turned around.


      So I very, very hesitantly peeked over my shoulder—


      “What the—”


      —and saw Myria standing there panting.
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      At first, I was relieved to see that it was just her, but then I realized that she was definitely acting strangely.


      “Haa, haa... Lord Luke... Would you like to go on a little walk with me?”


      “A walk?”


      “H-He he he... Don’t worry. I-I’m not gonna scare you...”


      You’re scaring me already!


      Her creepy smile legitimately terrified me, and I instinctively took a step backward.


      Myria had been my maid for as long as I could remember, so it was hard to believe she’d ever do something to harm me. At the same time, alarm bells were going off in my head.


      “What is the matter, Lord Luke? Now, come on. Come with me...”


      Okay, Myria’s definitely being weird!


      Her indicator on the map was red, and she was being marked as a pervert! Soon, I began wondering if this person wasn’t someone else disguising themselves as Myria. Immediately, I decided to use Villager Appraisal on her.




      Myria


      Age: 23


      Village Affinity: Extreme


      Recommended Job: Priest


      Gifts: Oracle




      Guess not...


      Unfortunately, it was really her. But why was the map showing her as a pervert? I wondered if I could see more detailed information if I used Villager Appraisal II instead.


      Yeah, but then I may see something I shouldn’t...


      “Maid Breathing, First Form: You Called For Me, Master?!” she said. Then, in a flash, she closed the distance between us.


      “Huh?!”


      Was Myria always that fast?!


      “Allow me to explain! ‘Maid Breathing, First Form: You Called For Me, Master?!’ increases my speed exponentially so I can reach you faster, allowing me to breathe in a way only a maid can!”


      Even after her explanation, I still don’t know what the hell “breathe in a way only a maid can” means!


      “Maid Breathing, Second Form: I Shall Carry You, Master!”


      “Whoooaa!”


      She just lifted me! Was Myria always this strong?!


      “Allow me to explain! ‘Maid Breathing, Second Form: I Shall Carry You, Master!’ is a breathing technique that boosts my strength exponentially when I carry you!”


      Okay, I still have no idea what’s going on!


      “Not to worry, Lord Luke. I’ll make it all better right away... Eh he heh...”


      “Eek...”


      Now that she had me in her arms, Myria turned to carry me off.


      I-I gotta do something! Somebody help! Oh, wait! There are two ladies heading this way!


      “Help!” I called out. “Myria’s kidnapping me!”


      “Aww, those two are so close.”


      “Tee hee. I’m jealous.”


      “N-No, you’ve got it all wrong! I’m for real! She’s gonna take me somewhere dangerous!” I yelled.


      “Goodness, I wish some handsome prince swept me up and took me somewhere exciting and dangerous!”


      “Wouldn’t that be nice?”


      You’re not any help at all!


      Then two men passing by called out to us.


      “Hello, Mr. Mayor!”


      “On a date with Lady Myria today? I’m jealous!”


      For some reason, they thought Myria and I were on a date when they saw her carrying me.


      “H-Help! She’s kidnapping me!” I shouted. “She’s taking me somewhere by force!”


      “B-By force?” The man swallowed nervously.


      “Aren’t you a little young for that kind of thing, Mr. Mayor?”


      “I’m telling you, it’s not like that! I seriously need some help over here!”


      “Man, I wish I’d had some beautiful older lady teach me the ropes...”


      “Yeah, but it’s too late for us now...”


      These two are hopeless too!


      Nobody came to my aid, so Myria took me all the way to the new underground district with the bars. Those were just a front, though, to conceal a hotel I’d built at the request of the villagers.


      Myria, still holding me in her arms, stopped in front of an entrance. When she finally put me down, she grasped my hand so tightly I couldn’t run away.


      “Haa, haa, haa... Now, Lord Luke. Shall we go inside?”


      “W-Wait, Myria! Do you even know what this ho—?!”


      “Just be brave,” Myria interjected, trying to shove me forward. “It’s time to take that first step toward adulthood!”


      But, thankfully, a hotel employee stepped in front of her and stopped us.


      “I’m sorry, but we don’t allow anyone below the age of sixteen inside our establishment.”


      Myria crumpled to the ground.


      Thank goodness I’m still thirteen...


      ◇◇◇


      Later that day, I went to the livestock barn I’d built on the outskirts of town.


      “Oh, Lord Luke! It’s good to see you!” Nerulu called out when she saw me. She had a Gift called Wildheart, so I’d put her in charge of all the livestock. We kept cows, chickens, and sheep, and their milk and eggs were so delicious that they’d become one of the village’s best-kept specialties.


      “Hi, Nerulu! How are all the animals?”


      “Moooo!”


      “Baaaah!”


      “Bawk, bawk!”


      “Wow, they’re so cute!” I said.


      “These babies were just born, but look how fond of you they are already! I’d expect nothing less from you, Lord Luke!”


      “I had no idea there were so many young animals here! How much livestock do we have, anyway?”


      “Currently, we have two hundred cattle, five hundred chickens, one hundred sheep, fifty horses, and fifty other animals as well!”


      “Wow, that many?”


      We’d started with about ten livestock we bought from Brookley. We’d brought some new animals in too, but the majority of our livestock had now been born here. It must’ve been due to the bonus effects of the barn.




      Livestock Barn


      >>A barn designed to house livestock. Boosts growth, health, and reproduction.




      “But even with so many, I feel like we don’t have enough milk and eggs for our needs,” I said.


      Sure, we had a lot more livestock now, but our population had increased exponentially. It was hard to believe this would be enough to feed everybody. Suddenly, I wondered why I hadn’t been hearing about any milk or egg shortages.


      “While you’re here, I’d love it if you could take a look at our pastures!” Nerulu said.


      She was talking about the huge grazing field next to the barn. Technically, it was a park, since pastures weren’t one of the facilities I could build.




      Park


      >>A place where villagers can relax and play. Increases Village Affinity and promotes health of villagers.




      I used Facility Customization to expand the green space and create the grazing fields. I guess you could say it was kind of like a nature park.


      Out of nowhere, I heard a low, rumbly “Amoooo!” and a giant shadow appeared before me. I quickly took a step backward.


      “A-A monster?!” I blurted out.


      “N-No! It’s one of our cows!”


      “Huh? A cow?!”


      I squinted, taking a better look. Yeah, it was a cow all right, but at over three meters tall and five meters long, it was way bigger than any cow I’d ever seen. It was no wonder I’d thought it was a monster at first sight.


      “This is one of the cows that was born here in the village. Look how big it got!”


      Big was an understatement—it was giant.


      “U-Um, that’s a dairy cow, right?”


      “That’s right!” Nerulu nodded.


      “Are they supposed to get that big?”


      It wasn’t just that one either. As I scanned the pastures, I realized that the other cows were just as large.


      “As you can see, they’re all very docile and smart! And they give us a ton of milk!”


      “Umooo!”


      Well, I definitely saw how they could produce a ton of milk at that size. In fact, two of them alone could’ve produced enough milk to feed the entire village.


      “The male cows won’t produce milk no matter how big they get, though, right?”


      “Well, yes... But, strangely, the cows here have only calved females.”


      “Oh, really?”


      I took a closer look at the cattle grazing in the pastures and realized she was right: They were almost all females. I didn’t know much about animals, but the huge udders hanging under some of the cows made it easy to tell the males from the females.


      “All right, so that solves our milk problem, but what about the eggs?”


      “BAWK BAWK BAWK!”


      “Ack!”


      A chicken that was as big as an ostrich strutted past me.


      S-Surely that was just my imagination...


      “And that’s a chicken that was born here!”


      “It wasn’t my imagination after all!”


      According to Nerulu, every chicken that had hatched came out gigantic—just like the cows. The huge chickens cheerfully pecking around in the pastures were almost two meters tall.


      “They make a ton of eggs! Oh, look there—one’s laying right now!”


      Following her gaze, I saw a hen pushing out an egg. I’d expected it to be the size of an ostrich egg, but that wasn’t the case.


      “Huh? It looks like the normal size to me.”


      And then—


      Bwoooosh!


      —the hen shot out another egg, and then another, until she was laying them rapid fire.


      “One chicken lays about fifty eggs a day!” Nerulu said proudly.


      “So it’s all about quantity, huh?”


      “BAWK!”


      “Baaaaah!”


      “The sheep are really big too...” I said.


      “And look how fluffy! We get a ton of wool from them!” Nerulu said, petting one of the sheep.


      “Neeeeigh!”


      “And the horses...”


      “Our horses are all really strong! And the giant ones can run super fast!”


      The sheep and horses were gigantic, just like the cows and chickens. There were some normal-sized ones still around, of course, but I assumed anything born in our livestock just grew exponentially larger than usual.


      “Huh?! Wait, does that mean if I stay here I’ll grow bigger too?!” I exclaimed.


      “You’re not livestock, Mr. Mayor, so I doubt it. Plus, you’re so little and cute! I like you better that way!”


      “It’s not better at all!”


      I was already thirteen, so I should’ve been having a growth spurt. I was desperate to shoot up and finally become tall, but...


      “Anyway, more importantly, I was wondering if you could build another livestock barn for us!” she said.


      “More importantly”? As if my growth isn’t important?!


      “There are so many new babies that, at this rate, we won’t be able to fit them all inside!” she continued.


      “Now that you mention it, there are a lot of babies around...”


      No doubt because of the effects of the livestock barn. If each one grew to be giant, the new barn would be full in no time too.


      “How about I build another ten or so? I should probably add more pastures too,” I said.


      “That would be wonderful! By the way, speaking of reproduction...”


      “What is it?” I asked.


      “Treety had babies too.”


      “Huh?!”


      Treety is the tree dragon, right?




      Nerulu and I headed to where the tree dragon lived. There, a huge tree was growing in the middle of an unused field.


      From a distance, it looked like a completely ordinary tree, but when you got closer, you could see that part of the trunk resembled a dragon’s head.


      Treety began stirring as we got closer.


      “♪”


      “How are you doing, Treety?”


      When Nerulu reached out to stroke Treety, one of its branches bobbed up and down, like a dog wagging its tail. Treety seemed very fond of Nerulu.


      It was Nerulu who’d started calling it Treety, and the name had stuck. Treety seemed to like its name too.


      “Look, Mr. Mayor. See those little trees?”


      I looked around and saw saplings of all different sizes growing around the field, some of them as tall as me already.


      “Wow, you’re right!” I looked closer but couldn’t see any dragon heads or other resemblances to Treety. “Are you sure these aren’t just ordinary trees?”


      “Nope. Watch this.”


      Nerulu walked over to one of the larger ones, and the sapling started swaying to and fro.


      “I-It’s moving...”


      Not only could it shift its leaves and branches, but it could also move away from the place where a normal tree would’ve stayed rooted.


      “It’s similar to a treant at this stage, and you won’t be able to tell the difference between them until it grows up.”


      “Interesting.” I was approaching the small tree when it suddenly coiled its branches around my legs and torso. “Whoa! It wrapped itself around my body!”
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      “It’s just playing with you!” Nerulu said with a smile.


      “Playing? I-It kinda hurts...”


      The branch was wound so tightly around me that I felt bound by a rope. I couldn’t move a muscle.


      “H-Help!” I said.


      Treety suddenly shook its branches to admonish the sapling, who immediately let me go.


      “Oh, phew! It let go!”


      Well, at least it seemed to obey its parent.


      “Aw, what a good little tree!” Nerulu praised it.


      “Is it really, though?” I muttered.


      Right now, there were about twenty saplings, and it seemed like they’d only continue to multiply... And if they all got as big as Treety, then—


      Well, I don’t wanna think about that right now...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: Operation Become Macho


      My name is Alec, and I’m an adventurer.


      When my party had first arrived at the wasteland village, it was just a bustling stopover town we’d decided to use as our base of operations for our adventures. Over time, though, it had started growing abnormally fast, adding people and new buildings at an explosive rate.


      People still called it a village, but it wouldn’t have been an exaggeration to say it was a major metropolis. It was honestly hard to believe this place used to be nothing but a barren wasteland.


      And it had all been because of the mayor’s abilities.


      I felt nothing but gratitude toward Mayor Luke. Since we’d come to this village, my party and I had gained precious Gifts and started making more money than ever before by selling the items and materials we looted from the village’s dungeon.


      And with that money, we’d been able to upgrade all of our gear. Not only that, but the equipment was dwarven-made, crafted right there in the village. It was of such insane quality that I doubt you’d have found anything comparable even in the capital.


      A lot of other adventurers had also heard the rumors and came to the village, so Mayor Luke had eventually decided to establish an organization to oversee adventurers and handle the buying and selling of materials.


      It was the very first adventurers’ guild established in this kingdom.


      The guild gave every party of adventurers a rank based on their achievements.


      Novice adventurers started at rank E, then progressed all the way to rank A.


      Eventually, my party, Crimson Lotus, climbed all the way to rank A—becoming the only A-rank party in the whole village.


      One day, I overheard some people talking about us—


      “Hey, isn’t that the A-rank party? Crimson Lotus, right?”


      “Wow, you’re right. I heard they set a new record for dungeon diving!”


      —and couldn’t help but smirk to myself.


      “What’re you grinning about?” Hazena asked with a frown. “You’re creeping me out.”


      “Oh, please. You’ve got a pretty big smile on your face too!” I pointed out.


      “I-I do not!”


      We’d had to register a party name with the guild, so we’d come up with Crimson Lotus. By this point, it was pretty well known among our fellow adventurers.


      I never thought we’d be such an active party before we came to this village. After all, I was already thirty-eight years old. I thought my days as an adventurer were coming to an end.


      “I don’t care about the fame,” Dill said.


      “Same,” Guy agreed. “It’s nothin’ but noise. Don’t pay any mind to it. Just keep going forward.”


      Dill was a hunter with high levels of Stealth and Detection, and Guy was a warrior monk who healed and used a staff to fight.


      Judging by what they’d said, no one would’ve thought those two were very serious about being adventurers, but I knew the truth. They were always out drinking and cavorting with women, soaking up all the attention with stupid grins on their faces.


      Lately, our party had been mainly focusing on dungeon diving. Dungeons expanded naturally, but usually took several years under normal circumstances. The dungeon in this village, however, was expanding at a pretty rapid pace.


      When we first arrived, it’d only had five floors, but now there were more than twenty. Although most of the other adventurers were active on the higher floors, we were aggressively diving as deep as we could to set new records.


      We’d finally gotten our Gifts, so we might as well use them to aim for the top. Although it was challenging, we kept at it because it was worth it.


      We were planning another dungeon dive today.


      “We’re counting on you again today, Kamul.”


      “You got it.”


      We’d hired a villager named Kamul, who had the Gift of Dungeon Exploration. Diving was so much easier with him on our team that it wasn’t even funny. Every party wanted to hire him, so he was constantly booked up—but, for some reason, he always prioritized joining us instead.


      “We always appreciate your help,” Hazena said.


      “Th-Thanks! Even an unexplored floor is a total piece of cake! Just relax and leave it up to me!” Kamul said, flustered.


      I wondered if he had a thing for Hazena. Kamul was the same age as me, and a bachelor. Hazena was twenty-eight. Not only that, but I’d be lying if I said Kamul was a good-looking guy. Meanwhile, Hazena was so popular that she had her own secret fan club among the other adventurers.


      She was out of his league, no matter how you looked at it.


      Incidentally, we adventurers called the dungeon in the wasteland village “The Shape-Shifting Labyrinth” because its defining feature was how drastically the vibe of the place changed every fifth floor. You’d find new monsters and trap varieties, and the environment itself changed altogether, so you had to rethink your strategy.


      From floors one to five, it looked like your average cave dungeon, with mostly goblins and kobolds. It was a good hunting ground for amateurs. The most popular items to loot were the rusty weapons the goblins wielded and the kobold pelts.


      You could smelt the rusty weapons down and either sell the metal or use it to craft other things. The pelts were used for various clothing items.


      The fifth floor contained an area boss called an elder kobold, which was the highest class of kobolds and the biggest challenge newbies faced at that point in the dungeon. If you wanted, you could evade its attacks and just head down the stairs to the next level.


      If you defeated an area boss, it took an hour for the floor to respawn. Sometimes, if there was a group right ahead of you, you could continue without even having to face the area boss.


      But adventurers at our level could kill one instantly.


      “Mmnn!”


      “Grrrawr?!”


      With one smack of his staff, Guy sent the elder kobold tumbling to the ground. Dill deftly skinned it and harvested its pelt. We always made sure to take the elder kobolds’ pelts, since they fetched a high price. Plus, with Kamul helping us haul our loot back, we never had to worry about taking too much.


      After the area boss was defeated, you’d reach a safety zone where monsters wouldn’t appear. It had a plain building where you could rest, and the mayor had even recently added a restaurant where adventurers could grab a hot meal.


      We went right past the safety zone, though. We wanted to go deeper today.


      Floors six through ten were also cavernous, with grass, trees, and moss covering the cave’s floor, walls, and ceiling. Those floors contained mostly bug-type monsters, such as spider-type monsters like tarantas and ant-type monsters like armored ants. The female adventurers hated it.


      A lot of people farmed the armored ant, since its materials could be used for defense items, and mad bees, which gave honey.


      You could also pick various medicinal herbs here, but since there were already huge fields of those herbs growing back in the village, adventurers never went down to the dungeon for the sole purpose of herb gathering.


      There were area bosses on every fifth floor, as I said before, and the area boss for floor ten was a higher-class version of a taranta called a mother taranta.


      The silk harvested from its giant spiderwebs was incredibly strong and very valuable, but it was such a pain to collect that we never bothered with it.


      The mother taranta didn’t attack unless you provoked her, so we passed right by her without a fight.


      There was another safety zone ahead. We took a short break there, then headed down to the next floor.


      Floors eleven through fifteen were made to look like ruins. There was a stone labyrinth chock-full of traps and crawling with minotaurs, so it was one of the more popular areas of the dungeon. After all, the townspeople could never get enough of minotaur meat.


      The boss waiting on the fifteenth floor was a black minotaur. It was a higher-tier version of a standard minotaur, and its meat sold for an even higher price. But it was a fairly tough fight, so it wasn’t an efficient way to make money. Only a few parties went out of their way to hunt it.


      You used to be able to find regular minotaurs on higher floors, but since people had overhunted them so much, you had to dive deeper to encounter them now.


      Things like that weren’t so unusual in this dungeon.


      “The mayor’s got some sort of connection to the dungeon master. I bet he has her tweak things based on what else is going on.”


      “I’ve never heard of a dungeon like this existing anywhere else.”


      “Well, it is Mayor Luke we’re talking about.”


      “Yeah, you can say that again.”


      After chatting, we moved on to face the black minotaur, and—


      “Raaaaaaargh!”


      —its final cries echoed throughout the floor about ten minutes later. It’d taken us a bit longer than usual, but we brought it down without too much trouble.


      “It’s heavy as hell, though,” I muttered as we hauled the black minotaur’s corpse to the safety zone. There was no way we were going to carry that thing deeper into the dungeon.


      “The usual, please,” I said to the man behind the counter.


      “You got it!”


      Adventurers had such a hard time leaving good materials behind, so the mayor had recently created a service in the safety zone that temporarily stored your loot. Plus, they even had butchers to process any carcasses. All we had to do was hand over the body. They’d even deliver the stuff up to the surface if we asked.


      Some parties went all in on that and just stayed in the dungeon nonstop, outsourcing all the logistics to these guys.


      Now that our load was lighter, we moved to the sixteenth floor. There, the dungeon shifted back to a cave layout, but this time it was ice. A beautiful, almost otherworldly landscape stretched out before us, but the biting cold and slippery terrain were pretty tough on adventurers.


      Monsters like white grizzlies and ice wolves roamed the floor, and everything was a serious threat. Their pelts were luxury items that sold for a small fortune. Stronger parties preferred farming these floors over hunting for minotaurs.


      The area boss on the twentieth floor was a pack of yetis. There were eleven of them in total... We had to take on a group of ten of them led by a big yeti, and it wasn’t easy even for a seasoned party.


      The first time we’d fought them, it’d been a total nightmare, but it wasn’t too bad now that we knew the strategy. We ignored the ten regular yetis and focused everything on the big one. We’d learned that once you defeated that one, the others would fall out of sync and become easy to mop up.


      Hazena kept the regular ones busy with Fire magic, which they were weak against, while everyone else moved forward to attack the big yeti.


      “Nah, let’s skip it this time. It’s not worth the trouble,” I said.


      So we just ignored the yetis altogether and kept moving on. Their pelts didn’t sell for much, so the risk wasn’t worth it.


      On the twenty-first floor, the dungeon returned to a ruin-type landscape—but this one looked more like a graveyard. It contained mostly undead monsters with pretty lame loot, but ruin levels had more treasure chests lying around than the cave levels, and those contained much better stuff.


      “There’s a chest over that way,” Kamul said.


      “How close?” I asked.


      “Shouldn’t be far, boss.”


      “All right. Let’s go for it, then.”


      Kamul’s ability to locate the hidden chests made him a valuable asset to our team.


      Our main goal was to push into unexplored floors, so we only looted the chests that were on our way.


      The area boss here was a wight, which was a higher class of undead monster. It was a tough opponent, but Guy’s Light magic made it easy to handle. The wight always dropped a Staff of the Undead King, which sold for a ton of money. We always made a point of defeating it.


      Floor twenty-six was another cave, but this one had rivers of lava flowing through it. It was easily the harshest environment we’d faced so far, and we were drenched in sweat within seconds. Last time, in fact, we’d had to turn back after running out of water and getting dangerously close to dehydration. We could handle the cold by wearing more layers, but obviously, that didn’t work with the heat.


      But this time, we’d come prepared.


      “We’ve got a special potion the village elves made for us,” I said, pulling a bottle out of my pack. A deep blue liquid swirled inside. It was called a frost potion, and dousing yourself gave you high heat and fire resistance for a limited time.


      “Brrr! That’s cold!”


      “My body’s freezing...”


      “That’s a lot more effective than I thought it’d be...”


      Even though the bottle didn’t even hold one full liter, just a splash was enough to make us feel like we’d just been dunked in a tub of ice water. We shivered as we dove headfirst into the lava cave levels of the dungeon...


      ◇◇◇


      “Luuuke! I need your opinion on the next level, like, ASAP!” Ally screeched.


      “Okay, let me think. We’re down to floor thirty-five now, right?” I asked.


      Today I’d dropped by to visit Ally, a fairy and our resident dungeon master.


      “Yep, you’re right! My dungeon’s, like, totally legit now thanks to you!” she said with a grin.


      When I first discovered her dungeon, it only had two floors, but it had since grown so much larger and deeper. She needed to use Dungeon Points to expand her dungeon, which she earned when people entered her dungeon and challenged themselves there, among other things.


      We had dwarves living in it full-time, which surprisingly contributed to building up points, so that helped a lot. Lately, though, it’d attracted even more adventurers eager to explore it. Plus, we’d turned the place into a tourist attraction for the village, so regular citizens could enter too. That combination had made Ally’s dungeon points accumulate in no time.


      “But now they’re, like, about to clear floor thirty already!” she said.


      Floors twenty-six through thirty consisted of a burning-hot lava cave zone, which was really tough unless you had the right gear.


      “Who are you talking about? Alec’s party? I heard they asked the village elves to make some chill potions.”


      Apparently, those potions provided strong fire and heat resistance if you splashed them over your skin and clothes. Naturally, they were also pretty good for fighting against fire elemental monsters. That was one of the solutions I had in mind when Ally and I designed that zone. I’d been wanting to try something like that for a while now. By that, I mean a situation where adventurers could use information and items they found in the village to get past tough dungeon obstacles. For example, floors thirty-one to thirty-five were pitch black mazes, forcing adventurers to figure out how to produce their own light sources or risk getting lost.


      Helping Ally design her dungeon had started feeling like running a game, which was pretty fun.


      “I was thinking we could go with, like...a total status effect trap extravaganza! Like, stuff that’s constantly making the adventurers sick, or cursing or poisoning them the entire time!” Ally said gleefully.


      “Hmm, I don’t think that’d be super popular,” I said.


      “Okay, okay. Then how ’bout a suuuper cramped tunnel?! Like, if you’re human-sized, you gotta crawl the whole way!”


      “Er, no, I think I’ll pass on that one too.”


      The thing about Ally was that she was absolutely terrible at coming up with good ideas for dungeon floors. When we’d first come to the dungeon, she filled the entire entrance with traps. If you didn’t make things balanced, though, people would stop playing—er, exploring. This wasn’t actually a game or anything.


      Still, at this point, most people were doing it for fun, so it wouldn’t be the end of the world if a few levels were a bit tough. The upper floors were enough for grinding, anyway.


      “What about a partially flooded cave level? We could make the adventurers swim to get through and stash treasure chests underwater,” I suggested.


      “Ooh, that sounds super fun!”


      “We could also do some kind of ancient ruins where the floor automatically moves when you step on it, so if you don’t take the right path you’ll either get kicked back to the start or just get stuck,” I said.


      “That one sounds like it’d be a huge pain to make...” Ally said.


      “Okay, what if one floor is just one massive room? The stairs will be right there and easy to find, but once you set foot on them, a huge group of monsters rushes you at once.”


      “Wait, that’s actually kinda genius, though?!”


      After Ally and I brainstormed a few more ideas, we decided to make floor thirty-six a flooded cave zone.


      “You can make fish-type monsters too, right?” I asked.


      “Duuuh. Of course I can!” she said.


      Fish- and crab-type monsters yielded valuable ingredients and materials for the villagers. After all, seafood was hard to come by around here. I didn’t expect people to start fishing all that much, though, since it’d be tough to haul the fish back home.


      It would’ve been easier if the adventurers had a way to breathe underwater, but it wasn’t necessary. The bigger problem was walking around in soaking wet clothes. This was reality after all, not a game, and wet clothes would drain an adventurer’s stamina fast.


      “Maybe we should make the boss a crab with a thick shell that barely takes any damage from physical hits,” I said.


      After that, Ally and I started discussing details like the floor layouts, monster types and spawn rates, where to put the treasure chests and traps, and so on.


      ◇◇◇


      My name’s Guise and I’m an adventurer.


      One day, I heard a weird rumor that a brand-new city had popped up in the northern wastelands of Arvale. Not only that, but people said there was a dungeon there that was ridiculously profitable. I heard it was suitable for everyone from total rookies to seasoned veteran adventurers. There were safety zones inside, which allowed you to go on long expeditions without worrying about having to rest.


      Additionally, the city provided lodging for adventurers at no cost. They had top-tier dwarven-made gear for cheap and as many rare elf potions as you could afford.


      It was no surprise that adventurers were flocking to the city.


      “Ha! Yeah, right. Sounds like a load of crap,” I muttered.


      I wasn’t buying it for a second. Neither did any of my other adventurer buddies. We all laughed it off...but my adventurer’s curiosity kept nagging me until, one day, I decided to take a look for myself.


      Eventually, I found myself standing in the middle of a huge, crowded city surrounded by towering buildings.


      I was gobsmacked.


      “I can’t believe it... It actually exists.”


      It was even more impressive than the rumors had said. But the crazy part was that it really was out in the middle of nowhere. If you turned around, there was nothing but barren wasteland as far as the eye could see. It was like this city had just popped up out of thin air.


      Another weird thing had happened on the way here. I’d felt like I was walking on a normal road, but for some reason, I’d been moving a lot faster than usual. I still couldn’t wrap my head around it.


      Anyway, there really was a dungeon in the heart of the city, with inns exclusively for adventurers just steps away from the entrance.


      Nearby, I found probably the only adventurers’ guild in the entire kingdom, including a training area. When I took a look inside, I saw some adventurers doing solo drills and others sparring. Everyone was hard at work polishing up their skills.


      “Wow, those are some high-level adventurers.”


      It seemed like this place had already attracted a lot of serious talent.


      “Looks like the adventurers who actually make it are the ones who follow their instincts. That’s why they catch on early, even if it means following sketchy rumors. They trust their gut and just act on it.”


      I was one of them, of course. While I was patting myself on the back, someone called out to me.


      “I haven’t seen you around here before.”


      “Oh, yeah. I just got to the village.”


      “Ah, that makes sense. This here’s a wonderful place,” the man said with a slight drawl. He was a huge, muscular dude, and judging by the sword at his hip, probably a warrior.


      “Tell ya what, I’d love a little spar if you’re up for it.”


      “With me? Hm, okay. I’ve been on the road for a while, actually. I was just thinking about how nice it’d be to swing a sword again,” I said.


      “Thanks. I’m still an amateur, so go easy on me, okay?”


      He was surprisingly modest for somebody so eager to spar. Still, it was a smart move on his part.


      After all, I’d been trained by a master swordsman with a legendary reputation, and I still trained every morning without fail. I wasn’t like your other average adventurers.


      “All right. I’ll give ya the chance to spar with me. Come at me from wherever you want,” I said.




      By the end, I was gasping for air.


      “Haah, haah... Holy crap!” I said. “You’re pretty good, huh? Let’s call it for today...”


      “Still an amateur,” my ass! This guy was crazy strong. Once we’d actually crossed swords, he fought me to a standstill. Me! And I hadn’t been holding back either. Halfway through, I’d been going at it with everything I had, and I still couldn’t beat him. Hell, it wouldn’t have been that surprising if I had lost.


      All that smug talk about giving him the “chance” to spar with me had come back to bite me.


      “I’ll admit I underestimated you. I guess the rumors were true, huh? This village is drawing in some seriously talented adventurers. And I just learned the hard way that treating this place like any other town’s not a great idea,” I said.


      “Adventurer?”


      “Huh? Yeah. You are an adventurer too, right? C’mon, don’t mess with me. You were acting like you were no big deal!”


      Something about his reaction felt off, but I just shrugged and let it go. Then he told me something that made me realize I’d completely misunderstood the guy.


      “Nah, I’m not an adventurer or anything. I work in the fields here. I only started training with a sword a few months ago, actually.”


      Wait, what?!


      ◇◇◇


      One day, I stopped by the village’s public bathhouse and noticed that all the villagers had gotten super buff. I had a bath at home, but sometimes I liked to come here to mingle with the others.


      “Hey, has anybody else noticed that everyone’s gotten weirdly muscular lately?” I asked.


      “Ha ha ha. Not at all, Mayor Luke.”


      “We’ve always looked like this.”


      “Yeah, it’s totally normal!”


      They all tried to brush it off, but bulking up like that wasn’t normal at all. Their pecs bulged, their traps resembled mountain ranges, and their quads looked like they were carved out of steel.


      And it wasn’t just a few people. I felt like I’d just walked into a bodybuilding competition.


      “I mean, it’d make sense if it were the hunting party or the adventurers, but even the regular villagers too?! Berlitt, you definitely didn’t look like that before.”


      His younger brother Barlatt had the Gift of Sword Proficiency and trained regularly, so Barlatt being buff made sense. But Berlitt’s work didn’t require any kind of muscle at all.


      “Well, I have been doing a bit of training...”


      “This doesn’t look like a bit, though,” I argued with a serious face, and he finally gave in.


      “All right... It’s all thanks to that facility you built for us, Mr. Mayor.”


      “Huh? Which one?”


      “All of us started looking like this after we began going to the training grounds.”


      “The training grounds?”




      Training Grounds


      >>A facility for physical and magic training. Increases muscle growth rate and reduces risk of injury.




      “I think you built it for the hunting party, the guards, and the adventurers, but a few of us snuck in and started using it for strength training. And, well...we bulked up. Once word got out, more and more people started doing it too. Now it’s kinda become a thing. Some have even started learning swordsmanship and how to use spears. There’s a rumor going around that one of ’em even went head-to-head with a visiting adventurer!”


      That was probably the increased muscle growth rate feature. It must’ve seriously boosted the effects of their workouts.


      “That’s it! That’s what I’ve been missing!” I blurted out before I could stop myself.


      I’d always been short and skinny. People always called me cute, which was fine, but I wanted people to think I was cool for a change.


      “I’m gonna do it too! I’ll hit the training grounds, work out, and get ripped like everyone else! Okay, there’s no time to waste! Let’s gooo!”


      I turned to go, but Berlitt suddenly grabbed me by the arm.


      Huh?


      “Hey, I’m trying to leave,” I said.


      “Sorry, Mr. Mayor, but I can’t let you go.”


      “But why not?”


      “Because you just...wouldn’t look right all bulked up.”


      Whaaaaat?!


      “He’s right! You’re perfect just the way you are, Mr. Mayor!”


      “Don’t ever lift!”


      “Mayor Luke, I’d be so mad if you got all ripped! Leave all the muscles to us!”


      “I don’t care if people think I’m perfect just the way I am. C’mon, let me go! I wanna go train!” I insisted.


      I tried to pull away from Berlitt, but he was ridiculously strong. I couldn’t even budge.


      The other villagers stood and lined up shoulder to shoulder, and then they flexed to create a literal wall of muscle that blocked my escape.
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      There was no way I could break through them.


      “Ughh... F-Fine, I get it! I’ll drop the bulking up plan if you guys are so against it.”


      And that’s how I gave up on becoming jacked.




      Come on, now—did you really think I’d have given up that easily?


      “Time to sneak off to the training grounds without anyone spotting me!” I muttered eagerly.


      Except every time I tried, a wall of muscle materialized to stop me from getting into the facility.


      “What’s going on, Mr. Mayor?”


      “Did you need something, Mayor Luke?”


      “Good morning, Mr. Mayor!”


      “Um, I was just hoping to go a little farther that way,” I replied.


      “Ha ha ha! Isn’t the weather beautiful today?”


      “They’re not even listening...”


      No matter how many times I tried, I was never able to make it to those training grounds.


      ◇◇◇


      “Everyone, stay sharp! We must work together to keep Lord Luke from the training grounds! Otherwise, he’ll hurt his precious, cute little body!”


      “Yesssss!”


      The real culprits standing in the way of Luke’s dreams of becoming a musclehead were none other than the followers of the Church of Luke, led by their high priestess, Myria.


      ◇◇◇


      Children were considered a valuable part of the workforce in this world, but thanks to how productive our village had become, there wasn’t really any need for them to work here. Instead, I decided to build a school so the kids could get a proper education for their future.




      School


      >>An educational facility for children. Improves teachers’ instruction ability and children’s learning rate.




      There would be six grade levels for children aged six through eleven. They would learn reading, writing, math, history, and also magic, Gifts, skills, monsters, Forsaken Zones, and other local knowledge. I planned to include health and physical education too.


      I decided to select the teachers from the villagers based on their Gifts and the Recommended Jobs I saw with Villager Appraisal.


      “Lord Luke, I also propose we include theology and worship as part of the curriculum,” Myria said.


      Come to think of it, I felt like I remembered going to some kind of religious school like that back on Earth, but who would teach it?


      “Please leave it to me,” she said.


      “You want to handle it yourself, Myria?”


      “Of course. As a priestess, it’s my sacred duty to shepherd our young down a righteous path.”


      “I’d appreciate that. But are you sure? You’re already handling all the village’s services too,” I said.


      “No need to worry. I have plenty to teach the little ones.” (“Heh heh. The brainwashing—er, education—must begin early!”)


      “What did you say?”


      Worship days weren’t fixed, so we could hold school services on a different schedule from the village’s.


      I also built a library and a museum next to the school.




      Library


      >>A facility for collecting, preserving, and providing books and materials. Includes anti-degradation systems and boosts villagers’ general knowledge.




      Art Museum


      >>Preserves and displays works of art. Includes anti-degradation systems and anti-theft deterrents. Boosts villagers’ artistic creativity.




      There wasn’t much to stock them with yet, but this kingdom was constantly at war with other lands and regions. As a result, works of art and literature were often lost or destroyed.


      Since a number of immigrants had brought rare materials and relics with them, I wanted to make sure we had a place to store and protect them.


      One day, a group of women showed up at the village. They were all fairly young, in their late teens and twenties, and wore heavy makeup. A cloud of perfume hung over them.


      A woman in her mid-twenties stepped forward to represent the group. “We are honored to meet you, Mr. Mayor. My name is Fauna,” she said.


      She seemed to have a very seductive personality.


      “We’ve come to ask a favor of you.”


      “A favor?”


      “That’s right. We all worked as courtesans in our previous town, but due to certain circumstances, we had to leave that place behind and come here. We thought there might be a demand for our services since the population here is growing so rapidly,” she said.


      Oh, so they’re former prostitutes.


      I wasn’t sure what those “circumstances” were, but I knew how harsh that kind of work could be. They’d probably heard of our village and decided to leave for a better life.


      “I see. Of course. I’ll make sure you find some proper work here,” I said.


      “Proper work?”


      “Sure, like the textile workshop, or the food stalls.”


      The clinic had been short-staffed thanks to the recent baby boom. Honestly, there was no shortage of jobs in this town. Once I did an Appraisal on them, I’d be able to match them up to something based on their aptitude or latent Gifts.


      “Mr. Mayor, forgive me for asking, but do you consider prostitution to be an improper profession?”


      Whoops.


      That’d completely caught me off guard.


      “Er, n-no. That’s not what I meant...”


      “Of course. I understand it’s not something people openly boast about. If someone did it because they had no other choice, then it would make sense to move on. But some of us take pride in what we do.”


      “I see...”


      Her words made me stop and think. I’d labeled them in my head without even realizing it, but there were women like Fauna who did that kind of work with dignity.


      “You’re right. I think I did have a preconceived notion about your work, and I apologize for that,” I said.


      “Heh heh... Thank you for understanding. It’s no wonder you’ve built such a remarkable city at such a young age, Mr. Mayor. Not only do you listen to someone like me, but you even reflect on yourself and admit when you’re wrong.” Fauna smiled and nodded. “But full disclosure, I’m also just a hopeless pervert who loves sex! I mean, this job is perfect for me! I get to screw as often as I want! My body’s just aching to be filled up already!”


      “I wish you would’ve kept that part to yourself! Didn’t you just say you take pride in your work?!”


      In the end, I had no choice but to build a government-approved brothel for them.




      Brothel


      >>A building that facilitates prostitution. Includes contraceptives and prevents the spread of sexually transmitted diseases.




      “Ha ha ha... You look quite young, so I’d bet you’ve never been with a woman before, have you, Mr. Mayor? When you come of age, I’d be honored to personally— Eek!” Fauna suddenly went pale.


      “Huh?”


      “P-Please pretend you never heard that!” she blurted, and then she practically sprinted away.


      “What the heck...”


      She’d looked over my shoulder right before that, so I turned around, puzzled. When I did, I saw Myria standing there with her usual gentle smile.


      Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.


      “What was that all about, anyway?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: Villagers Who Can’t Hold Back


      A patient had come in earlier complaining about intense stomach pain, but they left looking totally fine.


      “Wow, it doesn’t hurt at all anymore! Thanks, doctor!” they said as they walked out of the clinic.


      The young doctor let out a wry chuckle as he watched his patient go.


      “My healing magic isn’t even that effective, though...”


      In this little village in the North, Myon was known as the only person who could use healing magic. He’d attended a training school for healers, but he’d been at the bottom of his class the whole way through. After three years, the best he could manage was to blunt his patients’ pain a little. He’d only graduated because his teachers pitied him.


      Still, the ability to use healing magic at all was rare. He’d managed to open his own clinic by using what little magic and medical knowledge he knew.


      But then a month ago, something strange started happening. Suddenly, his healing spells started working way better than they ever had before.


      “I haven’t gotten better at healing, though. It all started right when I moved into this new clinic.”


      He’d relocated to this building about a month ago. He’d heard the mayor of that famous village out in the wastelands had built it. Well, he’d probably designed it, but the actual construction was most likely done by carpenters, of course.


      Anyway, weird rumors had been flying around about how the place had just appeared overnight, or how nobody could find a single carpenter who’d worked on it.


      Myon remembered feeling a mysterious sense of power when he stepped inside.


      “There’s no way a building could affect me like that, right?”


      He was trying to shake the thought when, suddenly, someone burst into the clinic.


      “Doctor, we’ve got trouble! Bal got attacked by a monster! They’re bringing him in now!”


      “What?!”


      Bal was one of the town’s guards, who handled everything from monsters to criminals, and had done a lot to keep the peace in the village.


      Moments later, a group of guards carried a man drenched in blood into the clinic.


      “Damn, that’s—”


      “It was an al-mi’raj variant! We thought it was just a normal one and let down our guard, but...”


      Bal had taken a direct hit from one of the monster’s long, deadly horns. He’d been impaled right through his abdomen.


      Myon immediately cast his strongest healing magic, yet even with the strange boosts he’d been experiencing lately, all he could manage was to slow the bleeding a little. The wound was just too deep.


      In fact, it was a miracle the guy was still alive. He was only hanging on because he had the physical strength and stamina you would’ve expected of a town guard. At this rate, though, he wouldn’t make it.


      But then, Myon suddenly remembered something.


      “W-Wait, maybe... Yeah!” He frantically opened a cabinet and pulled out a small glass bottle filled with a mysterious liquid. “A potion... A legendary healing medicine... This thing was just sitting here when I first moved in, but if it’s real...”


      There was no time to hesitate, so he popped the cork and forced the liquid into the guard’s mouth.


      The transformation was immediate. The bleeding stopped almost instantly, and the deep puncture wound began to close before his very eyes. Not even the most elite instructors at his healing school could’ve done something like that with magic alone.


      “I-Incredible...”




      Thanks to that potion, the guard survived and made a full recovery within a few days.


      “This potion’s the real deal, then... But why would something that rare be in a little clinic like this?”


      Myon couldn’t even begin to guess how much it’d be worth. And he still had two more left in the cabinet.


      Since they’d been in the clinic from the start, Myon was convinced there was some connection to that mysterious village out in the wasteland. He soon set out for the place to see for himself, and what he discovered shocked him. It wasn’t a village at all, but a full-blown city.


      But that wasn’t even the most shocking thing...


      “They’re just selling potions out in the open?!”


      ◇◇◇


      My name is Leoninus. I’d once served as the chieftain of the elves’ settlement in the Forsaken Forest, but then I found a peaceful life in the wasteland village. Life there was wonderful.


      The humans who comprised most of the population were quite friendly, so my fellow elves and I settled into the new lifestyle without any troubles.


      Lord Luke requested that we elves dedicate ourselves to producing the ancient remedies passed down through generations in elven society: potions.


      Before, making even one potion had been a huge task. The biggest obstacle had always been the ingredients, which included rare herbs so difficult to find that they only appeared once in a great while, and only in the deepest parts of the forest. We’d never been able to grow them ourselves, no matter what methods we tried, which meant we’d been severely limited in the amount of potions we could produce.


      But now we could produce them in bulk, because we’d finally succeeded in cultivating those rare herbs right here in this village. We’d spent centuries trying to pull it off back in our settlement, and we never succeeded even once. At first, I hadn’t really had my hopes up, but when I saw those rare medicinal herbs sprouting up in the fields, I was so shocked I let out a fart, I tell ya.


      And that wasn’t the only surprise.


      For some reason, it took us a lot less time to brew the potions inside the workshop Lord Luke built. Merchants were lining up to buy ’em lately. We also sold them at the village apothecary, where they were especially popular with adventurers and travelers.


      One day, I overheard yet another customer shouting in disbelief.


      “They’re just selling potions out in the open?!”


      He was a young human lad, and his reaction made perfect sense, assuming he knew what the potions were truly worth.


      We produced two kinds of potions in the village: a standard healing potion and a far more powerful hi-potion. The hi-potion could heal more serious injuries that the standard potion couldn’t. It’d been so difficult to make back in our homeland that we often said it was up to the whims of the gods.


      But we’d been able to produce them consistently ever since we settled here in the village. They were still tough to make in bulk, though, so they weren’t for sale yet. With further research, it might eventually be possible to mass-produce them someday.


      At the time, we were working closely with the village’s alchemists and herbalists to develop new types of potions. Normally, potions couldn’t treat illnesses or cure status effects like poison. They only worked on external wounds.


      But the cure potion we were designing was different. It was supposed to treat both disease and toxins and, if we succeeded, even old elves like me might get to live out their years in good health.


      We’d already managed to create a sample that was partially curative, so the final hurdle was to refine its quality.


      One day, I entered the workshop and immediately felt like something was off. Normally, the place was quiet, with everyone immersed in their work and research.


      But today, the entire place was tense and chaotic.


      “Hm? What’s all the racket here today?” I wondered.


      “Lord Leoninus! This is bad! Very bad!” one of the workers called out.


      “What happened?”


      “W-Well, just come with me, quickly!”


      The worker led me over to a table where a strange, faintly glowing liquid sat in a container. Our head researcher, another elf, was preparing to pour it over a lab rat.


      “That’s a new one. It’s not a potion, is it?”


      “We created it by accident while we were developing the cure potion. Just watch.”


      The rat was missing its tail up to the base. The moment they poured the mysterious liquid over it, the tail grew back so smooth and whole that it looked like it’d never been injured.


      “It re-created a missing body part? That’s impossible! Does that mean... Could it really be?”


      “Yes. There’s a very good chance that this is the legendary elixir.”


      ◇◇◇


      “Lord Luke! Lord Luke!”


      “What’s wrong, Leoninus? You’re panting.”


      “You must come at once to the workshop!”


      I followed Leoninus to the workshop.




      Workshop


      >>A workplace tailored for arts, crafts, smithing, tailoring, and more. Boosts creativity and dexterity.




      There were different types of workshops throughout the village, but Leoninus brought me to one focused on brewing potions. The elves had told me that they could only produce potions in small amounts in the past, but ever since we had started cultivating medicinal herbs, they’d been able to brew them in large quantities.


      We’d even begun developing new types like hi-potions, cure potions for illness and poison, chill potions, and so on.


      “It’s over here!”


      Leoninus held up a small, glowing vial, then poured the liquid over a lab rat that had been prepared for the demonstration. The rat had no tail, but once the potion was poured over it, it began to grow back.


      “What?! No way!”


      Even hi-potions couldn’t regenerate lost body parts, yet the rat’s tail had completely regrown right before my eyes.


      “Wait, does that mean...”


      “Yes, Lord Luke! This is the legendary potion...an elixir!”


      “Elixir?!”


      I didn’t know all the details. All I’d ever heard were the legends, which said elixirs were potions that could heal not just injuries, but congenital conditions, illnesses, and even regrow limbs. And there was also a rumor that drinking them regularly could turn back the clock and make you fifty years younger.


      I looked closely at the rat and saw that the new tail wasn’t the only change. Its fur had grown smoother, healthier, and even shinier.


      “We had it appraised, and there’s no doubt: It’s an elixir. Only the ancient high elves, with their special powers, were capable of brewing such a miracle! But somehow...we have created it!” Leoninus said, his voice thick with emotion.


      The elixir had been discovered completely by accident during their cure potion experiments. Even more incredibly, they’d already learned how to reproduce it.


      “We can make more if we have enough materials. The ingredients are far too rare to mass-produce the elixirs, but we could produce them as needed. However...”


      He explained that, if word got out that we could brew elixirs here, it would create total chaos. Nobles and royals from every corner of the world coveted this miraculous cure. I’d even heard stories that some dupe elixirs had triggered a massive war. That was why elixirs were feared and known in some circles as cursed.


      “Yeah... We should definitely keep this quiet.”


      ◇◇◇


      After that, the elves’ workshop kept producing all kinds of new potions.


      “This one’s called a muscle potion! Just one sip will boost your strength tenfold! Watch! I may be a weakling now, but... Gulp, gulp... Get a load of this!”


      Boooooom!


      Leoninus slammed his fist into the ground, splitting the earth open with a deafening crash.


      “Huh?” I stared at him, stunned.


      Then he grabbed another potion. “And that’s not all! This one here’s a wisdom potion! Drinking it increases your intelligence tenfold!” He gulped the whole potion down and launched into a demonstration in which he added twenty five-digit numbers together in a matter of seconds.


      “795,165!”


      “C-Correct...”


      Even though he’s the elves’ former chieftain, he’s never struck me as particularly smart... But now he’s doing complex math in the blink of an eye?


      Sorry—that was a bit harsh.


      “This potion’s called the full stiffy potion, and it boosts your endurance tenfold!”


      Hang on a second, what’s with the name?! This is not the time or the place to drink that!


      “Now that we’ve got this potion, even we elves will be poppin’ out kids like there’s no tomorrow, despite our low fertility rates! Why, my wife just got pregnant for the first time in fifty years!”


      “Uhh, congratulations...I think?”


      It sounded like Philia was getting a younger sibling.


      “Wait, there’s more! We have a potion that repels monsters, one that completely cloaks your presence, one that makes your body as flexible as an octopus, and one that can neutralize any stench, no matter how rank!”


      “H-Hang on!” I said. “How many different types of potions have you made, anyway?”


      “Somewhere around thirty, give or take.”


      Thirty?!


      “Um, could you maybe slow down a little?!” I blurted out.


      ◇◇◇


      Me name’s Dran. I’d once lived a quiet life with me kin, tucked away in a cave at the foot o’ the mountain range. Then we hewed ourselves a new home in a human village squattin’ right in the middle o’ the wastelands.


      Wasn’t much to complain about, though. Life there treated us real well.


      We dwarves have always favored stone ceilings over open skies and never had much love for sunlight, so the village mayor went outta his way ta carve out a snug place for us beneath the ground.


      Back in the cave, supper had been mostly snakes an’ bugs, or whatever crawled slow enough ta catch. In the village, though, the food was downright splendid, and there was always plenty ta keep a dwarf full and happy.


      We had water without end and could scrub ourselves clean whenever we liked, which meant we weren’t smellin’ like cave mold anymore. That alone was worth a toast.


      But if I’m bein’ honest, what’d really won us over was the booze.


      Drink had been a rare treat back in the cave. In the village, we could drink as much as we pleased, and it tasted leagues better than anything we’d ever had before.


      The mayor only laid down one firm rule: No drinkin’ topside. That was hardly much of a burden, though. We still gathered underground every night and drank together, just like we’d always had.


      Still, I couldn’t help but wonder: Why did we always end up naked as the day we were born by the end of it?


      Anyway, it wasn’t like we were moochin’ off the village. We earned our keep. Some of us took ta brewin’, others handled the heavy labor.


      Strong backs are a dwarf’s blessing, but our true pride is smithin’. Dwarves are known for the craft o’ their hands. We forged most o’ the village’s weapons and armor in fact—hammered ’em true and sturdy as stone.


      Unlike the old cave days, we had access ta proper, high-quality materials here, which meant we could churn out top-notch gear in bulk. The prices were more than fair too, so adventurers and merchants alike were always gawkin’ at our wares.


      “What?! That’s the price? Are you pullin’ my leg?! That sword would sell for five times as much in the capital!” some fellow shouted one day.


      From the look o’ him, I wagered he was an adventurer.


      “What’s with this town?! Even random villagers can match me blow for blow, and there’re musclebound freaks all over the place...”


      Honestly, though, the sword that’d caught his eye was a mass-produced piece, forged by dwarves without the Blacksmith Gift. Gifted smiths made weapons on a totally different level. They weren’t just sharp or well-balanced—we’re talkin’ special arms with skills hammered right into the steel. Things like Unbreakable to stop the weapon’s durability from droppin’ or Physical Boost to strengthen the wielder.


      Lately, there’d been somethin’ of an arms race brewin’. Every craftsman was tryin’ ta outdo the others by makin’ stronger gear or dreamin’ up new kinds o’ skills.


      Most days, every smith in the shop kept their heads down, focused on their own work. One day, though, I walked in and knew immediately that somethin’ was off.


      “Hm? What’s goin’ on?” I called out. “The workshop’s louder than usual.”


      “D-Dran! We’ve got a problem!”


      “What happened?”


      “W-We’ll explain later! But you’ve gotta see this with your own eyes! Dona!”


      “Yeah?” Dona said, stepping forward. She was a dwarven lass—only twelve—who’d recently been Blessed with the Weaponsmith Gift, and ever since she’d been churnin’ out one groundbreaking creation after another.


      First thing’d been a sword that could turn into a whip. Then she’d made a prosthetic arm, so lifelike it could swing a blade as well as the real thing. After that’d been a springy shield that basically nullified blunt force and slashing damage.


      Seemed she’d come up with somethin’ new that day.


      “Looks like a normal sword, right?” Dona asked.


      The weapon did look like any ordinary blade, but I figured it was another transformin’ contraption or somethin’ o’ the sort...


      “Hah!”


      She gave it a casual swing, and a blinding bolt o’ lightning tore through the air, cracklin’ like a storm and slammin’ into the floor with a thunderous roar.


      BOOOOM!


      “What the—”


      When me vision finally cleared, all that remained was scorched stone, still smokin’ from the strike.


      “W-Was that lightning?!”


      “Yep.”


      “That means... No way...”


      I could only stare at Dona, utterly stunned. She spoke as calm and steady as ever.


      “I’ve made a magic sword.”


      ◇◇◇


      “Mayor Luke! Mayor Luke!” Dran shouted as he ran up to me.


      “What’s wrong, Dran? What’s got you in such a panic?” I asked.


      “You’ve got ta come to the smithy. Right now!”


      “Hm?”


      Dran led me to the dwarves’ workshop. Most of the craftsmen there used their exceptional smithing skills to make weapons and armor. Dwarves weren’t too fond of sunlight, so I’d set up their forge in the underground dungeon, where they also lived. That meant they had direct access to the dungeon’s crafting materials.


      Even their mass-produced gear was incredibly high quality, and it was so cheap that visiting merchants and adventurers usually suspected they were being scammed. Some of the Gifted dwarves produced special weapons imbued with actual skills. Those types of armaments were incredibly rare and hard to make, even with a Gift, but somehow, my dwarves were cranking them out without breaking a sweat. Not only that, but they were always competing to see who could make the strongest, craziest weapons and add newer, better skills.


      “We’ve got somethin’ you really gotta see, Mayor Luke!”


      I thought back to the elves’ workshop and suddenly had a very bad feeling about this...


      “Show him, Dona!” Dran urged.


      She stepped forward, a sword in hand.


      Even though Dona had only recently received her Weaponsmith Gift, she’d already created a bunch of unique new weapons.


      She lifted the sword, which looked like an ordinary one to me. But the moment she swung it, lightning exploded out of the blade and slammed into a target in the distance.


      Crackle... BOOM!


      “W-Was that magic?! From the sword? Wait, but that’s...”


      “Exactly! This here’s whatcha call a magic sword!”


      “A magic sword...”


      As the name suggested, these weapons contained spells that activated when swung. Anybody could use a magic sword, even if they had no magical abilities themselves. They didn’t need to know any incantations, and there was no mana cost. Just swing it and boom!


      Yeah, that definitely wasn’t an ordinary sword—it was a weapon of mass destruction!


      “We had it appraised. There’s no mistakin’ it. It’s the real deal. They say our ancestors forged magic swords in ages past, but that know-how was lost to time. And yet, here Dona’s gone an’ brought it back herself,” Dran said, voice cracking with emotion. “Mythril’s essential to the process, so we can’t mass-produce ’em or anything. But she can make more if we need ’em—any element too. Fire, wind, what have ya.”


      Philia had told me once that the old dwarven empire, using its arsenal of ridiculously powerful weapons, tried to conquer the entire world—but it was wiped out by divine intervention. Now, I had a hunch magic swords had played a role in that. If word got out that we were making stuff like that in our village, we’d be in deep trouble.


      “Yeah, I think it’s best we keep this under wraps too...”




      After that, Dona took the lead at the forge, and the dwarves kept churning out new weapons.


      “This shield has a 100 percent deflection rate,” Dona explained, holding up a shield.


      Someone shot an arrow, and the moment it made contact, it ricocheted right back at the archer who shot it.


      “Wow...”


      “This one also uses magic,” Dona said, bringing out another weapon.


      I stood there stunned.


      “Once this crossbow locks onto its target, it’ll never miss, even if the enemy tries to dodge.”


      She shot a bolt at a bird flying overhead. The bolt curved in midair, tracking the bird like it had a mind of its own, and struck it clean through the chest.


      “This one’s a mini golem soldier. It charges an enemy and self-destructs on impact,” she said proudly.


      Kaboooom!


      Okaaay, now we’re getting into seriously dangerous territory.


      “Oh, and this one uses mana to launch huge iron balls. There’s a smaller version too that—”


      “Wait, wait!” I waved my hands around frantically, trying to interrupt her. “How are you even making these?!”


      “Hm? I dunno. I just thought ’em up.”


      How do you just “think up” something like this? I mean, that’s literally a cannon! And the smaller one’s just a gun! You never see weapons like that in this world, probably ’cuz magic is a thing! But she’s out here inventing it from scratch?!


      Then I saw that she’d carved spiraled grooves into the barrel to stabilize the projectile and let out a sigh.


      “I’ve got another model that shoots the balls all rapid-fire like too.”


      “A-A machine gun?!”


      Something wasn’t right here. This girl was progressing through technology waaay too fast. “Um, maybe slow it down just a little?” I said, unable to help myself.


      ◇◇◇


      Seren’s hunting party of twenty elite Gifted villagers gathered at the eastern gate, geared up and ready to go. Any one of them could probably take on a small army alone, racking up a mountain of battlefield records in the process.


      “Time to move out. Everybody ready?”


      “Yeah!”


      Several were even Twice Gifted: Seren had Dual Blades and Blue Magic; Philia had Archery and Green Magic; and Sirius had Dual Blades and Green Magic. As for the others, Noel had Shield Mastery, Barlatt and Peren both had Sword Proficiency, Rand had Spear Proficiency, and Gordy had Giant’s Strength. Doriel, the former bandit leader, was finally out of the rehabilitation center, so he tagged along. He had Axe Proficiency.


      They also had the support of a young girl named Creta, who had a very useful Gift called Detection.


      “I’ll never get used to how insanely strong these villagers are...” Bazara said with a dry chuckle. A soldier who’d served under Dant, the ex-governor of the North, Bazara was a seasoned warrior with Sword Proficiency—but even he was a little intimidated to be part of this group.


      The hunting party was preparing to scale the towering mountain range in the Forsaken Zone to the east. Unlike the Forsaken Zone in the forest up north, barely anyone had explored the eastern one because it was just so far away. Forgetting everything else, the trip there and back would usually take half a day.


      The hunting party had pretty much ignored it until today, but they didn’t have that luxury anymore. Between the village’s exploding population and all the hunting excursions, the local orc population had started to decline. That was bad news, since orc meat was a village staple. The hunters had decided to finally explore the mountains in the hope of finding a new food source.


      Fortunately, Luke had built a road all the way to the base of the mountain, making the journey much easier and quicker than they’d expected.


      “How the hell did we make it here in one hour?!” Seren exclaimed after they arrived.


      “We could be back by dinnertime at this rate!” Philia said, lifting her gaze to marvel at the towering peaks. “These mountains are a lot bigger than I expected, though.”


      “Our old cave was somewhere ’round that ridge. Lookin’ back on it now, I can’t believe we ever managed ta get by there,” Bamba, a dwarf, said fondly.


      He was as short as any dwarf, but built like a boulder. He wielded a sword several times larger than him, but with his Gift of Greatsword Proficiency, he could swing it as easily as a twig.


      Vegetation densely covered the base of the mountain range, but it thinned as you climbed until the terrain became bare rock.


      “Any signs of monsters nearby?” Seren asked.


      “Just one,” Creta replied. “A hundred meters ahead, slightly to the right. It’s a weak signal, so it might be a were-rat.”


      Were-rats were bipedal rodent-type monsters, slightly smaller than goblins. They were technically edible, but they made for pretty nasty eating.


      The real monsters, then, had to be closer to the mountain. The party could’ve ascended the slope to find them, but instead opted to lure monsters down to flatter ground with an irresistible scent.


      “Let’s use the monster bait incense,” Seren suggested.


      “Good idea, Seren,” Sirius said with a nod.


      “Help me push the scent toward the mountains, Sirius,” Philia said.


      “G-Got it!”


      Their Green Magic made manipulating wind easy.


      “Th-This is our first time working together... Heh heh...” Sirius said.


      “What was that?”


      “N-Nothing!” Sirius turned away, his face a deep red. Philia just tipped her head, puzzled.


      The rest of the party smiled quietly as they watched.


      Just then, Creta shouted, “There’s a big one coming!”


      A moment later, everyone spotted the monster as it rampaged down the mountainside.


      “Looks like a whole flock o’ cockatrices. Big birds with snake tails, mean as all get-out! They’d wander into our cave back in the old days, and we’d have ta gang up on ’em ta bring ’em down. They taste damn good, though,” Bamba said.


      The cockatrices were enormous chicken monsters with red crests and tails like coiled serpents. They easily stretched over four meters long. Getting stuck on the business end of those hatchet-like beaks or tree trunk legs would be absolutely deadly.


      “Baaaaaaawk!”


      The one in front let out a shrill cry, its nostrils flaring as it took in the scent of the monster bait.


      They were far more dangerous than orcs. Even one could be deadly if you weren’t careful, but Seren’s hunting party was unfazed.


      “We’re havin’ chicken toniiiiight!”


      The cockatrice couldn’t understand human language, obviously, but its “Bwaaaak?” sounded strangely offended...


      Fwoosh!


      Philia took advantage of the cockatrice’s confusion and loosed an arrow straight at its chest.


      “Ptuuuui!”


      Just before impact, the monster spat a glob of saliva at the projectile, knocking it out of the air. Once the arrow struck the ground, the hunters saw that the wood and iron had completely turned to stone.


      “Guess that’d be the cockatrice’s petrifying spit I’ve heard about.”


      “We’ll all be statues if we’re not careful!”


      This monster’s saliva could petrify anything it came into contact with. The party had brought a few potions to counter it, but honestly, they wouldn’t know if they even worked until they tried them.


      The cockatrice suddenly charged at them and—


      Kaboooom!


      “Bwaaaak?!”


      —a thunderous crash rang out as Noel stepped forward, shield raised, and stopped the cockatrice dead in its tracks. He’d always been tall, but all his recent training had put more muscle on his slim frame. He was so muscular now that he’d put even an orc to shame.


      “Damn, Noel! You’re a beast!”


      “Not really. It’s lighter than it looks, probably ’cuz it’s some kinda bird.”


      “Now’s our chance!”


      With the monster’s momentum broken, the entire team surged forward at once. The cockatrice flapped backward in a panic, spitting petrifying saliva in desperation—but it missed.


      “Look out!” Sirius called, sidestepping the attack. “When you see it curl its neck like that, it means it’s about to spit—so get ready to dodge!”


      “Ice could work too,” Seren said, freezing several globs of spit in midair.


      “Well, you’re the only one who can do that,” Sirius pointed out.


      Stripped of its secret weapon, the cockatrice froze, then let out a flustered “Bwak!” as it thrashed wildly—but Noel’s massive shield totally neutralized its beak, claws, and even serpentine tail.


      Before long, it realized the fight was hopeless, so it spun around and tried to flee.


      But it was too late.


      The other hunters had already closed the circle, cutting off all means of escape.


      The cockatrice’s neck shifted.


      “Ptuuuuui!”


      Doriel scoffed. “Oh, please. We can see you winding up from a mile away!”


      “No, this one’s different!” Berlitt warned, his sharp voice ringing out.


      A moment later, the cockatrice exhaled a fine, pale mist.


      “Petrifying breath?!”


      “Don’t stay inside the gas too long!”


      It was easy to dodge a ball of spit, but a spreading cloud of vapor was a different beast—and that meant this monster was smart.


      But even that trick didn’t cut it.


      “Sirius!” Philia called.


      “R-Right!”


      They raised their hands in unison and created a strong updraft, blowing the petrifying mist into the sky, where it dispersed harmlessly.


      “O-Our second joint spell...”


      “Hmm... It seems like you and I make quite the team, Sirius,” Philia said.


      “A team?! A-Are you saying what I think you’re saying?!” Sirius babbled.


      “Focus, Sirius. We’re in the middle of a fight,” Seren said.


      ◇◇◇


      The hunting squad returned from the eastern Forsaken Zone.


      “Luke! We got chicken!” Seren announced cheerfully.


      “Ch-Chicken?!” I repeated with surprise.


      They’d brought back a monster that looked like a chicken, but it was huge, and it had a tail that looked like a snack. It must’ve been four meters long. It was even bigger than our giant chickens, maybe even twice their size.


      “Hang on, is that a cockatrice?”


      “Sure is.”


      “I had no idea they were that big.”


      And cockatrices weren’t just any monster—they could turn you to stone. I expected that they had a heck of a time taking it down, but no.


      “It was a piece of cake once we figured out how to counter its petrification attacks. By the way, we brought back nine more.”


      “I thought only twenty people went this time...”


      Seren showed me to the massive cockatrice corpses arranged in the plaza, and honestly, I was stunned. I couldn’t believe they’d taken down that many with only twenty people. They could be dragon hunting by next week, at this rate.


      “Sirius and I make quite the team,” Philia reported nonchalantly.


      Sirius blushed so hard I thought his head was gonna explode.


      “Why don’t you just confess already?” I leaned over and whispered to him.


      “C-Confess?! What do you mean? I-It’s not like I like Philia or anything!”


      “Oh? I don’t think I said a word about Philia,” I said casually.


      “What?! I-I mean, no, it’s not... I didn’t!”


      “It’s so obvious, Sirius. You might as well be wearing a sign.”


      Philia was probably the only one in the whole village who didn’t know about Sirius’s crush. She wasn’t your typical romantic girl. I wasn’t sure love was even on her radar, but somehow, I had a feeling she’d accept on the spot if Sirius just confessed his feelings. She’d probably say something like, “Hm, I see. Very well, I’ll be your girlfriend.”


      “Anyway, let’s celebrate the successful hunt with a chicken feast tonight!”


      “Wooooo!”


      Recently, the number of cooks in the village had increased exponentially. Quite a few even had cooking-related Gifts, and now that we had so many more high-quality ingredients available, the food was amazing.


      Lately, people had begun traveling for days to come here just to eat, so we now had a food tourism economy going. We handed over the fresh cockatrices to the village’s top chefs.


      They told me that as long as the gland that secreted the petrification liquid located near the throat was removed, the meat was perfectly safe to eat.


      Over twenty food stalls were set up across the town square now. Each chef had their own specialty dish, and villagers could order food from whoever they wanted. It was a full-blown food festival.


      A preorder system helped avoid chaos. You placed your order ahead of time and picked it up when it was ready. And since the feast was hosted by the village, all the food was more or less free.


      We distributed food tickets to keep people from overordering. If you only spent your tickets, the food was free. If you wanted anything extra, you had to pay.


      “All the food here looks sooo good.”


      “Ugh, I want to try everything, but twenty stalls is a bit much.”


      “Bwa ha ha! Finally, my Glutton Gift can shine! It’s a dream come true! Hang on, I have to pay if I want to eat more meals than I have tickets? But I’m broke...”


      That was how good the food looked. Honestly, some of it shouldn’t have even been in this world. Yakiniku was pretty normal, but then there was tempura chicken, Chinese-style deep-fried chicken, chicken kebabs, and even ajillo. I saw another stall doing tandoori chicken.


      Hey, is that oyakodon? And ramen?!


      Yep, like I said. Dishes that shouldn’t even be in this world. Did they really invent them from scratch?


      “I think I need to tell the chefs to slow down a bit too...” I muttered.


      And of course, each dish was delicious.


      “This is crazy good!”


      That was how cockatrice meat was officially added to the village’s ever-growing list of specialty foods.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: Dorth and Franco


      “Damn that Viscount Franco! He’s launching another attack?! Doesn’t he ever learn?” Viscount Dorth, the noble in charge of the local region, shouted angrily.


      Viscount Dorth and his mortal enemy, Viscount Franco, had once been classmates at the royal academy in the capital. They’d butted heads from the beginning, their disagreements routinely escalating into heated arguments. By graduation, their rivalry had festered into genuine hatred.


      Their respective houses had been locked in a territorial dispute for years. Until recently, the heads on both sides had managed to keep it from spiraling into open war. When Dorth and Franco finally inherited their titles, their personal grudges had naturally evolved into full-blown political warfare, dragging their entire region into the mess. The houses had been fighting one battle after another ever since.


      “Our elite Dorth soldiers will crush those spineless Franco wretches! It’ll be easier than taking candy from a baby! I’ll give them the thrashing of their lives!” Viscount Dorth declared confidently.


      “M-My lord! There’s urgent news!” One of his vassals rushed in, his face pale and looking flustered. He had been helping to prepare the troops for battle.


      “What is it now?”


      “Th-The enemy has around five thousand troops! We tried to raise a force of equal strength on our side, but we’ve barely managed to gather three thousand! That’s the best we can do right now!”


      “What?! But that’s impossible! Anyone who ignores the draft must be punished! How can people just not show up?!” Dorth slammed his fist onto the armrest.


      “W-Well, the problem is another matter entirely. You see...our population has dramatically decreased lately.”


      “Huh?!” Dorth gasped.


      “There’d already been signs of citizens slowly abandoning their villages, but it started happening more frequently in the past few months. According to current reports, over fifty entire villages are now completely vacant.”


      “Fifty?! Where the hell did all those people go?!”


      “We think most of them moved to the village in the wastelands, my lord.”


      Even Dorth had heard the rumors about the new settlement in the barren wastelands to the east.


      “It’s that damned frontier village in the Arvale March!”


      There’d been nothing Dorth could do besides watch it grow. After all, it was in Marquess Arvale’s domain.


      But surely a village in the middle of nowhere couldn’t sustain that many people. It had to collapse eventually, and then his people would all come crawling back. That was why he’d done nothing until now.


      “W-Well, my lord, the village has grown far beyond expectations. It’s no longer even a village at this point—it’s a full-blown city! Possibly the largest city in all of Arvale...”


      “But how could that be?! It was only founded a few years ago. How could it possibly grow so fast?”


      “We tried to investigate, but everyone we sent there never returned. So, unfortunately, we have no solid information...” his vassal said timidly.


      “What the hell is going on over there?”


      As time went on, Dorth’s army—its manpower significantly depleted—began to suffer defeat after defeat at the hands of Viscount Franco’s forces.


      The two factions had been evenly matched at one time, but now Dorth’s position had crumbled after losing so many of his soldiers. Eventually, Franco’s army reached the capital of Dorth’s domain.


      They still had the defender’s advantage. They wouldn’t fall easily as long as they held their ground, but it was only a matter of time before the city collapsed without reinforcements.


      “My lord! Please flee while you can!”


      “What?! Are you telling me to run like a coward right in front of the enemy?!” Dorth demanded.


      “It’s for the sake of a future counterattack! We’ll never reclaim our territory if you’re captured now, my lord! Escape now, wait for your chance, and strike back once the time is right!”


      “Argh... Damn it! Don’t think you’ve won, Franco! This isn’t over! I’ll be the one laughing at the end!” And with that, Dorth fled the capital with his closest vassals.


      Ironically enough, he chose to retreat to the very place that had caused his downfall: the wasteland village.




      “What...is this place?!” Dorth said, gawking at the huge gates of the village.


      The walls stretched on forever, and for a moment, he wondered if he’d perhaps wandered into the capital of some foreign empire.


      “This was just a village once? No way... No way anyone built this in a few years...”


      “In any case, my lord, this is the perfect place for us to regroup. Just look! Immigrants are pouring into the city from all directions. No one will suspect a thing if we blend in with them!”


      “I hate to rely on the very place that cost me my land, but I suppose there’s no way Franco can touch us here,” Dorth muttered bitterly as he followed his vassal to the gate.


      Guards stopped them briefly, but waved them through after they explained they were immigrants from the west. That alone spoke volumes for how many people had already come home from the former Dorth domain.


      Vast farmland stretched out as far as he could see inside the gate. Beyond that was another wall. Apparently, the city had double fortifications.


      “Even the farmland has a wall around it... I know there are two Forsaken Zones nearby, but this is a bit much.”


      As they made their way into the city, Dorth was shocked by everything he saw.


      The crops were gigantic, the buildings unlike anything he’d ever seen, the weapons absurdly high quality, and the potions bottled miracles. The food was made from monster meat and was so delicious that he couldn’t believe it.


      And somehow, despite all that, every last one of his people and retainers was offered shelter and a place to work.


      “Let them gloat for now, but I will reclaim my lands. Enjoy your taste of victory while it lasts, Franco! Heh heh...”




      “What an incredible performance! I saw a few plays when I lived in the royal capital, but this theater is on a whole other level! I can watch the same play over and over and not get sick of it,” Dorth said.


      “I understand how you feel. Speaking of never getting sick of things, have you heard of ramen?” one of his vassals asked.


      “Ramen? I don’t think so.”


      “It’s some foreign noodle dish, but it’s incredible. I’ve been eating it nearly every day lately! There are so many different kinds of broth and noodles, so it never gets stale.”


      “Hm, that does sound nice. But if we’re on the topic of delicious food, you really can’t beat minotaur steaks. The first time I tried one, I couldn’t believe it was actually real!”


      “You can say that again. Minotaur meat is so juicy it should be a crime. Between that, orc, and cockatrice, the food here is amazing. Oh, by the way—they use orc and cockatrice meat to make the broth for ramen.”


      “Really? Now I really want to try it.”


      “Let’s go right now! We could try a few different kinds while we’re at it. And if you’re worried about stomachaches, they sell digestive medicine here that works wonders. You can eat as much as you want if you take some beforehand! And if you double-up with a fat burning diet potion, you don’t even have to worry about gaining weight either.”


      “Huh. No wonder almost everyone’s lean in this town! All right, let’s go try this ramen thing right—”


      Dorth suddenly froze. Why had he come to this village again? Had it really been to enjoy theater and gourmet food?


      “N-Nooooo!”


      “Hm? What’s wrong? Hah, in the mood for burgers instead? Those are great too. Mm, now I’m picturing a juicy minotaur burger, topped with fresh tomatoes and lettuce...”


      “Hey! Snap out of it!” Dorth grabbed his vassal by the collar and shook him back and forth. “Have you already forgotten the humiliation of surrendering our capital without a fight and fleeing like cowards?!”


      “R-Right...” He finally came back to his senses.


      “Don’t give me that! We came here to take back our territory! This isn’t the time to lounge around!”


      His vassal gave him a look that said, Like you’re one to talk.


      But how were they going to reclaim their lost territory? The first thing that came to Dorth’s mind was winning over the citizens who’d migrated to this village from his former domain, but they’d already abandoned their homeland. He couldn’t force them to obey, and if he tried, the truth would come out in no time and cause serious trouble.


      So instead, they decided to spread rumors about how Dorth’s domain was suffering horribly under the tyrannical rule of Franco’s army. There was some confusion, given the sudden change in leadership, but honestly, things weren’t that different from how they’d been before. In truth, now that the war had been resolved, the conditions were actually better.


      But that didn’t matter. Appealing to the former residents’ emotions, riling them up—that was what mattered.


      By blending truths and lies, they even succeeded in persuading most of the former citizens.


      “I can’t believe it... I know we left our home behind and moved here, but hearing how people are suffering there is just heartbreaking!”


      “That bastard Franco... How could he do something so cruel?!”


      Gradually, their voices began to grow louder, until they insisted something had to be done about Dorth’s domain. And soon, that sentiment spread to the other residents as well.


      Everything was going according to Dorth’s plan.


      “I heard Marquess Arvale’s son rules this town, and he’s a cut above his father. If I reveal my true identity and tearfully plead my case, surely he’ll help us reclaim our land. And seeing how strong the town’s army is, they could easily take on Franco! We’ve basically won already! Bwa ha ha ha!” Dorth let out a peal of triumphant laughter, convinced of his victory.


      “I’d expect nothing less of you, my lord!” His vassals applauded.


      And then a group of town guards suddenly burst into their apartment.


      “Huh? Wh-What’s the meaning of this?! Who are you people? Hey! What do you think you’re doing?! Let go of me! Do you have any idea who I am?!”


      “You’re Viscount Dorth, aren’t you?”


      “H-How did you know that?”


      The burly guards immediately arrested his vassals and took them away, just like that.


      And that was how Viscount Dorth ended up in the village’s rehabilitation center.


      ◇◇◇


      “I understand he wanted to reclaim his territory, but lying about it wasn’t the way to go. That’s not okay,” Berlitt said.


      Berlitt and the others had originally lived in Dorth’s domain. I’d known for a while now that Dorth had fled to this village. As soon as I’d noticed his red dot on my map, I used Villager Appraisal and found out who he was.


      “Maybe I could’ve looked the other way if he’d gone about it in an honest way, but lying and getting everyone riled up was crossing the line,” I agreed.


      So I decided to send him to the rehabilitation center. He stayed there for a month.




      The moment he saw me again, he prostrated himself in front of me. “Lord Luke! I’m truly, deeply sorry! It was all my fault! I’m begging for your forgiveness!”


      “Um, yeah... As long as you understand why what you did was wrong. Don’t involve my residents in your plots again,” I said.


      “Yes, but that’s not the only thing I was wrong about!” he cried.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, I was wrong about basically everything about being a lord! I was blinded by my hatred for Franco and wanted to wage war again and again, which placed a huge burden on my people! It’s no wonder my people abandoned such a foolish ruler! Even my desire to reclaim the land was founded on selfishness, not genuine care for my people! It was nothing more than my petty ego. Ah, just how low of a human have I been?! If only I could start over as a newborn babe!” he wailed.


      Wow, he’s reformed. Like...really reformed.


      “Please, my lord!” several of his vassals cried. “You weren’t the only one at fault! We only thought of protecting ourselves! We should have supported you and devoted ourselves fully to developing the domain together!”


      Even his vassals were totally reformed now.


      The power of the rehabilitation center was incredible, as usual. 




      Rehabilitation Center


      >>A place to reform criminals and wrongdoers. Increases chance of repentance.




      Now that he’d turned over a new leaf, Dorth wore a solemn look. “Lord Luke, I would like to make a humble request, if I may.”


      “What is it?”


      “Would you grant us one more chance to reclaim our territory? Not for my own pride, of course. This time, I want to rule so that I can uplift my people and create a place just as wonderful as this city.”


      Well, this was only a village and not a city, but sure.


      “Unfortunately, Franco is as I was. The land will not prosper so long as he rules, and sooner or later, he’ll start another conflict with a neighboring territory.”


      There was no hatred or resentment in Dorth’s voice. He spoke calmly, as if making a detached observation.


      “But if it’s only me and my vassals, who knows how many years it would take to reclaim the land? So, I humbly make this request, Lord Luke: Would you consider lending us your strength?”


      “Sure, I don’t mind.”


      “I know, it’s asking far too much and— Wait, really? You’ll do it?!”


      “Yeah. I don’t think it’ll take very long.”


      “What do you mean? Franco’s completely overtaken the capital. Surely it won’t be that simple... Don’t tell me you plan on using Marquess Arvale’s army?”


      “No, not at all,” I said. I had no authority over them, and I certainly wouldn’t use them as a threat to kick Franco out if I did. “Don’t worry. There’s a way to handle this without causing any damage at all.”




      “Lord Luke, what is this tunnel?”


      “I built it. It leads directly to your territory’s capital.”


      “What?!” Dorth gawked as we continued through the brick-paved tunnel. Seren led a unit of one hundred soldiers, though most were also members of the hunting party. Our plan was to go straight to the lord’s castle and storm it.


      We’d already sent a villager with the Gift of Infiltration to scout ahead. According to their report, Franco had been holed up in the castle ever since he took the capital.


      “I’m going to link the tunnel to the castle’s courtyard. Is that all right?” I asked.


      “There’s no way they can fight off an enemy that’s just appeared right in the middle of the castle...” Dorth nodded.


      “Great, then we’ll do it.”


      If we broke into the enemy’s stronghold and captured Franco, we could take back the castle with almost no bloodshed.


      “Normally, this kind of thing would be impossible,” one of my companions said.


      “Sure, but not for Lord Luke.”


      “It’s still crazy. None of the usual strategies even work anymore...”


      Two hours after we’d departed, we arrived.


      “I think we should be close now,” I said.


      “Huh? But the journey takes at least two days on foot!” Dorth protested, looking bewildered. He didn’t know that I had used a Facility Upgrade to boost our movement speed.


      It’d burned a lot of Village Points. I’d considered moving along the road aboveground and then entering a tunnel halfway there, but I couldn’t risk anyone seeing us. It wouldn’t be an ambush if word got out, so I’d decided to travel entirely underground the whole way.


      “I’ll build a staircase here. A handful of them, in fact.”


      One staircase wouldn’t be enough for one hundred people to charge. We’d need multiple entry points if we wanted to hit them all at once.


      “Lord Luke,” Saten—the villager with Telepathy—called out. “According to Babara, who has already infiltrated the castle, Franco is currently in this room here.”


      Saten pointed to a place on his map. He’d been communicating with our infiltrator.


      “Hm, so we’ll be able to see everything going on in there.”


      “My lord, isn’t that the bedroom?!”


      “That bastard! Having a little afternoon delight?!”


      I’d shared the castle’s layout beforehand so no one would get lost.


      “Anyway, is everybody ready? I’ll open the passage to the surface on the count of three. One, two, three!”


      I connected the staircase to the ground above, and light poured into the tunnel.


      “Charge!” Seren shouted.


      “Yeaaaah!”


      Everyone rushed up the stairs, charging right into the castle, while I stayed behind to guard the rear.


      ◇◇◇


      One of Franco’s vassals let out a sigh.


      “Our lord is hopeless...”


      Lately, Franco had been foisting his duties off onto his vassals while he spent every day fooling around with the ladies of the castle.


      Sure, Franco must’ve been thrilled to have finally defeated Dorth after all these years of fighting, but that didn’t mean he had full control of the territory yet.


      “The situation is still volatile. He should be leading properly, at least during the day...”


      They still had no idea where Dorth had gone. He’d vanished by the time they captured the capital. Most likely, he’d seen the writing on the wall and made a run for it, but there was no telling when he might regroup and try to reclaim the city.


      “I doubt it’d be easy, considering the current state of things,” the vassal mused.


      Both sides had been evenly matched at the start of the war. But after a large number of Dorth’s citizens started fleeing, it weakened his domain considerably. With the region’s population steadily declining, Dorth would struggle to gather enough manpower even if he did try to muster his levies again.


      “Franco’s domain might be in trouble soon too, or maybe it’s already too late. Our people are starting to leave, bit by bit, supposedly fleeing to some new village in the March of Arvale...”


      When the vassal had first heard of the mysterious village before, he dismissed the ridiculous claims, but now that he saw the true state of Dorth’s viscounty, it was hard to ignore.


      Franco’s viscounty had been less affected due to its geography, but a mass exodus could still happen. If it did, they might suffer the same fate as Dorth.


      “And if Lord Franco keeps acting like this, our land might be doomed too...”


      Just then, the vassal noticed something strange in the courtyard. He approached the outer corridor on the castle’s second floor.


      “What is that over there? Was there always a staircase there?”


      He squinted. He’d helped search the castle after Franco seized it, so he was certain there hadn’t been stairs there previously.


      Then, without warning, armed soldiers began streaming from the staircase.


      His eyes widened with surprise.


      “What the—?!”


      They definitely weren’t wearing House Franco’s colors.


      “An ambush? But that’s impossible!” As he tried to process what was going on, he spotted another staircase, with more intruders pouring out of it.


      “There too?! And over there?! What in the blazes is going on?! Damn it... We’re under attack!” he yelled. “The walls have been breached! Defend the castle now!”


      Amid the chaos, he saw someone he never expected to see again.


      “Wait, is that Viscount Dorth?! Is this his army?!”


      The intruders wore mismatched gear, so the vassal hadn’t been sure at first—but if Dorth himself was here, it had to be true: He had returned to take back his castle.


      Just then, he spotted someone below drawing a bow—and aiming right at him. They had to be about three hundred meters away, so Franco’s vassal relaxed. He knew there was no way any archer could land a shot on him from that distance.


      And then the arrow zoomed through the air, dashing the vassal’s optimism. If he hadn’t hit the floor at the last possible second, it would have punched right through his head.


      He heard a thunderous boom behind him. Trembling, he turned to look and saw that the wall behind him had caved in, as if a meteor had slammed into it.


      “Wh-What?!”


      He’d never seen anyone shoot an arrow like that. He hadn’t heard any reports of a soldier in Dorth’s army being capable of that either.


      Unfortunately, the surprises didn’t end there.


      A girl dashed through the ranks of House Franco’s defenders, firing off icicles and slashing with twin swords.


      A huge, bulky man plowed through the garrison, flinging them aside like rag dolls with his massive shield.


      A boy darted around, too fast to follow, cutting through soldiers like wheat.


      In fact, every single one of the invaders seemed absurdly strong.


      House Franco’s troops scrambled to respond, but it was no use. There was no way to slow down the enemy, which had to be about one hundred strong.


      “What the hell is happening?!”




      “Bwa ha ha! This is the life! I can stroll around the bastard’s castle like I own the place—because I do! It doesn’t get much better than this! It’s just a shame I didn’t get to see the look on his face, though I suppose that’s what happens when you fight cowards who run away with their tail between their legs! Bwa ha ha!”


      After Franco had seized the territory from his longtime rival Dorth, he left all the administration to his vassals and relished in his spoils like a drunkard. And this afternoon, he was literally drunk. With his wife back in his own viscounty, he’d spent the day drinking. Eventually, he’d grabbed some young woman from the castle and dragged her to his bedroom.


      “P-Please don’t...”


      “Heh heh... I’m the lord of this castle now! If you behave, I might even reward your whole family!”


      Franco had allowed most of the castle’s servants to stay. Of course, that meant that any woman even marginally pretty had already attracted his eye—and his hands.


      He was infamous for his womanizing.


      As Franco was enjoying his favorite “pastime,” one of his vassals burst into the room without knocking.


      “L-Lord Franco, we’re in trouble!”


      “What is it now?!” Franco shouted, furious and nude. “How dare you barge in here without permission! You’ll pay for this!”


      “It’s an ambush! An ambush!”


      “What?! Don’t tell me it’s Dorth’s men?! Ha! Has that fool already forgotten how he abandoned his castle and fled? There’s no way he’s rebuilt his army so quickly.” Franco grinned. “Where would he even get the manpower?”


      His flustered vassal struggled to put together the words. “We don’t— We, um, we don’t know the exact numbers, but the enemy is already inside the castle!”


      “What?!” Franco bolted upright, alarmed. “They’ve breached the city? The castle itself?! Why the hell are you only reporting this now?!”


      “W-We don’t know how they got inside! None of the perimeter guards reported seeing anything, nor did any patrols in the city or sentries on the castle walls!”


      But that was impossible. The castle was surrounded by high walls and gates heavily guarded by House Franco soldiers. There was no way anyone could slip past unnoticed. No one could have forced their way in undetected.


      “Was it a hidden passage? We had men stationed at every passage we knew about! Unless...there were others? But we searched the castle so thoroughly...”


      They’d found the passage Dorth had likely used to escape, so no one could’ve used that route to get into the castle.


      Suddenly, the bedroom door burst open, and several people rushed inside.


      Franco felt the blood drain from his face when he recognized one of them.


      “Y-You!”


      “Long time no see, Franco.”


      “D-Dorth! But it’s impossible! How did you get here?!”


      He couldn’t believe it. He’d sent Dorth fleeing his own castle, his forces completely overrun—yet there he was, standing there in the bedroom. Franco wondered if he’d gone mad. Was this a dream?


      “Well? Have you enjoyed your sip of glory?” Dorth said.


      “Y-You bastards! What are my soldiers doing?! Seize him, now!” Franco shouted, but no one came to his rescue.


      “Sorry to disappoint you, but nobody’s coming. We’ve already taken the castle. Well, retaken it, since it was mine to begin with,” Dorth said.


      “N-No, it can’t be! How the hell did you do it?!”


      “Would you really like to know how I rebuilt my army in such a short amount of time and took back the castle?”


      Franco nodded emphatically.


      “Fine, I’ll tell you. But first...” Dorth began. Then he crossed the room, leaned over, and muttered something Franco couldn’t even begin to comprehend.


      “...let’s get you to the rehabilitation center and fix that rotten personality, just like I did.”


      ◇◇◇


      I watched as Viscount Franco prostrated himself. Was this going to become a trend?


      “I’m so, so sorry!” he cried.


      “I understand why Dorth apologized, but what are you even apologizing for, Viscount Franco?”


      “I want to sincerely apologize to everyone for acting like a real lord when I was nothing but a drunken fool!”


      “Well, that’s some apology...”


      I was always shocked by how extreme people’s remorse was after they left the rehabilitation center. As long as we had that building, we might actually achieve world peace someday...


      “I’ve deeply reflected on my past failures as a ruler. From now on, I vow to dedicate myself entirely to the land and its people! Of course, I’ve already made peace with Viscount Dorth, and we intend to join forces and rebuild our territories together. Isn’t that right, Viscount Dorth?” Franco said.


      “That’s right! Let’s work side by side from this day forward, Viscount Franco!”


      Well, at least they were finally getting along.


      “I can’t believe I used to hate your guts. I can’t even remember why. The more we talk, the more I realize how much we have in common. We could’ve been allies from the start!” Franco said.


      “Come to think of it, we were classmates—yet we never really took the time to get to know each other,” Dorth said with a nod.


      “I think I envied you,” Franco said quietly.


      “How so?”


      “I never beat you in martial arts, not even once. And you always had women throwing themselves at you, because you were so big and macho. So...I admit it. I was jealous.”


      “Me? Macho? Oh, stop. I was jealous of you! You always got much better grades than me. And honestly, I was always secretly jealous of how dashing you were.”


      “Dashing, eh? I think you’re far more handsome than I am. In fact, if I were a woman...”


      “No, no... If I were a woman, then you’d definitely be my type.”


      “Dorth...”


      “Franco...”


      Uhh, what?


      They stared intently at one another, their eyes starting to get a bit misty.


      I cleared my throat. “Anyway, good luck to both of you. Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help!”


      Instead of thanking me, they dropped to the ground and prostrated themselves again.


      “Please, Lord Luke!”


      “Please use your power to build a wonderful village in our territories too!”


      This is kind of getting to be a bit much.


      I did say I’d help them if I could, but I meant that they should put in the work themselves.


      “No matter how hard I try, I’ll never be able to build a town as great as this one. Living here has made that painfully obvious. It’s no wonder so many people left. If things keep going like this, there’ll be no one left in my territory!” Dorth said.


      “The same thing is happening in my viscounty!” Franco said. “I’ve even heard rumors that you’ve built another town in northern Arvale that rivals even this one! If we had a similar settlement, we might be able to prevent more people from leaving...”


      Well, I hadn’t built a new town—I’d just completely renovated one that already existed.


      “We’ll hand over our entire territories to you!” they both said at the same time.


      “How about you two work together for the sake of your people?”


      “If relinquishing our titles means improving the region, we’ll gladly pay that price,” Franco said.


      “I agree,” Dorth said.


      It seemed like they’d reached some kind of enlightened selflessness.


      “No, thanks. That’d be too much trouble,” I said. My father definitely wouldn’t let me get away with annexing two new territories. That’d be a complete disaster, especially considering what I’d already done in the North off the record.


      “I can rebuild your towns, though. But there are two conditions...”


      “What are they?”


      “First, I need to add your territories to my village. And second, your citizens have to be registered as my villagers. That’s just so my Gift will work, though. Outwardly, nothing will change.”




      And just like that, Dorth’s and Franco’s territories became part of my village. They would still be governing their lands, as usual, and my role would be the same as it is in the North. I’d lay down roads, improve facilities, and so on.




      Dorth Viscounty is now part of the village.


      Franco Viscounty is now part of the village.




      Since both viscounts consented, the integration went through automatically. I didn’t even have to use Territory Takeover as I had in the North. Maybe it was because Michel hadn’t had enough authority at the time to authorize it.




      47,392 citizens from Dorth Viscounty have become villagers.


      83,901 citizens from Franco Viscounty have become villagers.




      “That’s...a lot of people. Dorth’s citizens alone have basically doubled our population.”


      We’d had about 40,000 villagers, but now our population sat well over 100,000. 




      Da-da-daaan! Congratulations! Your village’s population has surpassed 100,000, and your Village Level has increased to 10!




      You have received a Level-Up Bonus of 1,000,000 Village Points.




      New facilities are available for construction!




      Village boundary has expanded.




      You have gained the skill “Body Double Creation.”




      It looked like we’d leveled up, and there were new facilities available too.




      New Facilities Unlocked:


      Day Care Center (100)


      Senior Care Home (200)


      Office Building (400)


      High-Rise Apartment (500)


      Hospital (1000)




      Day Care Center


      >>A facility for taking care of infants and toddlers. Safe and secure. Improves education.




      Senior Care Home


      >>A facility for caring for the elderly. Prevents dementia and supports health maintenance.




      Office Building


      >>A ten-story commercial building. Boosts productivity, creativity, and business success.




      High-Rise Apartment


      >>A tall residential tower. Top-notch security with underground parking.




      Hospital


      >>A medical facility with inpatient care. Alleviates patient suffering. Improves recovery rate and enhances effectiveness of medical treatments.




      “We’re in the middle of a baby boom right now, so the day care’s gonna come in handy. And a hospital with inpatient beds will be a huge help as well. Hm... I wonder what Body Double Creation is.”


      Did it mean it would create a copy of me? If so, that’d be insanely useful...




      Spend 100,000 Village Points to Create a Body Double? ▼ Yes / No




      It must’ve been a pretty fancy body double if it cost 100,000 points. But I had plenty to spare now, so I decided to give it a shot.




      Creating Body Double...




      Suddenly, my shadow began to twist and writhe. It slowly rose and took on a three-dimensional form. Eventually, someone who looked exactly like me was standing right there.
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      “Is that my body double?” I said.


      “Yes.”


      “Whoa! It talked.”


      “Yes, I can speak.”


      Well, that’s a surprise.


      “It is nice to meet you. I am Luke,” the body double said.


      “Hm. You sound kinda robotic.”


      It reminded me of AI.


      “I learn through experience. The more you teach me, the more I grow.”


      Okay, so it is like AI.


      “I can also be controlled remotely.”


      “What, like with voice commands?”


      “Shift your consciousness into me.”


      I tried it, and suddenly, I was looking at myself through the body double’s eyes. I could move it and talk through it seamlessly.


      “This is so cool.”


      The body double couldn’t speak on its own when I was inhabiting it, but I could still use my Gifts. Better yet, I learned I could transfer my consciousness into the body double even if it was stationed far away.


      “So I can leave the body double in another location and just hop into it whenever I need to. It might be a good idea to send one to Dorth’s and Franco’s domains.”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Seven: Body Doubles and the Palace


      Body doubles proved ridiculously useful. I could stay in the village and remotely control them to handle all sorts of tasks in far-off places.


      Sure, we had high-speed roads now, but the village had grown so wide at this point that traveling around on foot would’ve still been a pain. But if I dispatched a body double in advance, anytime I was busy or unable to leave the village, I could just activate my clone! I wanted the body doubles to operate without me needing to manage them, but first I needed to teach them and give them more experience.


      Each body double could share its experience with others, so I created several copies. Unfortunately, several Lukes running around ended up spooking the villagers...


      “Huh? Why’s the mayor here? I just saw him walking in the opposite direction.”


      “Hey, did you notice something weird about Luke today? His responses were kind of stiff.”


      “I feel like I’ve been seeing him a lot lately. It’s like there are two of him, b-but surely that can’t be right...”


      “I swear, I actually did see two of him! They had the same face and were the same height... Maybe he has a twin!”


      I probably should have said something beforehand. But once I told everyone that I’d made a few body doubles and explained what they were, they said, “Ohh, that makes sense,” and “That’s so like you, Mr. Mayor!” and nodded like it was no big deal.


      Shouldn’t they have been more surprised?


      “Honestly, nothing Lord Luke does surprises us anymore.”


      “Yeah. If we reacted to every little thing, we’d never keep up.”


      “Wait, if there are multiple Lord Lukes, can we have one for our house?”


      Did my Gift not even faze them anymore? And why were people asking if they could have one? What would they even do with it?


      Then I noticed Myria panting in the corner.


      (“Lord Luke’s body double?! I want one so bad! There’s only one solution... I’ll just kidnap one of them quietly... Haah, haah...”)


      I made a mental note to stay away from her and to program my body doubles to maintain a safe distance if they spotted her. Anyway, I set the body doubles to operate semiautonomously for learning purposes. I instructed them to contact me if villagers had requests or if anything suspicious happened. Fortunately, I could communicate with them even from far away, just like Saten’s Telepathy.


      The doubles showed up as star icons on my map, which made tracking them really simple.


      “Let me know if you’re unsure about something, okay?”


      “Understood!”


      “There’s something I’m not sure how to handle...” one of my doubles said telepathically.


      “What’s the problem?”


      “I received a request from some ladies, but I was not sure whether to accept or decline.”


      “What kind of request? Never mind. I’ll just shift my consciousness over and check for myself.”


      That turned out to be a huge mistake.


      “Huh?”


      The moment I synced with the body double, I was surrounded by...skin. The whole room was hazy with steam, and the air was thick with heat. I could barely see anything. I had to be in the public bath...and it wasn’t the men’s side. I could’ve avoided this entire disaster if I’d just used the map to check where the body double was.


      “Let me wash your back, Mr. Mayor.”


      “No, let me do it!”


      “Watch it, ladies! Mayor Luke’s back is mine!”


      The voices belonged to several naked, half-submerged women.


      “Aaaaahhh!”


      Why the hell was I in the women’s baths?! And why was my body double—my naked body double—relaxing in the water around a bunch of naked women?!


      “I was not sure who to let wash my back first. Choosing one just seemed unfair.”


      “That’s not the issue here! You shouldn’t be in the women’s baths in the first place!”


      “Hm? But they said it was completely fine.”


      “It’s definitely not fine!”


      “How about we all take turns?” one of the women suggested.


      “Oh, that’s a good idea.”


      “Wait, where’d the mayor go?”


      I was already out of the bath and making a break for it.


      “There he is!”


      “Look at that cute butt!”


      “Please wait, Mr. Mayor!”


      “No way! And stop staring at my butt!”


      I created a staircase to the underground tunnel and escaped the women’s baths in the nick of time.


      Yeah... The body doubles had a lot to learn.


      Our unprecedented baby boom was still going strong. Given the current pace of our village’s growth, I figured this was only the beginning—so I decided to spend one thousand Village Points to build a hospital.




      Hospital


      >>A medical facility with inpatient care. Alleviates patient suffering. Improves recovery rate and enhances effectiveness of medical treatments.




      Since we could heal mundane illnesses and injuries instantly with potions, the hospital would be mostly devoted to childbirth. Thanks to its ability to dramatically ease the pain of childbirth, the place was a huge hit among the pregnant villagers.


      That reminded me—we’d probably need a bunch of new day care centers too.


      One day, one of the former bandits named Baul ran up to me in a total panic.


      “M-Mr. Mayor! We’ve got trouble! Big trouble!”


      He’d spent some time in jail, but we’d let him out after we’d determined he wasn’t going to harm anyone. Now, he was working as a guard—but that didn’t mean that his perverted tendencies, which were so extreme they’d left even Granny speechless, had gone away.


      In fact, he’d even said, “I swear I’m done doing bad things! I’d rather people do bad things to me! Heh heh heh!”


      Even our miraculous rehabilitation center hadn’t been able to correct his bizarre sexual interests.


      What the heck is it this time?


      “What’s going on?” I asked.


      “I-It’s Granny! Granny Nema! She...”


      “Wait, what about her?!”


      Nema was the village torturer. She’d been the village’s resident elder a while back, but now there were a lot of elderly folks. But judging by how frantic Baul looked, something bad must’ve happened to her.


      Sure, she was still full of energy and didn’t act her age, but she was pretty old for this world’s standards.


      I was getting a bad feeling about this...


      “Granny’s pregnant!” Baul announced.


      “Um, what?”


      For a moment, I couldn’t even comprehend what he’d just said. I mean, Nema was over sixty years old! Even with the modern medicine available in my past life, that sort of thing would’ve been impossible. Maybe it was more common in this world? Poor nutrition and other things lowered life expectancy here, but our village had plenty of food and medical care.


      But even that wasn’t the most shocking thing...


      I sighed. “Maybe letting you out was a mistake after all, Baul.”


      “Huh?”


      “This is inexcusable. How could you lay your hands on Granny?!”


      “N-No, no! It wasn’t me, I swear! Why would you think I got her pregnant?! She just did it with her husband!”


      “Oh... Right.”


      I’d forgotten she had a husband.


      “But isn’t he almost seventy?” I asked.


      “Yeah! I was shocked too! Like...how’d he even get it up?! How’d he even stand up, honestly?!”


      “Don’t put that image in my head!”


      I followed Baul to the apartments where Granny lived.


      “I heard you two are expecting?” I asked.


      Her husband greeted me with a huge, proud smile. “That’s right!”


      “Hi there, Grandpa.”


      A moment later, Granny appeared. “You didn’t have to come all this way, Mr. Mayor. I know you’re a busy man.”


      “So it’s true? You really are pregnant?”


      “Looks like it! I’ve been feeling a bit off, but I never would’ve guessed I’d be pregnant at my age! I didn’t even realize it until my stomach started swelling up!”


      I looked closer and noticed her stomach did seem a little round. They told me they’d already had three kids, but they’d all left home to travel around, so none of them actually lived in the village.


      “Grandpa, how did you even pull this off?” Baul asked.


      “Baul, come on...”


      This guy has no filter at all...


      “Well, I heard rumors about that hotel under the village, ya see. Finally convinced the missus to give it a shot after all these years! And lemme tell ya... That elven full stiffy potion did wonders! I didn’t think I had five whole rounds in me at this age!”


      “Honestly, he was like an animal!”


      News of Granny’s pregnancy sparked another baby boom among the village’s elderly couples.




      “Lord Luke, if I may... I think it may be time you built a proper castle,” Dant, the former governor of the North, said to me one day.


      “A castle?”


      “That’s right. While the mansion you currently live in is respectable, it’s starting to look a bit...modest in comparison to the surrounding buildings.”


      “Sure, but we have more than enough space inside.”


      But he had a point. Between the apartments and commercial buildings popping up on every street corner, my mansion was starting to look a bit plain. But with just me, Myria, and Seren living there most of the time, it already felt too big. Oh, my body doubles stayed there too, but still...


      “As the village continues to grow, you’ll need more people to help govern it. Then the mansion will no longer be big enough.”


      Oh, so this isn’t just about keeping up with appearances. He’s thinking about our future administrative needs.


      “Do you really think it’ll get that big?”


      Things were going just fine, so I couldn’t imagine it getting even bigger.


      Our current administration comprised Dant, who managed external affairs with other towns and domains. Meanwhile, Berlitt was in charge of everything relating to the villagers’ daily lives, Brookley oversaw commerce and industry, and Saten headed up security and defense.


      Brookley had once been a high-ranking merchant at one of the North’s companies, but he’d stepped down as vice president to start working full-time for our village.


      I trusted them all and didn’t know a thing about any of those fields, so I left basically everything up to them.


      “Don’t you think a proper castle would be a more appropriate venue to receive visiting dignitaries such as Viscount Dorth and Viscount Franco? They might view anything less as an insult.”


      “Well, I don’t really want more people like those guys showing up...” I muttered.


      Plus, it wasn’t like I was a lord or governor. I was just the mayor of some village.


      “It feels weird to be preparing for noble visits anyway.”


      “Lords Dorth, Franco, and Michel from Liesen have already strongly urged us to build you a castle befitting your position,” Dant said.


      Hm, so it’s not just him pushing this.


      With a sigh, I relented. “Well, I guess if they’re so insistent...”


      Come to think of it, I remembered seeing “Palace” in the Facility options.


      “I guess a palace is the same thing as a castle, right? What’s the actual difference, anyway?”


      Whatever.


      I decided to build one. It only cost 500 Village Points, which wasn’t bad at all. And since I’d be upgrading from a large house, it would only cost me 300.


      “All right, first I need to clear enough space.”


      I rearranged some buildings around the area to make room, thinking that an area three times as large would be enough.


      “It’s your very first castle, Lord Luke. Why not go even bigger?” Myria suggested.


      “That’s actually smaller than my family’s home,” Seren said.


      “Oh, come on. This is plenty big. It’ll be ridiculous if I make it even bigger than an earl’s castle!”


      There was no way I could build a castle bigger and fancier than that of a noble! How many times did I have to remind people this was just a village?




      Spend 300 Village Points to Upgrade Large House to Palace? ▼ Yes / No




      I selected “Yes” and the house began to expand. It was supposed to stop once it filled the space I’d designated for it, but for some reason, it kept rising...and rising.


      “Why is it growing upward?!”


      I really thought it’d just stop once it filled the space and end up resembling a baron’s manor or governor’s estate or something, but it just stretched higher and higher until it was this huge building, easily over a hundred meters tall.


      Before long, a palace as tall as a skyscraper towered over us. I guessed it was about thirty stories.


      “Um, isn’t that even bigger than Arvale Castle?”


      Its footprint was smaller, but this thing was way taller. And since tall buildings were more impressive than wider ones, the palace felt way grander than Arvale’s. Not only that, but Arvale Castle didn’t even come close to it aesthetically either. The outer walls were pure white, with fancy embellishments everywhere. Still, it was built with defense as its first priority.


      This building might even be fancier than the royal castle...


      No, I really should not be thinking about that...


      “This palace is just as good as the royal castle! I’d expect nothing less from Lord Luke!”


      Nooo, I finally pushed that thought out of my mind!


      “Why not surround it with a huge garden? And it needs a wall or something. I don’t know what the interior is like, but it doesn’t look very defensible,” Seren said.


      “There’s no way we can explain it away if we start doing all that,” I said, quickly shutting her down.


      For now, we decided to go inside and check out the interior.


      The vestibule alone was big enough to host a banquet.


      The first and second floors were open concept, with huge double staircases curving up to the next level.


      “There’s an elevator too,” I said.


      “What’s an elevator?” Seren asked.


      “Never heard of it before,” Myria said.


      “Oh, right. I guess neither of you has ever used one.”


      Obviously, elevators didn’t exist in this world, but I’d already installed them in our village hotels, office buildings, and hospitals. And they were definitely necessary in a building this tall.


      I noticed buttons marked with up and down arrows next to the elevator doors, which meant this place had a basement. I pressed the up button and the doors slid open.


      “Wait, the doors open on their own?!”


      “Is it some sort of magical device?”


      “Yep. You get in this box, push a button, and it takes you to the floor you want.”


      According to the panel, the floors ranged from B1 to 30. Exploring this place fully would take forever, but after a quick preliminary check, I got a pretty good idea of the layout.


      The lower floors were mostly bedrooms. They were small, so they were probably meant for staff like officials, guards, and so on. The middle floors had office spaces designed for administrative work.


      The upper floors had several large rooms that could be used for large meetings or holding audiences, if an actual lord lived here.


      Floor twenty-nine was nuts, though. It was a sprawling suite with a massive living space, a full kitchen straight out of a restaurant, and more. Basically, a noble or high-ranking official would live in a place like this. That wasn’t even the most shocking part, though.


      The highest floor was even fancier than a luxury hotel’s penthouse suite. It took up the entire floor and was just as big as my old large house. The furnishings were all luxurious. There was even a rooftop garden, complete with a swimming pool and open-air bath.


      But the view was what really blew us away.


      “Wow! You can see the whole village from up here!”


      “It’s incredible.”


      This was the tallest building in the village now, which gave us a perfect bird’s-eye view of it all. When I looked down, I saw a bunch of villagers staring up in shock at the sudden appearance of this massive tower.


      “Um, are we seriously gonna live here?” I asked.


      “Of course,” Myria said.


      “Are you sure there’s not another option?”


      This was something for legitimate royalty, not a small-town mayor.


      “Do you think the king will get mad about this?”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Meanwhile, the royal castle was in utter chaos.


      It’d started when Marquess Arvale said something to a royal envoy that could be considered a declaration of war, depending on how one took it.


      Now, the royal court was divided.


      One side insisted that Arvale’s faction was the strongest in the kingdom, so it was foolish to provoke them. The only choice now was diplomacy, which they’d use to avoid escalating things further.


      The other side was outraged, claiming Arvale’s behavior was unacceptable and could not be tolerated. They wanted immediate retaliation and military action. They claimed it was the perfect time to unite and put a stop to Arvale’s rebellion.


      Arvale’s threat had created an enormous internal crisis, and things inside the castle were reaching their boiling point.


      But one incident changed everything.


      Several of Arvale’s most vocal detractors, all high-ranking nobles, were assassinated. Nothing was confirmed, but most attributed the deaths to assassins working for Arvale.


      This dealt a devastating blow to those in favor of going to war with Arvale. Terrified, they immediately backed down. In the end, they were nothing but pampered nobles who’d lived their entire lives in luxury. Their bravado vanished the instant their lives were on the line.


      That wasn’t the only blow to their faction either.


      Neither of the two major ducal houses, Cayon and Talistar, wanted to fight. Defeating Arvale was impossible without their support. Finally, the royal court realized there was no other path to victory. They could not beat Arvale in a fight.


      That sparked a shift in mindset within the castle. They decided to find a way to meet his demands without disrupting the current power structure instead of challenging him head-on.


      They engaged in extensive talks with the top-ranking nobles until they finally reached a consensus.




      “Forgive me, Your Majesty, but Marquess Arvale’s outpaced us. It’s no longer feasible to do anything but yield to his demands,” the prime minister said, his solemn voice ringing throughout the throne room.


      Unlike the gluttonous rulers before him, King Darios XIII was young and lean. He stood in stark contrast to the nobles gathered in the chamber around him, their heavy bodies a testament to the kingdom’s deep-seated corruption.


      “Even so,” the prime minister continued, “the marquess seeks the throne. We can’t hand the crown over to some barbarian.”


      The prime minister’s gaze flickered to the first princess. Darios’s pride and joy, she stood at his side, her beauty outshining that of the palace itself; nobles from across the continent had sought her hand. She had only undergone her Blessing ceremony a few years ago.


      Her shoulders stiffened, as if she were already anticipating what the prime minister would say next.


      “We propose that Crown Princess Darinea become Marquess Arvale’s consort and queen. In doing so, we meet his demands while still preserving the royal bloodline.”




      Alone within his private chambers, Darios shook his head. “What am I to do?” he murmured. “She is still so young. If Arvale becomes king consort, he’ll seize control of the court. As bloodthirsty as he is, he will turn his bottomless ambitions toward conquest. I can’t let that happen... But at this point, nothing I say can change our course...”


      Darios was king in name only. The court nobles wielded the true political power, leaving him with no actual authority.


      Even earlier, when the nobles had feigned deference to his decision, it was nothing but theater. Had he rejected the idea outright, they wouldn’t have withdrawn the proposal. They didn’t need his approval.


      Generations of foolish monarchs had clung to the throne, driving the kingdom into chaos. In response, the laws had been rewritten to give nobles the right to dethrone a sitting monarch and install a new one.


      While such measures might have deterred bad kings, they also cleared the path for the nobility’s greed to run rampant. Even a monarch of Darios’s caliber was now helpless in the face of such deep corruption.


      A knock on the door shook him from his thoughts.


      “Your Majesty, I have news,” a messenger said. “It’s from one of our spies embedded in the Arvale march.”


      Darios didn’t know it yet, but that report would become his final lifeline—the one spark of hope left to turn the tide in his favor.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Darinea, forgive your father for being so weak that he must entrust the fate of the kingdom to someone as young as you,” Darios said.


      “Please don’t fret, father. I will see this through. I promise.”


      They both knew this might very well be the last time they ever saw each other.


      Yet Darinea held her head high, resolute in her vow. She usually wore the fancy gowns befitting a royal princess, but that day she wore coarse, ragged traveling garments. Even those, however, couldn’t completely cloak her stunning beauty and regal aura. That radiance would make her a walking target. Bandits would snatch up a lone girl wandering the wilds before the first sunset, but a royal retinue would only attract attention.


      So Darios had chosen a single companion to accompany her.


      “Marisha, please take care of my Darinea.”


      “Of course, Your Majesty.”


      Few women had ever been appointed as a royal guard, but Marisha’s skills were exceptional. Plus, her background was clean, and her loyalty to the king was unshakable. She was the perfect choice for this mission.


      “Princess Darinea,” Marisha began. “From here on out, we must hide our true identities. I think we should pretend to be sisters, so I ask you to forgive me for dispensing with formalities going forward. I don’t think I can play the younger sibling very convincingly.”


      “I understand, Marisha.”


      “We should change our names too. I’ll call you Ria.”


      “Then I’ll call you Risha.”


      “Okay. Let’s go, Ria.”


      “All right, Risha.”


      And so Princess Darinea and Marisha quietly snuck out of the palace.


      During their long, unfamiliar journey to the north, Darinea didn’t complain once. The trip was challenging, but eventually, they neared their destination.


      “We’ll be in Arvale tomorrow, won’t we, Risha?”


      Darinea had left the capital fully prepared to march into enemy territory, but now that the moment was near, she couldn’t suppress her anxiety.


      If anyone discovered her identity, all the king’s plans would crumble.


      “Don’t worry, Ria. The marquess is still in the former Schneiger domain. His attention is fixed on the royal castle. Sometimes, hiding in plain sight is the safest option.”


      “R-Right. But do you really think that thing father spoke of, the one that will turn the tides in our favor, is here?”


      “I’m not sure. I only know what he said—that we will find the answer in Liesen. So that’s where we will travel next.”


      Once they reached the Arvale march, they headed north. Before long, the city came into view.


      “So that’s Liesen. The walls are impressive.”


      “And it’s not even the region’s capital... It’s no wonder they call Arvale the strongest house.”


      But what lay within its walls shocked them even more.


      “This city is beautiful...”


      “Yes, but I thought this city was supposed to be old.”


      Liesen’s buildings looked brand-new, and its streets were spotless, not a scrap of garbage in sight.


      “In the royal capital, trash, dead animals, and waste clog every street...”


      “Look at the people here. They’re healthy and clean... Full of life,” the princess said.


      “Their clothes are so simple, though. These are commoners?”


      The city buzzed with energy and prosperity, not a single beggar to be seen. That was unheard of back in the capital.


      “What is this place?”


      The princess hummed thoughtfully. “If Marquess Arvale can build a city of this caliber, maybe he really is a capable lord?”


      “But everyone says he’s a bloodthirsty warmonger! I’ve never heard anyone claim he’s a good ruler!” Marisha said.


      As they made their way to the designated location, they continued to gawk at the cityscape in baffled awe. And they couldn’t believe what awaited them there.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Eight: The King’s Strategy


      “So that’s Lord Luke’s new home? It’s so tall and magnificent!”


      “I swear, only our mayor could live in something like that.”


      “Wow, Daddy! I wanna go to the top!”


      “I think we can! There’s an observation deck up there.”


      Although the villagers had been shocked when the skyscraper palace first appeared, they’d quickly brushed it off, like Oh, Lord Luke’s at it again.


      The place had become a huge hit. Every day, crowds came to tour it. I’d turned one of the upper floors into an observation deck and opened it to the public. I’d even installed an elevator with direct access to make it more accommodating.


      “I heard the royal castle’s tallest spire is only fifty meters. The king’s gonna be furious when he sees this.”


      It wasn’t like the king himself would ever come out to some random village, but rumors did have a way of spreading. I wondered if he’d attack us over something like this.


      “Don’t worry, Lord Luke. Even the royal family can’t touch anything within Arvale territory,” Saten assured me.


      “My Father can, though.”


      “No, he’s too busy to deal with something this deep in the frontier,” Myria shook her head.


      According to the latest rumors, Father had just crushed House Schneiger and was moving forward with his plans to claim the kingdom’s throne. If things kept up, there could be a full-blown civil war.


      “With House Arvale already this powerful, the other factions couldn’t take Arvale down even if they united. Middling lords are surrendering to him by the hour. I wouldn’t be surprised if the royal family surrendered without lifting a sword,” Sirius said.


      If that happened, then my father would basically rule the entire kingdom. And honestly, with his abilities, he might be able to restore order to this mess. But I knew he wouldn’t stop there, not with his personality.


      “Well, it looks like he’ll be busy for a while, so hopefully he will keep ignoring this region.”


      So far, nothing had happened—most likely because Raoul had kept his promise of not mentioning a word about this village. Still, the rumors were spreading regardless, so it was only a matter of time before Father caught wind of it.


      Just then, I received a message via Telepathy from Saten.


      “Lord Luke. The governor of Liesen has arrived.”


      “Michel? It’s not his envoy?”


      “Yes, he’s here in person.”


      “What on earth could he want?”


      Michel had taken over Dant’s role as governor of the North, so he was a busy man. Something must be seriously wrong if he’d come all the way out here personally.


      I had a body double stationed in Liesen, but they hadn’t reported anything.


      I told Saten to have someone escort Michel to the reception room.


      “It’s nice to see you again, Lord Luke,” Michel said. “I see you’ve built another marvel while I was away. But that’s business as usual, I suppose.”


      “I was trying to build a normal palace, but it got a bit taller than I intended,” I said sheepishly.


      “Some things never change.” Michel gave a wry chuckle.


      Two attendants flanked him. Though their hoods obscured their faces, I suspected they were both women. I didn’t think they were guards, though.


      “What brings you here today?”


      “I have someone I’d like to introduce to you, Lord Luke.”


      “Oh?”


      One of the attendants stepped forward and pulled back her cloak, revealing a feminine face that looked straight out of a painting. She was strikingly beautiful, with an unmistakable air of nobility.
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      A noble’s daughter, maybe? But what’s she doing all the way out here?


      “You must be Lord Luke Arvale, the one who built this city,” she said. “I have heard about you, but I didn’t expect you to be so young.”


      “I’m sorry, but you are...?”


      “Forgive me. I am Princess Darinea, first daughter of His Majesty, King Darios XIII.”


      “Um, what?”


      The royal family’s furious! They’ve actually sent someone after me! Nooooo!


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      A few days earlier, Princess Darinea and Marisha arrived at the rendezvous point in Liesen.


      “We’ve been expecting you,” a man greeted. “I’m here to take you to the next location.”


      He led them to some sort of administrative building.


      “Wait, isn’t this the governor’s estate?” Darinea said. “Is the spy here?”


      “This way, please. The main entrance attracts too many eyes.”


      The two women warily followed him through a discreet side entrance.


      They eventually entered a reception room, where a man smiled and bowed.


      “Oh, wonderful! It’s an honor to have you here, Your Highness! I’m sure you must be tired after such a long journey. I’m Michel, the current governor. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


      Both women tensed. “The governor?!”


      “Wait... Why do you two look so cautious?”


      “Why is a governor serving Marquess Arvale’s meeting with us? Has he discovered our identities?!” Marisha narrowed her eyes and stepped protectively in front of the princess.


      A governor managed a region on behalf of the lord. If this man served Arvale, they thought he was almost certainly on his side.


      “Ha ha, no, but I understand your caution. Please, don’t worry. I’m truly on your side. Publicly, I am from a backwater village in Arvale; in truth, however, I have connections to your late mother’s family. Under His Majesty’s orders, I spent the last decade undercover in Arvale’s domain. I never expected to become his governor, admittedly.”


      “My mother’s family?” Darinea said, starting to lower her guard.


      Michel went on to describe details about her mother’s hometown with such accuracy and specificity that Darinea, who’d visited only as a young girl, had to believe him.


      “I’ve been there several times myself,” Darinea said. “It’s a beautiful place, serene and charming.”


      “I’m pleased to hear that. You truly are your father’s daughter, Your Highness. Very wise. It makes my job easier.”


      While King Darios XIII might be viewed as a weak ruler now, he would’ve been seen as a wise and competent monarch under different circumstances. The fact that he had planted spies like Michel in Arvale’s territory so far in advance was proof of his foresight.


      “His Majesty likely deployed people like me as a last resort. I have no idea where the others are, but that is intentional.”


      Darinea tried to calm her pounding heart. “My father really did think of everything. So...what is this plan that will allow us to turn the tables, exactly?”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “I can’t believe it... A city out in the middle of nowhere...” Darinea murmured.


      “It’s shocking, isn’t it?” Michel nodded. “Just a year and a half ago, this was nothing but wilderness.”


      “The city was built that quickly?!”


      Michel escorted the princess and her escort north of Liesen, where they were both stunned to discover a city large enough to rival the royal capital.


      “You mean a person capable of building all this opposes Marquess Arvale?” she asked.


      “I wouldn’t say ‘opposes.’ That said, the marquess banished him to this wasteland right after his Blessing ceremony.”


      “Why would the marquess do something so foolish?”


      “I know. I think it’ll go down as the worst mistake of his life. But then again, no one, probably not even the gods, could’ve foreseen this.”


      They craned their necks to look up at the enormous structure—at least a hundred meters tall—that towered over the rest of the city.


      “That’s where the village mayor lives,” Michel explained.


      “A mayor lives in a palace greater than the royal castle?!”


      Michel gave a wry chuckle, his gaze sweeping over the palatial spires. “I advised His Majesty to play a card named Luke Arvale. He’s the ace up our sleeve, and our last hope against Marquess Arvale.”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “Forgive me. I am Princess Darinea, first daughter of His Majesty, King Darios XIII.”


      Wait, what?! A royal princess just showed up?!


      “U-Um, I’m Luke Arvale, the village mayor.”


      Had she come to yell at me for building a palace bigger than the royal castle? Had word really spread that fast?


      “This is simply incredible. I’ve never seen a castle this tall,” she said.


      She hasn’t?! That means she’s definitely mad!


      “And such an exquisite interior. So much detail... Even the royal architects aren’t capable of creating something of this magnificence.”


      “I-I’m sorry! Forgive me! I’m really, really sorry!” I blurted out.


      The princess canted her head, confused. “Why are you apologizing?”


      “Huh?!”


      Wait, she’s not mad?


      “Um, I thought I’d be in trouble for building this palace.”


      “Not at all. I’m genuinely impressed.”


      “O-Oh, I see.”


      Phew, so she’s actually fine with it. But...why is she here then?


      The capital was leagues away from our village, so there was no way a princess would make the trip unless it was something incredibly serious.


      And with the royal family on the verge of collapsing due to my father’s rebellion, I had no idea why a princess would visit his son. Maybe she knew I’d broken ties with him. She was traveling with Michel, after all, but why had he come too?


      “Lord Luke, I’ve come to ask a favor of you.”


      “A favor?”


      Uh-oh.


      I had a bad feeling about this. I suddenly felt the urge to run.


      “I would like to ask for your help in defeating Marquess Arvale.”


      “Why is this happening?!” I shouted, totally forgetting myself. “You do realize I’m Marquess Arvale’s son, right?!”


      “Yes, but I heard he exiled you directly after your Blessing ceremony, and that your relationship is less than friendly.”


      Well, that wasn’t wrong. My father and I didn’t get along, but I wouldn’t go as far as to say we were enemies. I didn’t view it that way, at least.


      “At this point, most of the royal court, save for a few holdouts, is preparing to surrender to Marquess Arvale.” The princess hung her head, beside herself with anguish. “If that happens, he will take full control of the kingdom.”


      Darinea explained that the court planned to crown her queen and marry her to my father to fold him into the royal bloodline. Of course, he would hold the real power, and she’d be a queen in name only to preserve the royal bloodline.


      “If the marquess truly had the kingdom’s best interests at heart, then I could accept that solution. But I fear only bloodshed and fear lie at the end of that road. Judging by his prior actions, I think he will try to invade other nations as well.”


      Yeah, I can see that happening.


      “But still, why me?”


      “I hear you defeated your younger brother’s entire army. If anyone can stand against the marquess, I believe it is you—or at least Michel does.”


      I glanced at Michel, who had retreated behind her to hide at some point, and narrowed my eyes.


      “Did you seriously volunteer me for this without even asking? And why are you even involved in this anyway?!”


      “Ha ha! So, fun fact... I’m actually a royal spy handpicked by His Majesty himself. I infiltrated Arvale’s territory years ago! Oh, and just so you know, there’s no point in turning this down. By now, the king has already informed the marquess about your village.”


      Are you serious right now?!


      ◇◇◇


      When Marquess Arvale entered the throne room, accompanied by his soldiers, his presence completely overwhelmed even the sinister, corrupt palace.


      “Marquess Arvale...”


      “He’s so intimidating...”


      “We made the right decision choosing not to fight him...”


      The marquess walked straight over to King Darios XIII, who sat on the throne.


      But instead of kneeling, he said, “So, your daughter will become the new queen, and I’ll be the consort?” He released an arrogant hmph. “It’s not a bad deal. I have no interest in the throne itself. All I care about is controlling the kingdom, and I have few qualms about how I accomplish that.”


      The royal court had come up with this plan as a compromise to avoid open conflict with the marquess, who was on the verge of seizing the crown by force anyway. It was an intriguing offer for the marquess.


      Had he usurped the throne, rebellions would’ve popped up all over the kingdom, and bringing everything under control again would’ve taken a lot of time and effort. This marriage would bring him into the royal family and turn him into the king consort, allowing the nobility to maintain the royal bloodline and mitigate discontent.


      Of course, it would’ve been simple for a warmonger like Arvale to crush any dissent with force, but this plan gave him a quick path to stability. It was the smarter move for the future.


      “Well? Where’s the princess?” he demanded.


      “She’s not here,” the king replied.


      “Then hurry up and fetch her. She’s to be my wife, after all. I deserve to see her face at least!”


      “When I say she’s not ‘here,’ I mean she’s not even presently in the capital.”


      Arvale wasn’t the only one who frowned at the king’s words. A stir went through the court nobles as they tried to make sense of what the king just said.


      “What?” Arvale hissed.


      Suddenly, King Darios XIII leaped to his feet and looked down at Arvale, a confident smile on his face.


      “Not even you recognized the threat growing right under your domain, Marquess Arvale.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “Your own son, Luke Arvale.”


      “Luke? I sent the useless boy off to the wastelands. What of him?”


      The king laughed. “No useless child could’ve built a city larger than the royal capital in less than two years!”


      The claim was so ridiculous that everyone in the throne room wondered if he was delusional—yet his eyes were shrewd and calculating.


      “If you think it’s a lie, then send your men to investigate. My daughter’s absence isn’t a lie either. She’s already fled to the city in the wastelands. She said she’d rather live out her days there than marry the likes of you.”


      “You bastard...” Arvale gritted his teeth, frustrated by the wrench the smug monarch had just thrown into his plans.


      Arvale knew he could easily strike Darios down then and there, but that would only be more troublesome. He assumed the old man, unable to cope with relinquishing his power, had invented this bluff to harass him.


      Fortunately, the wasteland city was in Arvale’s territory, so retrieving the princess wouldn’t be too difficult. As long as he had her, everything else would fall into place.


      “Send scouts to the wasteland immediately,” Arvale ordered.


      “Yes, my lord!”


      “And search the palace while you’re at it. It’s still possible she’s hiding somewhere here. Cut down any noble or royal who gets in your way. This castle is ours now.”


      “Y-Yes, my lord!”


      And with that, the royal castle fell under Arvale’s control.


      ◇◇◇


      Meanwhile, in the capital of the March of Arvale...


      “I’ve never heard of a city in the wasteland. Who’s spreading this nonsense?” Raoul demanded, glowering at the investigation team his father had sent.


      “W-Well, my lord, we’ve heard that your brother Lord Luke has built a massive city out there...”


      “Don’t be ridiculous! His Gift is Village-Making. There’s no chance he could’ve built a full-fledged city.”


      “Th-That’s true, but...”


      “If you’re that curious, then go find out for yourself. I don’t know a thing about it,” Raoul insisted.


      “Y-Yes, my lord...”


      Raoul watched him leave, shaking his head. “So Father’s finally found out... What will you do now, Luke?”


      ◇◇◇


      A week after Arvale’s army took the royal castle, the investigators returned.


      “We have a report from the team sent to scout the northern wasteland!”


      “There really is a city out there! Double walls surround it, and it’s filled with massive buildings! The population is already in the tens of thousands, with more settlers arriving by the day!”


      Not only had the king’s claims been confirmed, but they had been massively understated. The high-ranking military officers were nothing but shocked.


      “But that’s impossible! There was nothing there but barren land before...”


      “How could a city of tens of thousands sprout in under two years?”


      “How could Lord Luke have pulled that off? Surely, he isn’t capable of such a feat...”


      Marquess Arvale listened with a bitter frown. It was only natural. He had failed to recognize his son’s power and exiled him himself. However, part of the reason he’d neglected it was that he’d tasked his other son with managing the Arvale march.


      “Why didn’t Raoul report any of this sooner?”


      “M-Maybe even Lord Raoul never imagined a city of that caliber could’ve been built in such a short amount of time...” a vassal quickly replied.


      Arvale narrowed his eyes. Had Raoul known about the city and purposefully kept it from him?


      “Did they find the princess there?”


      “Yes...”


      “Then bring her back immediately.”


      “W-Well, not only is she refusing to return, but she’s now under the city’s protection. And I think it would be difficult to take her back by force.”


      “Then deliver a message to Luke. If he doesn’t hand her over at once, I’ll march my army to his gates and turn his entire city to rubble!” Marquess Arvale ordered, raising his voice.


      A few days later, he got his answer—but it only stoked his rage further.


      “I’m returning to the Arvale march! That brat will learn what happens when he defies me!”


      And so the marquess left the royal castle to his subordinates while he headed for home.


      ◇◇◇


      “I just sent back a letter informing them the princess is already a resident of our city, and if they want her back, they’ll just have to come get her themselves,” Michel said. “I have a feeling he’ll be on his way shortly—at the head of an army, of course.”


      I groaned. “What were you thinking?!”


      As I’d recently learned, Michel was one of King Darios’s spies tasked with infiltrating Arvale. The king’s plan to prevent the kingdom from falling into enemy hands was to provoke Arvale’s army into attacking us head-on.


      Talk about the most annoying possible plan ever...


      “Hang on, you sent that letter without Lord Luke’s permission?!” the princess asked.


      “Yes, Princess. He might’ve said no if I asked first. I needed to move before he had the chance to refuse.”


      “What?!”


      It seemed like not even the princess had been filled in on the details.


      Michel chuckled awkwardly. “It honestly hurts to see you look at me like that. Obviously, I’m heartbroken about this business too, but Lord Arvale and Lord Luke’s ideologies do not mesh. Sooner or later, they were always going to clash. Don’t you agree? And honestly, it’s not like we could keep this village hidden from the marquess forever, you know?”


      “I’m so sorry, Lord Luke! But you’re the only one we can count on now! Please lend us your strength!” the princess begged.


      I let out a deep sigh.


      “I guess I don’t have much of a choice, huh? I’m not exactly thrilled about it, but what can I do? Besides, I can already see how things will go down if Father takes over the kingdom,” I said.


      “So?”


      “I have to talk it over with everyone first. I can’t make this kind of decision alone.”


      “Ha ha, I’m sure the second you bring it up, they’ll all agree without hesitation! That aside, Lord Luke... What do you think about our chances of success?” Michel asked in an infuriatingly carefree tone.


      I’d really like to punch him...


      “It depends on the strategy, I guess. Honestly, I just wanted to live a quiet life in a small village. How did I even end up here?”


      “You still wanted to live quietly? After everything you’ve done with that ridiculous Gift of yours? Is that supposed to be a joke?”


      ◇◇◇


      “Long time no see, Father.”


      “I didn’t think you’d show your face. So, have you finally come to your senses and decided to listen to me? Or did you get scared?”


      I never thought I’d see Castle Arvale again, but after my father had sent a messenger asking to arrange a negotiation, I had decided to return to my childhood home.


      In a letter dripping with arrogance, he’d said he was prepared to attack at any time, but he would consider forgiving me depending on what I had to say.


      So, I’d proposed holding the meeting here in the capital of Arvale.


      “I heard your Gift allows you to create buildings out of thin air. The fact that you built an entire city in that wasteland in such a short amount of time surprises me. Since your Gift couldn’t be used in war, I considered it useless and cast you aside. It seems I was mistaken.”


      I didn’t reply.


      “That power could be used to build fortresses and strongholds. If you hand over the princess without resistance, I might consider putting your skills to use. What do you say? It’s not a bad deal.”


      Even though he’d made it sound like a question, the tone of his voice made it very clear that it wasn’t.
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      A chill ran down my spine, but I shook it off. “There’s something I need to ask you before I answer your question.”


      “What is it?”


      “What exactly do you intend to do after taking control of the kingdom, Father?”


      He wrinkled his nose, as if irritated I’d asked the question at all. “I’ll strengthen the kingdom. To do that, however, I must unify the forces each domain’s lord commands into a single army. It’ll become the strongest royal military the world has ever seen, and they will obey my word and my word alone,” he said.


      “And what will you do with that army?”


      “I’ll march on neighboring kingdoms and bring them under my rule. By the time I‘m done, this kingdom will be larger than ever before.”


      I thought so...


      Even without the memories from my past life, I knew my father was an extreme militaristic expansionist.


      “Sorry, but I just don’t see the point in that,” I said.


      “What?”


      “It’s a ruler’s duty to govern their land and enrich the lives of their people. Why would you throw all that away, put your people in danger, and sow suffering just to expand your territory? I just don’t get it,” I said honestly.


      “Then you’re a fool. Territorial expansion is the ruler’s greatest responsibility. Maintaining the status quo is stagnation. The only true ruler is a conqueror,” Father said.


      “Really?”


      I knew that no matter how long we talked, we’d never see eye to eye. If he were the kind of man who could change his mind easily, he’d never have expanded the Arvale march to the extent he had during his lifetime.


      “Then I’m afraid I can’t cooperate with you, Father.”


      “Cooperate? I think you are under a misunderstanding. This is an order. You don’t have a choice in the matter,” he said.


      “I do. I am my own person, and I make my own decisions. You shouldn’t assume everything’s always going to go your way,” I said.


      “I raised you wrong.” Father’s eyes glinted with malice as he drew his sword at his hip. “You truly are a fool, aren’t you? You’ve walked right into the wolf’s den, and now you decide to disobey me?”


      “I’m not stupid, Father. I would’ve never come in person.”


      “Huh?”


      “Go ahead. Attack me. I’ll be waiting in the wastelands.”


      A confused look overtook Father’s face as I shifted my consciousness back into my real body.


      That’s right.


      The Luke standing in Castle Arvale was one of my doubles. And once the double takes a certain amount of damage, it vanishes.


      ◇◇◇


      Marquess Edel Arvale’s sword sliced through Luke’s torso, and his body crumbled into sand and dispersed into the air.


      Nearby, a figure listening from the shadows released a sigh of relief.


      “It wasn’t really him...” they murmured. “Still, to think that he actually declared war on his own father...” The last thing Luke had said echoed in his mind.


      “‘I’m my own person, and I make my own decisions.’”


      “I...”


      ◇◇◇


      Once I returned to my own body, I reported what happened to Seren and Myria.


      “I spoke with Father. I used a double this time, unlike with Raoul, so I wasn’t in any danger,” I said.


      “There really are no more rules, are there?”


      “That was amazing, Lord Luke!”


      “They’re finally coming to attack. I’ve done some rough estimates, and it’s going to be a massive army. There’ll be twenty thousand of them, at least.”


      “Raoul brought five thousand, right?”


      This time, it wasn’t just anyone commanding the army—it was Father himself, a seasoned warrior.


      Even if we pulled together everyone we could, including noncombatants, we’d probably only scrape together ten thousand.


      The city’s total registered population was over one hundred thousand, but that included people from the North, the Dorth domain, and the Franco domain too.


      But even our ordinary villagers could go head-to-head with regular soldiers now, thanks to our training grounds.


      “Why don’t we ask Viscount Dorth and Viscount Franco for help?” Myria asked.


      “My family might help too, if we threat—er, if we ask them nicely,” Seren said.


      Was she about to say “threaten”?


      “Well, I’d prefer to handle this matter ourselves.”


      “Are you going to make another wall maze like last time? That was really effective against the enemy’s numbers,” Seren said.


      “No, I’ve got an even better plan this time. It’s going to be extremely unpleasant for the enemy... Heh heh...”


      “Uh-oh. You’re planning something ridiculous, aren’t you?”


      ◇◇◇


      Marquess Edel Arvale set out from the capital at the head of the Arvale host and headed straight for the wastelands.


      “Ho ho ho! Twenty thousand troops to take down a single city? And he’s brought along three of us Four Generals too! Lord Edel’s being awfully cautious, don’t you think?”


      “It just means he sees them as a real threat.”


      “There are rumors that Lord Raoul led five thousand men and lost.”


      “Ho ho ho! So that’s why I didn’t hear a word about it until now.”


      “Hmph. Lord Raoul is still a child. He is nowhere near Lord Edel’s power, even if he does have the same Gift.”


      “Well, that may depend on how he grows going forward.”


      These men were three of the Four Generals, Edel Arvale’s closest aides. Each one had sworn absolute loyalty to the marquess and been granted full authority to command their own forces in return.


      They were beasts in battle, each leading a thousand warriors. They’d crushed enemy armies time and time again, racking up countless military achievements. Together, they were the driving force behind the Arvale domain’s explosive expansion.


      Raoul was among Edel’s twenty thousand troops, but he led an even smaller unit than he had during the first campaign. And this time, he was put in the very rear.


      After the marquess had interrogated him, Raoul had confessed everything. It hadn’t been the lack of a report or the fact that Raoul had taken an army out to the wastelands without permission that had enraged Edel—it’d been because Raoul had failed. And for a man who had never been defeated on any battlefield, failure was the one thing Edel Arvale could not tolerate. He would cut down his own son if he were weak.


      Not even Raoul’s Gift of Sword Mastery could guarantee his safety now.


      He upped our numbers to twenty thousand after hearing my report, so at least he’s taking this seriously, Raoul thought. Then again, I did tell him about the wall maze, giant moat, and tree dragon... But I have no idea how much of that ridiculous story he actually believed.


      Just then, he heard a commotion at the front of the army.


      “Hmph, I knew it.”


      The maze of moving walls must have reappeared. Lagging behind the rest of the vanguard, Raoul couldn’t help but feel a bit of anticipation to see how his father would respond.


      But he was shocked by what he saw next.


      “The city’s...gone?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Nine: The Vanished City


      “They should be reaching the wasteland right about now, huh? I bet they’re totally losing it.” I couldn’t help but grin to myself.


      Ruuuuummmbbblllee...


      “Because the whole village is gone.”


      “Um, Lord Luke? Is it just me, or is the entire city moving?” the princess said.


      “Yeah, it is. Because I’m moving it. Also, it’s not a city. It’s a village,” I corrected.


      “What do you mean? Cities don’t just move! You’re saying it like it’s totally normal. What’s going on?!”


      “It’s a village.”


      I was using the Edit Layout skill to move the entire village.


      “I’d expect nothing less from Lord Luke!” Myria said.


      “Who could expect anything like this?!”


      “Ha ha ha. You always find a way to surpass my expectations...” Michel chuckled.


      “Why isn’t anyone else shocked?” the princess practically screamed, but buildings moving around in my village was a common, everyday occurrence. Plus, I’d already moved the entire thing once before.


      “Admittedly, I haven’t done a relocation on this scale before...”


      “So, are we running away instead of fighting?”


      “Not at all, Princess. We’re moving so that we can win with minimal damage. That’s the whole point.”


      Sure, we could just keep running away until Father gave up, but that’d be unfair to the soldiers under his command.


      “Your target moving around like this has gotta be a general’s worst nightmare.”


      “I don’t even want to think about it...” Sirius muttered.


      “I know... It’s easy to see how it would drain both morale and stamina. So, um... How far are we planning to go?”


      We headed west across the wasteland first, skirting the enemy’s route, then looped south. The entire region was within range of my Territory Takeover skill, so I could designate any part of it as village territory without a problem.


      After we headed south for several more days, something finally appeared on the horizon.


      “W-Wait, is that the royal capital?”


      Towering walls came into view that were even grander than the ones in the Arvale’s domain. They weren’t as impressive as our village walls, but still.


      “That’s the royal capital.”


      “I can’t believe we got here so quickly. But...isn’t House Arvale occupying the capital right now?”


      “Yes, and that’s why we’re here. We’re going to take it,” I said.


      “What?!”


      ◇◇◇


      I’m Neon, one of the Four Generals sworn to Lord Edel’s side. As a strategist, I’d led our forces to victory countless times. Due to my tactical prowess, Lord Edel had entrusted me to command the Arvale forces occupying the royal capital while he was away. This city was full of factions who were rooting for our downfall, and it was my responsibility to maintain control with the limited number of troops I’d been given.


      I also had to closely monitor the movements of the remaining royals and nobles, which was no simple task.


      Luckily, things had been going relatively smoothly lately.


      There were a few minor uprisings here and there, but we crushed them quickly and captured the nobles plotting rebellion behind the scenes before they could act.


      I’m going to defend this capital at all costs. Lord Edel is counting on me, and I won’t disappoint him.


      One day, a soldier burst into the room in a panic. “L-Lord Neon! We’ve got a situation!”


      I remained perfectly composed. A commander must stay calm at all times, no matter the situation.


      “What is it? Another riot?”


      “It’s the wasteland city... The city is—”


      “Send reinforcements at once.”


      “N-No, you don’t understand! The city is heading toward the capital!”


      “Huh?”


      I’d never been more shocked in my life. I went to the tallest tower in the royal castle to see it with my own eyes. Out past the outer walls, something massive was moving toward us from a distance.


      “A city, an entire city—with walls even more impressive than the capital’s—is coming straight at us...”


      “According to reports, it’s the city Lord Edel marched out to conquer!”


      Did that mean the wasteland city had...moved?


      “There’s no way. This isn’t possible...”


      I was still trying to process it, but the real nightmare started after that. One devastating report after another came flooding in.


      “Th-The mysterious city has stopped just outside the capital walls, but that’s not all... They’ve begun deploying troops! Soldiers are pouring over the walls—over ten thousand of them!”


      “It’s no use, the enemy forces are too strong! The small units we managed to mobilize can’t hold them off! We need reinforcements, now!”


      “They’ve reached the palace! We don’t have enough troops inside the castle to repel them. Our only option may be to seal the gates and brace for a siege!”


      Was this really happening? I didn’t know what to do.


      “Lord Neon! What are your orders?!”


      “We need direction!”


      “Lord Neon!”


      Their desperate voices sounded like they were coming from miles away.


      We can’t lose the palace. Lord Edel will be furious if that happens. We have to hold it no matter what, but how? Failure’s not an option. I’m one of the Four Generals... I can’t throw away the trust I’ve built... I can’t think of anything... The only option left is to cut off my own head...


      “Lord Neon?”


      “Bah bah bah bah bah bah bah!”


      “Lord Neon’s broken!”


      ◇◇◇


      “All right, that should do it.”


      I brought the village to a halt just before it rammed into the capital’s outer walls.


      “Is everyone ready?”


      “Yeaaaah!” the armed villagers hollered in response.


      Then they climbed the stairs we’d built within our walls, ascended to the ramparts, and started leaping across to the capital’s walls.


      Well, to be more accurate, not so much across as down. The capital’s walls were shorter, after all.


      We breached the capital in no time and caught the Arvale forces off guard. They couldn’t regroup at all, and we pushed on.


      By that point, the palace gates had already shut, of course. But I’d dug a tunnel in advance. Seren and our main forces broke into the castle interior via the passage.


      “How are they coming from the inside?!”


      “How did they even get in?!”


      We opened the gates from the inside while the Arvale soldiers panicked, and it didn’t take very long at all to take back the palace from there. We also rescued the king, who’d been placed under house arrest, and an emotional reunion between father and daughter followed.


      “Father!”


      “D-Darinea!”


      “I never imagined you’d be back so soon...”


      “I’m just as surprised as myself! But it’s all thanks to Lord Luke.”


      “Oh, so you’re the one...”


      “I’m Luke Arvale.”


      Honestly, I assumed the ruler of a kingdom in such a mess would be a total disaster. I pictured him as an incompetent, gluttonous tyrant, but he looked average, dressed plainly, and had a calm, intelligent air around him.


      “I owe you a deep apology. I dragged you into this without your consent,” he apologized. Then he bowed. The king bowed his head to me, and I started panicking a little.


      “N-No, no at all. I am an Arvale too, so I can’t claim zero responsibility for my father’s actions.”


      “But I heard you severed ties with Marquess Arvale.”


      “Well, I was kicked out of the house right after my Blessing ceremony.”


      “Hmm. Do you hate him?”


      “I don’t. But we see the world very differently. I’m not interested in war or power. All I’ve ever wanted is to live peacefully.”


      “Ha ha ha. Then it seems we’re alike. I, too, would prefer to leave the throne behind and live quietly. But as one born into royalty, there are some duties you cannot abandon.”


      So, the current king did have his act together.


      “Tell me, how did you manage to outmaneuver the marquess? I heard a few snippets from your men. Something about using his march to the wasteland as an opportunity to take back the capital?”


      “Oh, yes. I moved the whole village here.”


      “I beg your pardon?”


      “Um, Father... Perhaps it’d be faster if you simply looked outside,” the princess said.


      The king turned to the window. He was so shocked by what he saw that his legs gave out. “Wh-What in the world is that?!”


      ◇◇◇


      Marquess Arvale’s voice roared across the empty wasteland.


      “What the hell is going on?! There’s no city here!”


      “B-But I swear, there was a massive city right there, in the middle of this wasteland!”


      “Then where did it go?! Are you trying to tell me an entire city vanished overnight?!”


      “Eeeek!”


      When he and his twenty thousand soldiers had finally arrived, they found nothing but barren land and the Forsaken Forest. There was no trace of the city they’d heard about.


      “Don’t tell me the reports were bogus all along?!”


      “No, that’s not possible... Our scouts saw it many times! And several locals have sworn they’d even visited it!”


      “Was everyone hallucinating?!”


      “Ho ho ho... There’s no illusion spell powerful enough to cover that big of an area.”


      “Then how do you explain this? It’s not like a whole city can just up and walk away!”


      Even the Four Generals were baffled.


      Then a scout came sprinting back across the wasteland.


      “M-My lord! We’ve discovered a mysterious road leading toward the center of the wasteland!”


      “A road?”


      Marquess Arvale spurred his horse forward and saw a road, made from beautifully laid stone, extending straight through the wastelands. After following it for a while, they saw a massive stone slab planted in the ground where the road stopped.


      “A monument?”


      Something was carved into it.


      “‘This village has been temporarily relocated to the royal capital. Signed, Mayor Luke,’” Arvale said, reading the sign aloud. “What is this?! Is this supposed to be a joke?!”


      Arvale ignored the ridiculous message and ordered his scouts to expand their search, but they found nothing.


      Eventually, he redirected the army to Liesen, the largest city in the North, just a short distance away. The next day, an urgent messenger arrived from the capital.


      “The capital has been attacked by an unknown army, and the palace was instantly overrun and taken!”


      “What?!”


      “What happened to Neon?!”


      “We believe he was captured by the enemy.”


      “Useless fool! But what unknown army? I can’t imagine any force capable of defeating Neon’s troops and retaking the capital that quickly.”


      “W-Well, my lord, it seems that a mysterious city suddenly appeared right next to the capital, and soldiers started pouring out of it.”


      “What?”




      “We march for the capital now!”


      And so the Arvale army began its journey back to the royal capital, obviously intending to retake the castle. Marquess Arvale still wasn’t entirely convinced the report was real, but at this point, he had no choice but to see for himself.


      However, on the road back, the army was ambushed again and again.


      “They got our supplies again!”


      “Our men haven’t had a wink of sleep!”


      While the troops camped at night, enemies appeared out of nowhere and set fire to ammunition and rations, which were essential to the army, and vanished into the thin air.


      No matter how vigilant the guards were, they couldn’t even detect the enemy’s approach. On top of that, massive alarm bells rang throughout the night, keeping everyone awake. No one could sleep, and fatigue was running rampant.


      One by one, soldiers began to desert.


      “Between the march to the wasteland and now this, the men are reaching their limit. Supplies are low too. Perhaps we should regroup for now,” one of the generals suggested.


      “No! Delay any longer, and the other lords will bring their armies into this! Once that happens, retaking the capital will be next to impossible. Let the troops run away with their tails tucked between their legs. Just keep moving!”


      If word got out that the Arvale army was struggling, the nobles who’d been sitting on the sidelines might seize the chance to unite against him. That meant there was only one option: Reclaim the capital before that could happen.


      And so the forced march continued.


      By the time the walls of the capital came into view again, their numbers had dropped to less than half.


      ◇◇◇


      “Let’s go! Yeaaah!”


      As soon as the command was given, the squad raced up the stairs.


      Rows of tents were lined up in the darkness, illuminated by flickering torchlight.


      “Those ones should contain their supplies.”


      “Set them on fire.”


      A torch flew through the air, landed on one of the tents, and ignited it in seconds.


      “Enemy attack! We’re under attack!” a sentry called, but it was too late.


      The infiltrators had already turned and sprinted back down the staircase. The moment the final saboteur cleared the top step, the entire staircase vanished as if it had never been there at all.


      “Where’d they go?!”


      “I swear, someone was just here.”


      The attackers had vanished into the darkness, leaving the soldiers who’d rushed to confront them stunned.


      ◇◇◇


      “Yep, looks like it’s working. Their numbers are dropping nicely.”


      I shifted my consciousness into a double and nodded to myself, watching the Arvale army’s condition.


      “They couldn’t have been expecting attackers to come from underground.”


      We’d built a tunnel along their marching route, and every time they made camp, we launched a night raid. A few of our people had infiltrated as foot soldiers to feed us intel from inside, and they reported that morale was tanking and desertions were increasing every day. Father was furious. You could hear him screaming orders in the command tent. Still, he kept pushing the army forward, probably terrified that other lords might seize his moment of weakness to defect.


      He wasn’t wrong. Those wishy-washy court nobles had finally turned against House Arvale and, knowing it was now or never, had sent word to the kingdom’s lords asking them to rise up.


      By the time the army made it to the capital, we’d whittled the force down to less than half.


      “Just under ten thousand, huh? Not bad, but let’s shave it down a bit more.”


      I switched my consciousness into another double stationed atop the capital walls and called out to the team that had been waiting there.


      “All right, everyone. Ready to go?”


      “You bet!”


      “Let’s do this!”


      Dwarves loudly and confidently answered me in unison, sounding more than a little excited.


      “Dona, are all the range settings good?”


      “Yep! Perfectly calibrated,” said the young dwarven girl with a proud nod.


      “All right, prepare to fire!”


      “Yeaaah!”


      At my signal, the dwarves rushed toward the stockpiles of iron balls they’d set up ahead of time—a stockpile they’d put right next to their hand-crafted siege weapons.


      Cannons.


      “Fire!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      When the soldiers of Arvale’s army made it within eyeshot of the capital, they were baffled by the sight that greeted them.


      “Wait, is that seriously the royal capital? Those walls weren’t there when we left...”


      “Hang on, is that a different city next to the capital? What the hell is going on?!”


      The capital’s outer wall was taller and more imposing than it had been previously, and there was a second city nestled right up against it that definitely hadn’t been there before.


      “Lord Edel... It seems the reports were true...”


      “I can see that.”


      There was no room for doubt at this point. Somehow, the wasteland city had moved all the way to the capital.


      “The capital’s walls look brand-new, don’t they?”


      “You noticed too? I thought I was just seeing things.”


      “If only...”


      Although they had fought in countless battles, the Four Generals had never experienced anything like this.


      They were utterly speechless.


      Suddenly, a thunderous roar bellowed in the distance, and the mysterious devices lining the ramparts began spewing smoke in all directions.


      “What the hell is that?”


      “Damn it! Run! Something’s coming this way!”


      Ba-ba-ba-boooooooom!


      The next instant, a barrage of iron balls slammed into the ground just meters away from the Arvale army’s vanguard. The earth trembled, chunks of dirt and debris raining down upon the soldiers.


      “What’s going on?!”


      With the haze obscuring their vision, widespread panic spread through the ranks.


      “The hell is this?! Some kinda powerful magic?!”


      “What kind of magic can strike an entire area like that?”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! There’s no way we can fight something like that! Ruuuun!”


      The soldiers had never seen a cannon before, so they assumed it must be magic. Faced with no chances of winning, the soldiers began to flee in fear. Choking smoke clouded their vision as they scrambled to escape.


      “Lord Edel, it’s too dangerous! We won’t even get close!”


      “Stop panicking and look at the ground! The impact zones are limited!”


      The battlefield slowly came back into view as the dust cleared. When the soldiers followed the marquess’s instructions, they saw craters littered over the earth at roughly ten-meter intervals. In comparison to a volley of arrows, the odds of being directly hit were much lower.


      “You’ll live if you’re lucky. Now move!”


      “Raaaaaah!”


      The remaining soldiers surged toward the castle with a desperate battle cry.


      But then another barrage of iron rained down on them, rocking the ground and flinging chunks of dirt into the air.


      Fear overcame more soldiers, and they broke ranks and disappeared into the smoke. Although none of the projectiles had landed a direct hit on any of the soldiers, none of them realized that in the chaos of battle.


      By the time the vanguard reached the gates protecting the capital, the Arvale army had fallen below five thousand.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “All right! We scared ’em off with the cannons. Everybody fall back!” I shouted as soon as I returned to my body double, ordering the dwarves from the wall. Cannons had never been seen on the battlefield in this kingdom. They’d probably never even seen the need to develop advanced weapons since swordsmanship and magic were so effective. It was only natural that they assumed the attack was magical. Admittedly, I didn’t think they would’ve panicked so much had they realized it was just artillery.


      “I wasn’t even aiming at them. Just at the ground,” I muttered.


      It had been a bluff to make them run away, and it looked like it was paying off. We’d whittled down their forces a great deal, but my father’s resolve hadn’t been shaken. As expected, he was still charging toward the gates with his remaining soldiers.


      “Guyon!” my father said, calling out to one of the Four Generals.


      At the front of the charge, Guyon was a huge man, over two meters tall. Even his horse looked like a small elephant. Galloping toward the walls, he lifted his massive club—


      Booooooom!


      —knocked the gates right off their hinges, then galloped right through the opening.


      “That’s insane strength...”


      He definitely had a Gift. With him in its ranks, it was no wonder Arvale’s army had dominated every siege they’d ever fought. And with Gifted fighters like him, it made sense why nobody ever took the time to develop weapons.


      “Good thing I planned for that...”


      The Arvale army began pouring into the city and headed straight for the castle. Then, once half were inside, I rebuilt the gates behind them.


      “What the—?!”


      “How did the gate reappear?”


      “We’re stuck out here?!”


      With the way into the city suddenly blocked, nearly three thousand of my father’s soldiers were stranded outside the capital gates.


      They had no idea that I’d already absorbed the capital into my village territory, which meant I could rebuild walls, repair gates, or do whatever else I wanted. But Father kept marching toward the castle, now with less than two thousand troops.


      Our final showdown was getting closer.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Ten: Father and Son Settle the Score


      “Where’s the rear guard? Damn it! The vanguard won’t stop, so I guess we’ve got no choice but to keep going!”


      Rrrrruuummblle...


      “What the hell?! How’d that wall pop up out of nowhere?! Tch! Just go around it!”


      Rrrrruuummblle...


      “There’s one on the left now? And the right too?! Stop!”


      Rrrrruuummblle...


      “Now there’s one behind us! We’re trapped!”


      As the Arvale army pushed up the main road toward the castle, walls erupted from the ground, trapping entire squads within boxes. By the time they realized what was happening, only three hundred soldiers remained.


      “Lord Edel! There are only a few hundred left! At this rate, we won’t be able to retake the palace!”


      Of course, his dwindling numbers weren’t enough to dash Marquess Arvale’s fighting spirit.


      “It’s fine! These are my best soldiers!” he shouted. “Three hundred elites are more than enough!”


      If anything, it had only made his resolve stronger.


      “Bwah ha ha! Lord Edel is right! There’s no fortress the Four Generals can’t bring down!”


      “Um, actually, there’s only three of us now...”


      “Ho ho ho! Three’s plenty! Still, how many years has it been since we’ve had such a thrilling battle?!”


      The remaining generals showed no signs of losing their enthusiasm either.


      Ruuuumble...


      But just as they were about to reach the palace, another towering wall rose from the ground, blocking their path.


      “Hmph! I can smash right through this wall!”


      “Ha ha ha! Allow me, Guyon!” Meribela, another general, said as he stepped forward and began casting a spell. The earth shifted and rose, forming a ramp right against the wall. With his Yellow magic, he could generate and control the earth at will, allowing him to reshape the terrain of the battlefield itself. He was a formidable mage.


      The soldiers dashed up the ramps Meribela had created, easily scaling the wall.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Finally, the soldiers reached the wide plaza in front of the royal castle.


      There, the enemy’s troops awaited them.


      “Ho ho ho! What’s this? There’s barely five hundred of them... Even with our numbers so low, do they really think they stand a chance?”


      “There could be more troops hiding.”


      “Bwah ha ha! Let them use their tricks—it won’t change the fact that we will be victorious! Crush them!”


      “Move out!” Marquess Arvale shouted.


      “Raaaaah!”


      The remaining three hundred soldiers spurred their horses and began their charge. Hardened veterans who’d fought alongside Arvale in countless battles, they were the cream of the crop. Many had combat-type Gifts, and none doubted their ability to retake the capital even with their reduced numbers.


      But none of them were expecting the ground itself to disappear beneath their feet either.


      “Huh?!”


      A wide pit about five meters deep opened below them, and every single soldier fell into the hole. They were all thrown from their horses but managed to break their falls thanks to their physical abilities—just in time to be hit by a storm of arrows from above.


      The soldiers shielded themselves, but their horses were too badly injured to be of use anymore.


      “Ho ho ho! Well played, I must say!” Meribela called out. He quickly summoned another earthen ramp, and the soldiers ascended from the pit. Once again, this development had only seemed to fuel their fighting spirit.


      “Take ’em down!”


      “Kill every last one of ’em!”


      “Raaaaah!”


      Having been toyed with for so long, their rage was reaching a boiling point. They couldn’t possibly lose to some ragtag group in mismatched gear. They raced forward, desperate to prove their certainty in their victory. And just like that, the fight shifted into brutal close quarters. But once again, the Arvale army found themselves completely outmatched.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      I created a giant moat under the soldiers’ feet, just like I’d done against Raoul’s army. They were Father’s elite, so they managed to land safely, but it had been worth it to get them off horseback.


      “Cavalry charges are such a pain to deal with...”


      The five hundred defenders lined up in front of the palace—all villagers or adventurers who’d made our town into their home base—clashed head-on with the Arvale forces scrambling up from the pit. Each defender was outfitted with weapons and armor made in the village.


      The palace guards had offered to join the fight too, but I’d asked them to stay inside. Although prestigious, palace guards tended to lack real combat experience. The average soldier in a noble’s private army was usually tougher than a palace guard, and my five hundred soldiers were the village’s best. The palace guards would’ve just slowed them down.


      “Who are these guys?!”


      “They’re strong!”


      The Arvale elites had charged in with confidence, but they were already getting knocked back by the villagers.


      It wasn’t even about the numbers. Even in the one-on-one fights, the villagers were winning. The Arvale soldiers had more combat experience, but my side had a significant advantage when it came to raw stats, Gifts, and skills. And I hadn’t even activated my Villager Boost yet either.


      Even Guyon was struggling. Noel, the villager with Shield Mastery, used his shield to completely neutralize one of Guyon’s attacks—and Guyon had just battered down the castle gates with one swing of his huge club.


      “You blocked my attack?! Impossible!” he shouted.


      “Ho ho ho!” Meribela chuckled, facing off against Seren—who was keeping him totally in check. “Dual Blades and Ice Magic... You’re the Ice Blade Princess Bazlata, aren’t you?”


      “To think someone could go toe-to-toe with the Four Generals...”


      “Grrr, don’t hold back! We can’t lose!”


      Their morale wasn’t dwindling, but it was obvious my forces were overwhelming them. Well, except for one...


      My father let out a “Hmph!” as he promptly unleashed a shock wave, sending several villagers flying into the air.


      “Argggh!”


      Villagers rushed him one after the other, but none could even get close.


      Philia narrowed her eyes as she fired arrows beside me with top-tier precision. “That’s your dad? Wow... He’s on a whole other level!”


      “Y-Yeah. Honestly, I don’t know if we can beat him.”


      I’d already boosted the villagers, and even the ones with combat Gifts couldn’t touch him. Father had even taken out Barlatt in an instant. I doubted Noel would last a minute, even if he went all in on defense.


      Two of the Four Generals jeered as Father stormed straight toward me, his bloodshot eyes trained on mine.


      “Bwah ha ha! I’d expect nothing less from Lord Edel! There’s no way to defeat us as long as he stands, even with our forces reduced!”


      “Ho ho ho! Lord Edel isn’t just a one-man army—he’s a one-man legion! He can change the course of an entire battle!”


      “Luke!” my father yelled. “You’ve really angered me now! I’m going to send you to the afterlife with my own two hands!”


      Okay, now I’m scared...


      “You’ll have to get through us first!” several villagers called out, stepping in front of him.


      “Protect the mayor!”


      “Outta my way, scum!” Father roared, flinging the villagers aside and batting Philia’s arrows out of the air like flies.


      “Gaaaah?!”


      There were only about ten meters left between us now.


      “Die, Luke!”


      Father’s body began to glow, projecting an overwhelming aura of sheer fighting spirit. I’d seen Raoul do the exact same thing.


      “Not on my watch!” a voice called.


      “Huh?!”


      Just then, a figure flickered into view and leaped toward Father. His eyes went wide, and he barely raised his sword in time to block the oncoming blow.


      “Raoul?!”


      “You’re not touching him, old man!”


      “You!”


      It was my own brother who’d cut in. And judging by Father’s reaction, he knew exactly what his actions meant.


      “Raoul, you bastard! How dare you betray me!”


      Raoul landed elegantly and snorted. “Betray you? Whoever said I was on your side to begin with?”


      “What?”


      “Yeah, I can’t stand that bastard Luke, but I’ve hated you even more from the very beginning, old man!” Raoul roared as he launched himself at Father. “You shoved Mom and me into a corner of the castle and barely even spared us a glance! Then, the second I got my Gift, you were ready to act like my father again? Give me a break!”


      “Nnghh!”


      “As a child, I vowed that one day I’d knock you flat on the ground and make you grovel before me!”


      Raoul unleashed a flurry of furious strikes, and for the first time, Father was the one on the defensive, barely holding on. Raoul was clearly stronger than he’d been when he showed up at my village. He must’ve been training nonstop since then.


      “All of you should just shut up and do as I say!” Father roared as he launched a counterattack, changing the momentum of the fight in an instant.


      “Guh! Aargh!” Raoul gasped, doing his best to hold off Father’s relentless attacks, but he couldn’t block everything. He was getting more banged up with every strike that landed.


      Then Father landed a clean hit and sent Raoul flying.


      “Haah!”


      “Nngh!”


      Raoul pushed himself back onto his feet almost instantly, but he was panting hard. I could tell he was on the edge. Meanwhile, it seemed like Father hadn’t even broken a sweat. It was as if we hadn’t even seen the full extent of his strength yet.


      Even though they had the same Sword Mastery Gift, the difference between their experience was insurmountable. Raoul couldn’t beat Father, and he knew it.


      “Tch! You’re as ridiculous as ever, old man. Looks like I can’t beat you on my own. And as much as it pisses me off, I’m gonna have to ask him to lend me his power... Hey, Luke! Do it!”


      At Raoul’s cue, I nodded.


      “Villager Boost!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Okay, time to backtrack a bit...


      Shortly after we’d retaken the castle from the Arvale forces, Raoul had secretly sent me a message, and we’d met up to talk.


      “The old man’s way too freakin’ strong. He’ll run out of stamina if the fight drags on long enough, sure, but your side will have taken too much damage by that point,” Raoul had said.


      “Yeah, that’s a problem.”


      “But I’ve got a good idea.”


      “What’s that?”


      “Let me fight him.”


      “Wait...you?”


      “Yeah. Don’t get me wrong, I still can’t stand you—but I hate that bastard even more. If I have a shot to take him down, I don’t mind teaming up with you.”


      “Hey, do you really dislike me that much?” I’d asked.


      “Why do you look so hurt by that? That’s not the point. Anyway, even if we’ve got the same Gift, I know I can’t beat him. But you’ve got that power that boosts your allies, right?”


      “Wait, how’d you know about that?”


      He’d explained that he noticed it during our battle when Noel suddenly powered up in the middle of the fight.


      “I want you to use that on me.”


      “Sure, but I’d have to make you a villager first.”


      “Honestly, I’d rather eat glass... But that’s the only way to get a shot at beating him...”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      And that was how Raoul had ended up fighting alongside us. It looked like it was finally time...




      Register Raoul as a villager? ▼ Yes / No


      Raoul has been registered as a villager.




      All right, that should do it.


      “Villager Boost!”


      “Whoa! I can feel the power surging through me!”


      “Just be careful! It only lasts five minutes!”


      “That’s all I need!”


      Now that his stats had doubled, Raoul grinned. “Let’s finish this, old man! We’re gonna give you a taste of defeat!”
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      I tossed him a potion. “Raoul, drink this!”


      He caught it and downed it in seconds. “Damn, that’s great! The pain’s already gone!”


      Hopefully, the potion had healed all the damage he’d taken earlier.


      “Make me taste defeat? You still don’t realize the gap in our abilities, do you?”


      “You’re the one who doesn’t get it! I’m on a whole different level now!”


      “Huh? What’s this?!”


      “Heh. No time to waste! I’m going all in now, old man!” Raoul kicked off the ground and closed the distance between him and Father so quickly that it looked like he’d teleported.


      “What?!”


      “You let your guard down for a second, and it’s over!”


      Claaaaang!


      The clash of steel on steel echoed throughout the plaza. Father managed to block Raoul’s strike, but the seer force lifted him off the ground.


      “Ngh... Such power...”


      “Raaaah!”


      “Gah?!”


      Raoul blasted Father into the air, but he managed to roll and recover. Raoul was back on him in a second, though, closing in for the next strike.


      “That all ya got, old man?!”


      Double stats were no joke. The battle had flipped once again, with Raoul now overpowering him.


      “Th-This is ridiculous! I can’t possibly lose!”


      “Take this and this—and that!” Raoul roared as he unleashed blow after blow, putting Father under insane pressure.


      As Marquess Arvale was pushed back in single combat, his soldiers watched in total amazement.


      “What the hell? Why is Lord Raoul...”


      “Wait, Lord Edel is actually losing?!”


      “This can’t be real...”


      Like I’d told Raoul, the boost only lasted five minutes. So while a win wasn’t guaranteed, it looked like he really could take down Father.


      Then I felt a sharp sensation in my lower back.


      “Huh?!”


      Startled, I turned around to see the last of the Four Generals standing behind me. He’d just buried a knife in my back.


      “Lord Luke... Lord Raoul’s sudden power-up was your doing, wasn’t it? That means you must be eliminated first.”


      Come to think of it, he had disappeared for a bit. His name was Pipanel, an assassin of smaller stature who could conceal his presence so completely that he could sneak into an enemy’s camp and kill their commander without anyone noticing.


      Basically, he could win wars without there ever needing to be a proper battle.


      He wasn’t flashy, unlike the other generals, but his record was just as impressive.


      “The blade is coated in poison,” he explained. “You won’t be able to move in ten seconds.”


      “Huh, that’s odd. I didn’t hear you coming up at all. But you were still marked on my map with a red dot, sooo...”


      “Huh? I stabbed you. Why aren’t you in pain? Why’s there no blood coming from your wound?!”


      “Oh, that’s ’cuz I’m a body double.”


      “Huh?!”


      Body doubles experienced no pain and couldn’t be poisoned, after all.


      Sure, the double would vanish if it took too much damage, but we weren’t at that point yet.


      “A body double? That shouldn’t even be allowed...”


      “You bastard! How dare you lay your hands on Lord Luke!”


      “You’ll pay for this!”


      “Argh?”


      But some of the nearby villagers must’ve thought I was the real thing, because they snapped and started attacking Pipanel.


      “Um, guys? I’m fine, really.” I waved my hand to try to calm them down, but they were panicking and not paying attention.


      “Lord Luke! Drink this potion quickly!”


      “Oh, this is just a body double. I’m seriously fine.”


      Meanwhile, the soldiers were going ballistic on Pipanel.


      “Anyway, how’s that fight with Raoul and Father shaping up?”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Edel Arvale’s life had begun with a defeat. When he was eight years old, soldiers from a neighboring territory had invaded and taken his family’s domain, including its capital. His father had led troops to confront the enemy head-on but died in battle.


      Edel and his mother had fled and barely escaped with their lives. From that day on, he’d had a harsh childhood, living in exile.


      “Mother, why can’t we go back home?”


      “Because our land was taken from us.”


      “Why did they take it?”


      “Because we were weak.”


      “Would they have taken it if we were strong?”


      “No one can steal things from you when you’re strong. When you’re strong, you take things from others.”


      Because of those experiences, he’d made a vow...


      “I’ll become stronger than anyone! I’ll take back what’s mine, and I’ll never let anyone take anything from me again!”


      He’d received the Gift of Sword Mastery during his Blessing ceremony at age twelve, and before long, he’d reclaimed the territory stolen from him in his childhood. But that hadn’t satisfied him. He’d seized neighboring lands one by one, expanding his dominion at a dizzying speed, and before anyone realized it, he’d become one of the five major powers in the realm.


      Even the powerful House Schneiger had fallen to his sword.


      And now, he’d finally been within reach of the throne itself.


      After all that time, he’d never lost once. Even in battles that had looked hopeless from the outside or reckless to the point of insanity, he’d always won.


      Until today.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “N-No... How could I possibly lose?”


      Raoul’s sudden burst of strength had been too much for Edel. Now, he was struggling to fight back. Even though Edel was faster and stronger than his son, he was being completely overpowered.


      But that should’ve been impossible. How could he lose a duel? It didn’t matter that his opponent was his son; Raoul was still just a teenager. They might’ve shared the same Gift, but the gap in experience should’ve been much greater than this.


      “Argh!”


      “Hah! Looks like you’re hitting your limit, old man!” Raoul taunted.


      Edel was falling steadily behind, unable to keep up with the relentless flurry of strikes. Raoul’s sword nicked him again and again, blood spraying through the air.


      It had been a very long time since he’d taken a direct hit. The pain almost filled him with a sense of nostalgia, but the fatigue was far greater, and the overwhelming sensation slowed him down more and more.


      “I-I can’t afford to lose!”


      “Just give up already, you stubborn old bastard!” Raoul shouted, landing a brutal blow.


      “Gah?!” Edel stumbled and collapsed onto the ground. A pool of blood began to spread, slowly soaking the ground beneath him.


      The wound was so deep he could barely stand, but the fighting spirit in Edel’s eyes hadn’t faded yet. He forced his battered body upright, struggling to stand.


      “This kingdom...needs my strength!” he shouted.


      “Huh?”


      “The neighboring kingdoms are watching us like vultures, waiting for their chance! And a kingdom mired in civil war is ripe for the taking! We can’t afford to fight among ourselves. We need to unify this land and strike first! We must take what’s theirs before we lose the chance! Dominate others, and you’ll never be dominated!”


      He remembered all too well how his homeland had been stolen from him when he was young. Now it could happen again—but with the entire kingdom.


      “Heh. So what, old man? You seriously think you can make this kingdom stronger?”


      “You’re damn right I do! I am always on the side that takes! Always!”


      “Oh, shut up,” Raoul spat.


      “What?”


      “Open your eyes! Look around you! Look at the men you led here!”


      Realizing the sounds of battle had ceased, Edel looked around, a sinking sensation growing in his gut.


      “No...”


      Every last one of his elite soldiers had been defeated. They were either groaning with serious injuries or had been tied up and restrained.


      “F-Forgive me, Lord Edel...”


      “They were stronger than I could’ve anticipated...”


      Even the Four Generals had been defeated and captured. Meanwhile, the enemy forces had barely any wounded—which Raoul didn’t hesitate to point out.


      “You lost, old man. Luke went against you, leader versus leader, and beat you. That’s the truth.”


      “N-No, it can’t be!”


      “You really think a loser like you could’ve made this kingdom the strongest? Don’t make me laugh!” Raoul said.


      “I-I’m not done! I haven’t lost yet! I can’t lose!” Edel howled as he charged toward Raoul, pouring every last ounce of strength into one final attack.


      Their swords clanged together with explosive force.


      Claaaaang!


      “I haven’t lost yet! I will take you down and wipe out everyone else too, and then I’ll win! Victory will be mine!” Edel yelled.


      Crack!


      But then his sword shattered, sending fragments flying through the air. The brutal fight had finally pushed his weapon to its limit.


      “Nooo!”


      “Damn, guess even luck ditched you in the end. Sorry, old man. This is it. You’ve lost.”


      Edel could only stare at his son in horror, now completely defenseless without his sword. Raoul didn’t hesitate. He brought his sword down in a clean arc.


      Slash!


      “Arrghhhh!”


      Blood showered down upon them.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      Ruuuumble!


      The village rolled steadily across the open land, leaving the royal capital behind. We were headed back to the wasteland, which we called home.


      After we defeated Father’s army and successfully defended the castle, it wasn’t like we could leave the village parked beside the capital forever, after all.


      “Hey, Luke. Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Seren asked.


      “What do you mean?”


      “Well, the king personally asked you to stay and serve at the castle. He even offered you a noble title!” she said.


      “Yeah, and I told him no. Nobility doesn’t suit me. I finally get to be a simple village mayor, living a simple life in the wastelands,” I said with a smile.


      “A ‘simple village mayor,’ huh? I’m pretty sure normal mayors can’t up and move their entire village like this,” Seren muttered.


      Honestly, when I’d turned the king down, he and the princess looked incredibly disappointed. But he had at least realized the kingdom needed some serious reformation after everything, and he seemed committed to doing it.


      Even the court nobles had seemed to have learned their lesson. They were mostly on board with the king now, so it looked like the government would become more stable from now on.


      Incidentally, a few villagers had suggested I take over the castle and become king. I’d appreciated the vote of confidence, but I couldn’t help but notice that some villagers had been getting a little extreme about me lately. I had no clue why, though.


      “Well, I left a body double behind to support the king.”


      “I’d expect nothing less of you, Lord Luke!” Myria chirped. (“In other words, you’ll slowly seize control behind the scenes, and you’ll be the kingdom’s true ruler before anyone has even noticed! Ohh, my precious Lord Luke’s brilliant mind knows no bounds!”)


      “Huh?”


      Why do I get the feeling Myria is plotting something?


      Anyway, Father had been convicted of treason. The Arvale march had been seized by the crown and made a royal domain. Any territory he’d taken, including Schneiger’s, had been returned to its original lords.


      Since the Arvale family had been the one to ultimately stop Father’s rampage, we were granted a few concessions. My uncle, Father’s younger brother, had been appointed as governor of the family’s march, which now belonged to the king.


      My uncle was completely different from Father. He was mild-mannered and hated war. He’d left Arvale as a teenager to study in the capital and had become a civil servant at the castle. The king had actually offered Raoul the position as governor, but he turned it down. For some reason, he’d decided to stay at the palace.


      “No wonder the kingdom went soft if the royal army’s this damn weak! I’m gonna whip them into shape,” he’d said.


      And the king had been totally on board with that idea. If the army grew strong enough to handle noble disputes, the in-fighting in the kingdom would probably die down too.


      As for Father... Before I’d left the capital, I had been granted permission to visit him in the underground prison. It had been heavily guarded, and he’d been kept in a cell with enchanted iron bars. Father had lain in the corner, on a thin, worn-out bed.


      The wound Raoul had given him would’ve ordinarily been fatal, but a potion had saved Father’s life. However, he hadn’t regained consciousness yet. I’d been told he’d be put on trial once he woke up, and I’d figured execution was inevitable.


      I’d heard others in the palace demanding he be executed while he was still unconscious, even without a trial. I wouldn’t have been surprised if they did end up executing him without a trial, so I’d known that this meeting might’ve been the last time I ever saw him.


      “Father, I’ll be returning to the wastelands now,” I’d said quietly, not expecting him to answer.


      “I see.”


      I’d jumped, startled by his response. “Y-You’re awake?!”


      “I just woke up now.” He had slowly sat up, but his movements were smooth enough that I could tell his injuries had healed. “I lost, then.”


      “Yes. Raoul defeated you,” I had replied.


      “That wasn’t it. You completely destroyed my army.”


      “Yes. I can’t say it was completely fair, though.”


      “Tch. How disgraceful to have both my sons betray me.” Father had clicked his tongue, but for some reason, he hadn’t sounded as intimidating as he usually did. The overwhelming aura of malice he’d usually carried had been gone—as if something had been exorcised from him. I’d wondered if it was because he’d accepted his impending death.


      “I suppose it’s only natural. I never once did anything fatherly for the two of you.” He’d sounded bitter and self-deprecating. I’d wondered if he was remembering Raoul’s betrayal. “I’m sure you hate me as well, Luke. I’m the one who exiled you, after all.”


      “Hm? Nah, not really,” I’d said.


      “Huh?” He’d looked genuinely surprised.


      “I’ve had a good life out there, so...no hard feelings.”


      Staying at the Arvale estate would’ve been a worse fate for me anyway.


      “You’ve always been like that, you know. You have a soft heart, for a man. Never mind. I’m hardly in a position to talk anymore.” He’d let out a long, exasperated sigh. “Let me ask you one last thing. If I’d realized the true power of your Gift after that Blessing ceremony and hadn’t exiled you, what do you think would’ve happened?”


      “I think we would’ve gone our separate ways sooner or later.” I wouldn’t have been able to follow his ideals, so I would’ve left on my own eventually.


      “Hmph. Perhaps you’re right.”


      That had been my last conversation with Father before I took the village and left the capital.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      “What an absurd Gift! I can’t believe you rebuilt the entire palace so easily...”


      “We’ll remodel the capital next.”


      “And...your body double is doing all this? I can’t even tell him apart from the real thing.”


      Luke’s body double was already hard at work, transforming the royal palace into a towering, hundred-meter-tall skyscraper. It was a bit over the top, but that was only natural considering Luke’s personality.


      “It’s truly magnificent, Lord Luke!” (“When I eventually inherit the throne, I’ll make him my consort... Heh heh...”)


      Neither the double nor the king noticed the princess watching with dreamy eyes, plotting something ominous.


      “Your Majesty, there’s an emergency!”


      “What is it?”


      “Marquess Arvale has escaped from the dungeon!”


      “What?!”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Edel Arvale’s disappearance threw the entire royal palace into chaos.


      Meanwhile, several figures gathered in the shadows, far from the capital.


      “Ho ho ho! I must say, that was impressive work, Neon. Even after losing the palace, you didn’t go down quietly.”


      “Can it. You’re the ones who failed to take it back, so watch your tone.”


      “Please, let’s not fight.”


      “That’s right! Stop blaming each other!”


      They were the Four Generals, Edel’s most trusted aides. Although they had been captured in battle and locked up, Neon had used his detailed knowledge of the palace’s layout to escape.


      One more figure stood among them.


      “Lord Edel, what shall we do now? We’re all fugitives. We’ll need to lie low somewhere before we take back the kingdom again.”


      That’s right—even though Edel Arvale had been under the tightest security the palace had to offer, he had also escaped.


      “I no longer have any interest in the kingdom. It doesn’t matter if you gather the weaklings and mold them into warriors. In the end, they’re still weaklings. It’s not worth the effort.”


      “Ho ho ho! That’s so true, my lord!”


      “Ruling has no value to me now. I want to test myself as a warrior to see how strong I can become.”


      Thus, Edel Arvale, no longer a marquess, took his first step toward his new life.


      Naturally, the Four Generals followed him.


      “Bwah ha ha! That’s our Lord Edel! We’ll go wherever you go!”


      “Ho ho ho! Guyon, don’t think you’re going without me.”


      “I shall also follow Lord Edel, through fire and flame.”


      “It looks like we’re all in agreement, then.”


      Not one of them wavered. They’d all chosen to follow Edel once more. And just like that, the group slipped away into self-imposed exile.


      “I still want to know why the hell they put an entrance to an underground tunnel in the prison in the first place. That’s how we got out, after all!”

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: The Princess Awakens


      I can still vividly remember the first time I met Lord Luke. It was right after I arrived at a city so massive it rivaled even the capital.


      My father had ordered me to go there, and I’d traveled all the way to the northern wastelands of the former Arvale domain. As I stood there, staring up in awe at the enormous structure rising from the center of the city, I felt more nervous than I’d ever been in my whole life.


      But the moment I met Lord Luke, shock replaced my nervousness.


      “So you’re Lord Luke Arvale, the one who built this entire city. I heard you were young, but I didn’t know you were this young.”


      They’d said he was thirteen, only two years behind me, but he looked even younger than that. I wondered if he was really the son of that cruel marquess, because he seemed so gentle and adorable. Honestly, I wasn’t sure he would be able to carry out Father’s plan.


      That was my first impression of Lord Luke, but it only took a short time in his village for me to realize how wrong I’d been.


      After he was exiled to the wastelands with only his maid, he’d used his Gift to build home after home, bringing villager after villager to the settlement. And in two short years, he’d built a city that rivaled the capital itself.


      The people had food, shelter, clothing, and everything else they needed. Despite the population, there were no fights, no crime, and the streets were spotless. Even elves, dwarves, and other races lived together peacefully. Their rare potions and high-quality dwarven equipment were priced low and sold openly.


      And every single villager adored their mayor.


      “Mayor Luke is like a god!”


      “He’s even kind to a nobody like me! He actually knows my name! He’s amazing!”


      “I wanna be just like the mayor when I grow up!”


      Men and women, young and old, had nothing but wonderful things to say about him.


      Even Marisha, who came with me from the capital as my escort, was clearly impressed. “He’s not only capable, but he’s a genuine leader.”


      “Marisha, do you think the royal family is beloved as he is?” I asked.


      “Princess...”


      “Because I don’t think so. We can’t even unite our kingdom. The commoners have already abandoned us, haven’t they?”


      What was the point of royalty, anyway? Nobles revered the royal bloodline, but in truth, we were nothing but figureheads. Especially compared to Lord Luke, who had achieved so much at such a young age.


      “What’s that building? I see a lot of children going in and out,” I asked a nearby villager.


      “Oh, that’s the school.”


      “A school for the commoners’ children?”


      The villager said that the school was open to anyone, regardless of status—unlike the Royal Academy, which only accepted noble children. Plus, it was completely free.


      When I went to take a look, I was surprised to see how focused the children were on the lessons, despite being so young. It was very impressive.


      They were currently having a math lesson. I was quite good at math, and my tutor often complimented my skills, so I was curious to see which problems they were working on.


      “Solve for the range of constant k such that the expression ‘x² + 2kx + 4k’ is always greater than 3 for all real values of x. Does anyone know the answer?” the teacher asked.


      “Yes! It’s 1 < k < 3!”


      How in the world are they solving problems like that as if they’re no big deal?! I only recently learned this material! That boy can’t be older than ten, but he solved it easily!


      “Your Highness, I have absolutely no idea what they’re doing...but I assume since you’re good at math, these problems are simple for you?” Marisha asked.


      “Y-Yes, of course!”


      There was no way I could tell her I’d learned it but still hadn’t been able to solve it myself...


      After the math class, the children got up and left. I asked where they were going, and was told it was time for worship in the chapel attached to the school. I tried to go with them, but a black-haired woman in a maid’s outfit told me it was only for children.


      I’d seen her before—she was always by Lord Luke’s side. I wasn’t sure, but I thought her name was Myria.


      “I can’t just observe?” I asked.


      “I’m terribly sorry, but it’s not allowed.” (“There’s no way I can let royalty see how a worship service is conducted in our village!”)


      “I see... That’s a shame,” I said.


      There was a strangely overwhelming pressure behind her refusal, and I found myself backing down without protest. But as I turned to leave, something at my feet caught my eye.


      “A book? No, it’s a diary.”


      I wondered if it belonged to the maid. It was open, so naturally I peeked at the page inside.




      Day 124


      Lord Luke is so adorable. He always looks so happy when he eats his meals and thanks the castle’s chef with a big smile and tells them how delicious it was. They all adore him, of course. If only he’d smile at me like that...




      “What?” I muttered.


      I definitely wasn’t meant to see that. As I flipped through the pages, I realized it wasn’t a diary at all. It was some sort of observation log about Lord Luke.


      “Is something the matter, Your Highness?” Marisha asked.


      “N-No, not at all!” Startled, I panicked and stuffed the notebook inside my jacket.


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Lord Luke’s battle against Marquess Arvale was far beyond anything I could have imagined. I mean, who would’ve ever expected someone to literally move an entire village to the capital?


      My father was so shocked that he collapsed on the spot, but that wasn’t the only surprise.


      Despite having fewer troops, the villagers managed to overwhelm the marquess’s elite forces. Because of that, the castle was saved, and Arvale was no longer a threat. Thanks to that, I also managed to avoid a political marriage with the marquess. The moment I returned to my room, I exhaled a sigh of relief.


      As I changed, I realized the diary I’d found at the school was still in my pocket. I’d completely forgotten I was still carrying it.


      “Maybe if I read this, I can learn more about Lord Luke.”


      My curiosity got the best of me, and I opened it again.




      Day 586


      Lord Luke seemed a little down today, but he was still as adorable as ever. Apparently, the stray cat he’d been secretly taking care of in the garden passed away. He even made a little grave for it. He’s so sweet. I hope Lord Luke is the person at my bedside when I go.




      Day 2572


      Lord Luke has grown so much since we first met. Part of me is happy, but at the same time, I don’t want him to grow up. I’ve come to realize something about myself lately: I want Lord Luke to stay like this forever!




      Day 3329


      Lord Luke never despaired, even after being exiled to the wastelands. What a strong soul he has. In fact, his Gift awakened, and he immediately built a house and a well with a single thought. He’s so cute, and has such amazing abilities...


      Thankfully, it’s just the two of us out here... Now’s my chance to get even closer to him! He he he...




      It was filled with pure obsession with Lord Luke. At first, I was stunned, but the more I read, the more her feelings seeped into my own heart.


      “Ohh, Lord Luke... Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luuuuuuke!”


      Before I knew it, he was all I could think of.


      “Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luke... When I eventually inherit the throne, I’ll make him my consort... Heh heh...”


      ◇ ◇ ◇


      Elsewhere, Myria suddenly froze as a chill ran down her spine.


      “Hm? What was that? It feels like...a terrifying rival has just appeared...” she muttered.


      But she quickly shook off the thought.


      “No, I’m sure it’s just my imagination. But more importantly, I need to find the precious diary I use for the worship services. I can’t believe I actually lost it! If Lord Luke ever sees what’s written in there, I’m doomed, doomed, doomed!”


      Myria tore through the village in a desperate search, her eyes bloodshot.




      To be continued in volume 4

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello! This is the author, Shichio Kuzu. It’s been a while, but I’m happy that The Amazing Village Creator: Slow Living with the Village Building Cheat Skill: Volume 3 is finally out! It’s not always easy to continue a series in the publishing industry nowadays, so I’m truly grateful to have made it to the third volume.


      As I mentioned in the previous volume’s afterword, the manga adaptation began in June over on Manga UP! Have you had a chance to check it out yet? What’s that? “Not yet”?!


      Then let me tell you something really special...


      The first volume of the manga is out now! (Cheers and applause!)


      That’s right! The manga has officially been released as a stand-alone volume, launching at the same time as volume 3 of the light novel.


      Thanks so much to the amazing work of J1 Kaido, who has captured so much of the story’s charm in the manga version. Honestly, it’s no exaggeration to say that it has boosted the world of the light novel series by 120 percent. I really hope you’ll pick up a copy of the manga!


      If you’ve already been reading it on Manga UP!, I think you’ll still find a lot to enjoy in the volume version.


      Now, it’s time for me to say my thank yous.


      Thanks so much to Yasutaka Isegawa-sama, who once again brought the story to life with their fantastic illustrations, and thanks to my editor, I-san, and everyone else involved in publishing this book. Thank you all so much.


      And of course, thank you to my readers for picking up this book in the first place!


      Thank you so much.




      Shichio Kuzu
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!
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  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 4 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:
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