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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 half-brother Raoul was blessed with the powerful Gift Sword Mastery, which completely reversed our positions in the family. Before I knew it, my father 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?!”


      My father Marquess Arvale had seized control of the royal capital through brute force, but thankfully the villagers and I managed to defeat him and his four generals, saving the kingdom.

    

  

  
    
      Prologue


      Da-da-daaan! Congratulations! Your village’s population has surpassed 300,000, and your Village Level has increased to 11!




      You have received a Level-Up Bonus of 3,000,000 Village Points.




      New facilities are available for construction!




      Village boundary has expanded.




      You have gained the skill “Teleportation.”




      After registering all the citizens of the royal capital and royal domain, the village’s population suddenly jumped to over 300,000, and my level increased as well. Technically, it wasn’t just “over 300,000” either. The 50,000 people in the royal capital plus the 200,000 in the royal domain, including the returned citizens from the former Arvale territory, totaled 250,000 new villagers.


      Combined with our original population of around 160,000, we were now sitting at over 400,000.


      Of course, this was all just a technicality in terms of my Gift’s classification. I wasn’t actually governing all of those people. Only a little over 20,000 actually resided in the village out in the wastelands, so that was probably the population I should really be concerned with.


      “Still, 20,000 is way too many for a village...”


      By the way, the village had successfully moved from the royal capital back to the wasteland. Some merchants and travelers showed up to the wasteland while we were gone and were freaked out when a massive wall started creeping toward them. When I met up with them later, they told me the whole story of how surprised and scared they’d been.


      I did leave behind a stone slab that said, “The village has temporarily relocated to the royal capital - Mayor Luke.” But on second thought, maybe I have included a disclaimer like, “Warning! This village may relocate without notice. Please don’t be alarmed.”


      Not that I thought we’d need to move again anytime soon, of course.


      “Anyway, about this Teleportation skill... Does it mean I can just, like...warp anywhere instantly?” I wondered out loud. I decided to give it a shot.


      I focused on using the skill, and a map opened in front of me.


      “Oh, I get it. So, I just pick my destination... It looks like I can go anywhere within the village’s boundaries.”


      First, I tried warping to the front gate. My surroundings changed in an instant, and I found myself standing at my destination.


      “Lord Luke?! Where did you come from?!” a startled guard said.


      I waved. “Oh, don’t mind me... Just passing through.”


      Then I tried teleporting to Liesen next. “Wow, I can even travel this far in an instant?!”


      “L-Lord Luke! Where in the world did you come from?!”


      “Hi there, Michel. I see you’re still managing things here, even after being a royal spy?” I asked him with a sarcastic grin.


      I saw his cheek twitch. “P-Please don’t tease me like that. I swear I’m not a spy anymore.”


      The king had ordered Michel to infiltrate the Arvale march, but after everything had gone down, he’d stayed on as governor of Liesen, which remained the biggest city in the North. The king had officially given his blessing for Michel to continue his role.


      “Ha ha, I’m only joking. I know you didn’t have a choice,” I said.


      “You do?” Michel let out a relieved sigh.


      “I’m still not gonna let ya off easy, though.”


      “What?!”


      After teasing him one last time, I teleported again. I tried a few more spots just to be sure, but I soon confirmed it: I could warp anywhere within the village’s boundaries instantly. It didn’t matter whether it was inside someone’s home or even across territorial borders—there were no limits.


      And apparently, I could even bring other villagers with me.


      “Whoa! We really did make it all the way back to the capital!” Myria said, impressed.


      “I can visit home whenever I want now!”


      “S-Seren?! Where in the world did you come from?!” Earl Bazlata said, startled, when I teleported us to his estate.


      The ability to shift my consciousness into a faraway body double was already kind of like Teleportation, but this was on a whole different level. If I’d had this skill earlier, I wouldn’t have needed to move the entire village to the capital in the first place.


      “Okay, it’s time to head back. Uhh, you guys don’t need to hold on to me that tight...”


      Seren and Myria had both clung to one of my arms. It seemed like you could bring people with you via Teleportation as long as you made physical contact. Just holding hands was enough, so this was a little overboard.


      “We just don’t want to get left behind out in the boonies or anything,” Myria said.


      “Excuse me? This is my family’s home!” Seren protested.


      “Can you two not fight with me stuck in the middle like this?” I sighed. Not that they were listening, anyway. I apologized to Seren’s father for all the commotion, then teleported back to the village, with the two bickering girls in tow.



    

  

  
    
      Chapter One: The Railroad


      Facilities available for construction:


      Beauty Salon (200)


      Railway (50)


      Train Station (500)


      Museum (500)


      Factory (1500)




      Beauty Salon


      >>A facility to enhance one’s physical appearance. Let’s get gorgeous, everyone!




      Railway


      >>Tracks for trains. Can transport people and goods in bulk. Includes monster-avoidance systems.




      Train Station


      >>A hub for loading and unloading passengers and cargo. Comes with its own train!




      Museum


      >>Preserves and exhibits items significant to world heritage. Enhances villager’s knowledge. Includes deterioration prevention and security systems.




      Factory


      >>Mass-produces a variety of goods. Safety first!




      I’d gotten access to a bunch of new facilities after leveling up. I was curious about all of them, but one in particular really surprised me.


      “Hang on, I can build a railway and a train station now?!”


      Obviously, this world had nothing like that yet.


      I rushed over to an open space near the outer wall to give it a try.


      “I’ll start with the station.”


      A fairly simple structure appeared: a modest building with two platforms and a pair of tracks running between them. Two single-car trains were already sitting on the tracks when I got there.


      As I stepped inside, a wave of nostalgia washed over me.


      “This feeling... I knew it. I used to ride trains all the time in my past life.”


      I headed to the operator’s compartment and plopped down in the driver’s seat...only to realize I was too short to see out the window. I had to sit on my knees just to see what was going on.


      “All right, now how do I drive this thing?”


      There were a bunch of buttons, levers, and gauges, but I had no idea what any of them did.


      “Well, it’s not like I’ve got any passengers, so I can just wing it for now.”


      I wondered if it would even work right, though. Just as that thought popped into my head, I heard someone yell from behind me.


      “What the heck is this thing?!”


      I turned around and saw Seren, who’d boarded the train without me noticing.


      “I thought it was some kind of huge caterpillar monster!” she said.


      “It’s a train.”


      “A train?”


      “Yeah. It moves on those tracks laid into the ground,” I explained.


      “Wait, this thing can move?”


      I had to close the doors first, but...


      Hmm, which button is it?


      “Maybe this one?” I muttered, and then the doors closed with a hiss.


      Fsssh!


      “Wh-What was that?” Seren asked, drawing her sword.


      “Don’t worry, it’s just the door.” I fumbled around with the controls until I figured out how to get it moving. Eventually, I pulled a big lever in front of me down, and suddenly the huge hunk of metal began to slowly, heavily roll forward.


      Seriously, though, how is this thing even moving?


      There were no power lines overhead, obviously, and I didn’t see anything like a third rail alongside the tracks either. Our houses had electricity and gas, somehow, in the middle of the wasteland, so maybe I shouldn’t be too surprised.


      “It’s actually moving! Look! Hey, wait! Aren’t we gonna crash into that wall?!” Seren yelled as the train picked up speed.


      I quickly opened the Facility Customization menu, created a tunnel through the inner wall, then extended the tracks forward, just in time.


      The train zoomed through the new tunnel and traveled out beyond the village. We were still in the farmland, so we hadn’t gone too far yet. I made the tracks cut through the fields and created another tunnel through the outer wall. Now we were finally out in the open wasteland.


      Ka-tonk, ka-tonk...


      The rhythmic rumble of the train chugging along the tracks echoed across the empty landscape as we sped through it.


      “Wow, it’s so fast! And we just keep going!” Seren said. “We’re already almost past the edge of the wasteland! Traveling to the capital would be so easy if we used these things! Well, not as fast as Teleportation, but you know what I mean!” she said.


      Seren glanced at me. “Hey, why aren’t you saying anything?”


      “Promise you won’t get mad?”


      “Huh? Uh-oh, what’d you do? I can’t promise that because it depends on your answer. Tell me!”


      “I, um...don’t actually know how to stop the train.”


      “What?! Are you serious right now?!”


      “I-I mean, I know there has to be some way! I just haven’t figured it out yet...”


      The train kept barreling forward. I’d have to keep laying down track forever just to keep it from flying off the rails.


      “Hang on, maybe it’s the same lever...” I tried pushing the lever I’d used to get the train moving. Thankfully, it turned out it wasn’t just an accelerator; once I pushed it the other way, the train began to slow down and, eventually, screeched to a complete halt.


      “Whew. That could’ve been bad,” Seren said.


      “Seriously. I thought we were done for.” We both let out long sighs of relief.


      “How are we supposed to get back home, though?” she asked.


      I wondered if these trains could go in reverse. The operator’s seat was only at the front, but I knew trains sometimes overshot stations and had to reverse in my old world, so I figured there had to be a way.


      After I looked around a bit, I spotted a small switch labeled “Forward” and “Reverse.” “Maybe it’s this?” I flipped it to “Reverse” and pulled the control lever again, and this time the train started moving backward.


      “I guess we can get back home after all.” Obviously, I could just teleport us, but there was no way I was going to just abandon a train in the middle of nowhere.


      “This train thing could make travel between cities so much easier, though,” Seren mused.


      “Yep, and it can move lots of supplies at once.”


      This definitely wasn’t a “village” facility.


      “It really is amazing. You’ll use it all over the kingdom, right?”


      “No, not yet. I can’t start laying train tracks wherever I want. I’ll have to get permission from all the lords first.”


      Plus, I’d have to find people who could actually operate the trains. It’s not like I could just leave them running wild. I’d also need staff to manage and maintain the entire railroad system.


      “Handling the trains from the village would be a nightmare too. Hmm... Hey, I know!” I suddenly had a great idea. “I’ll just dump the whole thing on the king!”




      “Hello there, Lord Luke. Your body double has been such a help around here. As you can see, the palace and the capital have both been beautifully restored.”


      After I drove the train back to the village, I used Teleportation to head straight to the castle. I’d used one of my body doubles to schedule an audience with the king, so luckily, I was able to get in right away.


      “Anyway, what brings you here today?” he asked.


      “Well, I wanted to ask you if you would be willing to take over the operation of the railway,” I said.


      “Railway?”


      Yep. I planned to off-load the whole business onto the royal government. Infrastructure on this kind of scale had to be nationalized, after all. Besides, this would help the king too. Since the kingdom was still in the process of rebuilding, the huge profits from the railway system would help him greatly.


      “I think it would be quicker to just show you. Do you have a moment?” I asked.


      “Of course.”


      “I want to see it too!” the princess insisted.


      A handful of other bureaucrats ended up coming with us as well.


      “Okay, I need everyone to hold hands,” I said.


      “Hold hands?” They all looked confused but did as I said, linking hands and forming a circle.


      For some reason, the princess rushed straight over and grabbed my hand first. (“Haah, haah... I’m holding hands with Lord Luke! I just knew we were destined to be together!”)


      She made me think of Myria for some reason, but I just chalked it up to my imagination. At any rate, I went ahead and teleported everyone.


      “Huh?! Where are we?!”


      “We’re just outside the capital.”


      The newly reinforced city walls towered above us. While everyone was still reeling from being yanked out of the palace in the blink of an eye, I created a train station.


      “Go on. This is called a train station, and there’s the train car,” I explained as I gave them a tour.


      “What is this huge box?” the king asked.


      “That’s the train. You get inside, and it travels along those iron things called rails. Go ahead and have a seat, and you’ll see for yourself.”


      The king and his entourage looked thoroughly bewildered. As they wandered through the train car, they muttered things like, “Hm, this sofa is surprisingly comfortable,” and “What’s this thing hanging down?”


      Once they were all seated, I tooted the whistle, and—


      “Ack!”


      “What was that noise?!”


      “Are we under attack?!”


      —everyone began to panic.


      “Nope, that just means we’re leaving,” I said, starting the train.


      “Whoa!”


      “Take your seats, or you’ll fall. At least grab onto one of the straps,” I advised.


      “I-It’s really moving!”


      “How is a huge chunk of iron like this moving...”


      The train gradually picked up speed, surprising my passengers even more.


      “This is amazing! Look how far we are from the capital already!”


      “This is much faster than a horse and carriage!”


      Everyone rushed to press their faces against the windows like excited kids, amazed by the view outside. Meanwhile, I continued laying track.


      “I’ll just connect this line all the way to the old capital in Arvale,” I called over my shoulder. “It’ll take maybe an hour at full speed to get there,” I said.


      “An hour?! But that trip normally takes days!”


      The train could reach about 150 kilometers per hour, and since there were no stops along the way, my estimate was a pure measurement of distance.


      “The wind feels so good...”


      “There’s barely any shaking, even at this speed! I could fall asleep like this.”


      It didn’t take very long for everyone to settle in and relax while I drove the train.


      “If we expanded this throughout the land, it could change the kingdom!”


      “It’s true... Because of the kingdom’s geography, we’ve had to leave regional governance to local lords. But keeping track of affairs throughout the land will be so much easier with this... The crown’s reach could finally extend beyond the royal domain!”


      Several officials had already begun launching into political debates by the time we reached the old Arvale capital.


      ◇◇◇


      Hank Arvale, Luke’s uncle and the governor of the former Arvale lands, and now the royal domain, was shocked when he heard the news from Luke’s body double.


      “What? The king is coming here?! And he’ll be here any moment?! Why didn’t anyone tell me about this sooner?!”


      The body double said, “Well, I’m telling you now.”


      Hank let out a deep sigh before scrambling to prepare for welcoming the king.


      “How in the world did he get here so quickly? Hm? He’s already waiting on the edge of town?”


      The next moment, the double body—which had access to all of Luke’s skills—teleported Hank outside the city walls.


      “All right, let’s put up a station here.” It created the facility in no time.


      Meanwhile, Hank had no idea what was happening.


      “Hm? Something’s coming this way.” He squinted in the distance and saw a massive metallic object approaching. Shockingly, there were no horses pulling it, so it couldn’t be a carriage. “It’s moving way too fast... How is it even moving in the first place? It’s impossible...” He quickly dismissed the thought, but once it got closer, he could no longer deny it. It ran along some kind of strange metal rails that extended from the station.


      The object sped in, screeched to a halt, and stopped right in front of Hank.


      “Wh-What in the blazes?!” He was so overwhelmed that he fell onto his behind. The doors opened with a hiss and the king and his entourage emerged.


      “Goodness! It really did only take about an hour!”


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


      Hank quickly dropped to one knee. “Welcome, Your Majesty!”


      “Oh? You came all this way to greet us?” The king looked surprised to see him. “Apologies for the sudden visit. Even I didn’t know I’d be coming until just an hour ago.”


      “B-But Your Majesty, what in the world is that thing?”


      “I can’t explain it in detail myself, but it’s something called a train.”


      “A train?”


      “Yes, and the journey from the capital took less than an hour thanks to this contraption.”


      “An hour?!” Hank’s mouth hung open in shock.


      That was his real nephew’s cue to speak. “Well, let’s head back to the capital. I can just teleport us there in one second instead of an hour,” Luke said.


      “Actually, I’d rather ride the train again, if that’s all right.”


      It seemed like His Majesty had taken quite a liking to trains.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Two: The Apostle of Beauty


      Thanks to the successful presentation of the railroad system to the king, my plan to get him to take over the management responsibilities worked. He said the negotiations with the lords, planning the routes, and everything else would be handled responsibly by the government. Of course, I would have to handle the actual construction of the stations and tracks. Well, technically I’d make my body double do that, but still...


      After we discussed it for a while, we decided to make the railway system underground instead of aboveground. After all, no one had even heard of trains before in this world, so building them on the surface might be too dangerous, since many people might not know better than to wander onto the tracks and get run over.


      So the plan was to first connect the cities via underground tunnels, then lay the tracks through them. That way, obstacles in the way wouldn’t matter. And since the stations would also be underground, there would be no reason to alter the city layouts.


      The route from the royal capital to the old Arvale capital, then through Liesen, ending in my village, had already been approved for construction. It was all royal domain anyway. My body double had already started building the facilities, so trial runs would probably begin soon.


      “I wanna ride the train with Luke again!” Seren said, her eyes lighting up.


      “Why didn’t I get to ride the train, Lord Luke?” Myria asked in a chiding tone.


      “Ha ha! I win this round!” Seren said triumphantly.


      “You little brat...”


      I didn’t know why Seren was acting like she’d won something. She just happened to barge in and ride along on the train.


      Suddenly, I received a telepathic message from Saten.


      “Lord Luke! We’ve got trouble!”


      He sounded panicked, which was unusual for him, and that set off alarm bells in my head immediately.


      “You’re not going to believe who’s shown up at the village gates!”


      “Who is it?”


      I wondered if it was some kind of dangerous monster, but he’d said “who,” not “what,” and that must’ve meant it was a human.


      “The guards are holding them off for now, but it’s only a matter of time before they break through!”


      I pulled up the map. “Hm? That’s odd...”


      If someone dangerous was trying to force their way into the village, a red dot would show up, but there wasn’t any on the map. I got ready to teleport to the gate, deciding it’d be faster to see for myself.


      “Hang on,” Seren said, noticing how tense I’d gotten. “You don’t even know what’s happening, right? Take me with you!”


      She had a point. It was better to bring along someone who could fight, just in case.


      And so I teleported with her straight to the gate, determined to see what danger was lurking there for us...




      I saw a mysterious figure in the distance shouting passionately at some guards who surrounded them.


      “Aw, c’mon! Let me in. I swear, I’m not dangerous! The only reason I came here is to tell everyone about beauty!”


      They were huge, standing well over two meters tall, and had muscles even bigger than Doriel, the former bandit gang leader. Not only was their physique huge, but they had a deep voice to match.


      The odd thing, though, was that their mannerisms were completely the opposite. They were quite feminine, and so was their outfit. They were dressed head to toe in a pink, frilly dress, like some kind of fairytale princess, complete with a tiara sparkling on their head. Their long, blond hair was tied into pigtails with cute ribbons. The makeup plastered over their face didn’t hide their masculine features, like their square jaw.


      “Wh-What is that creature?” Seren muttered, taken aback.


      The guards, equally bewildered, pointed their weapons at the stranger.


      “Liar! How can you tell people about beauty when you look like that?!” they shouted.


      “You look more like a walking disaster!”


      “Goodness! That’s awfully cruel, saying such things to a maiden like me! Even I might get angry if you keep that up. Harumph!” The giant puffed out their cheeks in a cute (?) pout.


      Despite their extraordinary appearance, my map showed no sign that they were actually dangerous.


      I cautiously stepped forward. “Excuse me, but would you mind explaining a bit more about why you’re here? I’m Luke, the village mayor.”


      “Ooh! You’re the mayor? Why, aren’t you an adorable little thing!” She (?) began to squirm, her eyes sparkling.


      “Lord Luke, this person seems like a threat!”


      “Don’t get any closer!” the guards cautioned.


      I held up a hand. “No, it’s fine.”


      “I think they’ve mistaken me for an ogre or something, but they’re totally wrong! I’m Goritiana, just a normal girl! Feel free to call me Gori, okay?”


      “Gori?” I repeated.


      “Yep! That’s it!”


      She was pretty high-energy, but she didn’t seem like a bad person. Plus, I doubted someone with ulterior motives would deliberately bring this much attention to themselves.


      Seren and the guards still seemed wary. I figured someone like Gori was probably unusual in this world, but back in my previous world, people like her weren’t unheard of.


      “Well, Gori. What brings you to our village?” I asked calmly.


      “Wow, you’re actually going to listen to me? That’s so wonderful! I just knew the mayor who built this amazing place had to be equally wonderful! I just adore you!”


      “U-Um, thanks.”


      Honestly, up close, her muscles were a little terrifying. The village was full of strong, bulky guards nowadays, thanks to the training facility, but their bodies weren’t even close to being as burly as Gori’s. I guessed she’d built those muscles naturally on her own, which was even more impressive.


      “Well, as you can see, I’m an apostle of beauty!”


      I tilted my head. “Uh, ‘an apostle of beauty’?”


      Like, the beauty of muscles? I wondered.


      “I’ve devoted my entire life to the belief that girls should be cuter and more beautiful! And thanks to my devotion, I’ve become the very embodiment of beauty itself!” Gori announced with a smile.


      Well, beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so I guess I can’t argue with her... I thought, doing my best to keep my opinions to myself.


      “But now I want to spread this truth to other girls!” Gori continued. “That’s why I’m traveling—to make sure every girl I meet becomes even more beautiful! On the road, I heard rumors of this village out here in the wastelands, and now here I am!”


      “Ah, I see...”


      That seemed like a noble enough goal, but I wasn’t really sure what else to think about it.


      “Are you kidding? What about you embodies beauty?”


      “Yeah! Not to mention, you’re a man!” the guards shouted, and the moment after, I knew they’d made a mistake.


      “Who the hell are you callin’ a man?!” Gori growled, slamming her right foot into the ground so powerfully that it left a huge crack behind.


      As my ears rang from the force of the sound, I watched as Gori lunged at the guard.


      She grabbed the man’s face in her huge hands, pulling his head so close that their noses practically touched. Her lips curved into a sweet smile, but her eyes weren’t smiling at all.


      “I’m a maiden, through and through,” Gori said. “Don’t you agree?”


      “Eeeep!” the guard squeaked, his entire body trembling. Even though the guard was pretty sturdy himself, he looked like a little kid compared to Gori.


      “Repeat after me: ‘You are a maiden.’”


      “Y-Yes! You... You’re a maiden! A maiden, ma’am!”


      “That’s a good boy! Mwah!”


      Gori gave the guard a big old smooch on his lips, and the guard promptly collapsed to the ground.


      “Oopsie! Did my kiss get him so excited that he blacked out? Aww, how innocent!” Gori giggled, wiggling around again. I had a feeling that it hadn’t been excitement that made him faint, but that could be my secret.


      Gori seemed like a handful, but she wasn’t dangerous, so I decided to let her into the village.




      “Oh, it’s just like the rumors said!” Gori exclaimed. “Everyone here is so healthy! And health is the foundation of beauty, you know. I knew coming to this village was the right choice! This will be the perfect place to spread the tenets of beauty that I’ve mastered!”


      When people first saw the village, they were usually shocked—but not Gori.


      “I’m sorry about earlier, by the way. I just got so carried away! How embarrassing!” She pressed her hands against her flushed cheeks, wiggling around shyly.


      “Don’t worry about it. The guard shouldn’t have said that.” It made sense that they hadn’t known how to react, though.


      “Hee hee. You’re so kind,” Gori said, giving me a big smile, but then—


      “Hey!”


      —Seren stepped between us. “Don’t bat your eyes at Luke. It doesn’t matter who you are! If you’re a woman, I won’t hold back!”


      Well, at least she was recognizing Gori as a woman.


      “Oh, I’m sorry. Are you the mayor’s wife?”


      “W-Wife?! No, I’m not his wife!” Seren muttered under her breath. “Yet.”


      Gori’s eyes sparkled strangely, and then she clasped Seren’s hands. “Oh, you’re just so cute!”


      “Huh?!”


      “You’re head over heels in love with the mayor, aren’t you?”


      “What?”


      “He’s definitely charming, but if he’s already taken, then it’d be rude of me to cut in!”


      “R-Right...”


      “You have my full support! And just so you know, you’re already adorable just the way you are, but I could help you be even more beautiful!” Gori exclaimed.


      “R-Really?”


      “Of course! It would be my pleasure!”


      That was all it took to win Seren over.


      Gori looked at me. “Well, Mr. Mayor, I wonder if I could trouble you to open a beauty salon in the village?”


      “What’s a beauty salon?” Seren asked, clearly having never heard of it.


      “Well, a beauty salon is a place to improve one’s beauty! There’s hair styling, makeup, fashion, and even skincare!” Gori explained with a delighted look on her face.


      “Oh, I never heard of it before.”


      “That’s because I invented it myself!”


      Beauty salons didn’t exist in this world yet, so naturally, the term didn’t exist either. Changing your hairstyle or putting on makeup was rare outside of the nobility. We didn’t even have a barber shop in the village. Most people just cut their own hair.


      “Everyone can become beautiful like me if we have a beauty salon!” Gori said.


      “Right...” Seren suddenly looked a little uneasy. I wondered if she was reconsidering after imagining transforming into the spitting image of Gori.


      “Don’t worry! I’ll make sure you turn out absolutely perfect! Just trust me!”


      What if Seren ends up with makeup plastered on her face and pink frills everywhere? And huge muscles? I started to sweat a little bit.


      “Um, well, you can use this building,” I said. I’d just unlocked beauty salons the last time I leveled up, so I went ahead and built one.




      Beauty Salon


      >>A facility to enhance one’s physical appearance. Let’s get gorgeous, everyone!




      I hoped my Gift would help moderate Gori’s ideals of beauty somewhat.


      “Oh, it’s just adorable! Are you sure I can use this place?!” Gori twirled her pigtails around her fingers, looking thrilled at the sight of the pink building.


      “Yep. Just make sure you listen to what your customers want, okay?” I said.


      “Of course! Why, I’d never force my ideas on anyone!” Gori said.


      Can I really trust her with this? Well, I guess we’ll find out soon enough.




      “Look, Luke!”


      “Huh?”


      I turned around. I’d heard Seren’s voice, but the girl standing was so breathtakingly beautiful that I was certain I’d never seen her before.
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      “W-Well? What do you think?” The girl fidgeted shyly, and suddenly it dawned on me.


      “Wait... Seren? Is that you?”


      “Of course it’s me! Who else would it be?”


      She really did look like an entirely different person. Her loose, wavy blue hair framed her face perfectly, her clothes made her look more feminine, and her makeup enhanced her features without making her look gaudy. Seren looked twenty—no, thirty—percent more gorgeous than usual.


      “Hee hee. I did good, didn’t I, Mr. Mayor?” Gori asked with a grin.


      “Hang on... Gori’s responsible for this?”


      I’d been secretly afraid Seren would turn into a mini-Gori, but she’d been given beauty treatments that suited her perfectly.


      “She’s flawless from every angle, isn’t she? This will be my career’s crown jewel! It’s so odd, though... Working in this salon, everything went ten times better than usual!”


      Maybe my Gift had helped a little, but really, I thought most of it probably had to do with Gori’s sense of style.


      “Yeah...”


      “Oh, come on, Mr. Mayor. Tell her what you think!” Gori grabbed my shoulders and turned me around to face Seren.


      How is she this strong?!


      “Um, Seren... I think you look really cute.”


      Her face instantly turned bright red. Still fidgeting, she mumbled. “C-Can you say it one more time?”


      Seriously? This is so embarrassing!


      “You’re really cute.”


      Seren squirmed with happiness, and Gori followed suit, twisting her whole body around.


      “Oh, the glory of youth! Oh, how I wish someone would say the same thing to me!”


      Well, that definitely ruined the mood.


      All of a sudden, Myria stomped over to us. “What in the world is going on here?! The girl was such a hick before! To think she made such a transformation...”


      “Hey, who are you callin’ a hick?! Anyway, I got a full makeover at the beauty salon!” Seren said.


      “Beauty salon?” Myria’s eyes widened. “I-I hate to admit it, but I’ll barely be holding my lead at this rate...”


      “Your lead? I was blowing you out of the water even before this, lady!” Seren said triumphantly.


      “Grr...” Myria bit down on her handkerchief with frustration.


      Gori sidled up to Myria. “Oh, could it be? Do you want to be beautiful too?”


      “W-Wait, Gori! Leave her just how she is!” Seren pleaded, but Gori shook her head and wagged her finger back and forth.


      “Sorry, but I can’t do that. I’m an apostle of beauty! I can’t pick and choose my clients. I must spread beauty to all!”


      “Nooo...” Seren looked devastated.


      “Now, Myria dear. Come with me. You’ve got an amazing foundation, so you’ll be gorgeous in no time!”


      “I-I will?” Myria looked doubtful, but she got caught up in Gori’s enthusiasm.


      Meanwhile, Seren fell to her knees, hanging her head in despair. 




      “Well? How do I look, Lord Luke?”


      Myria’s transformation rivaled Seren’s. Her long black hair shone like silk, and her makeup accented her natural beauty. She wore a daring gown that showed off her curves, exposed her cleavage, and had a slit up the side that revealed her long legs.


      Seren’s makeover emphasized her adorableness, while Myria’s was the picture of elegance. It was clear that Gori had tailored her makeovers to each client’s style.


      “You look really beautiful,” I said honestly.


      “Oh!” Myria was normally so composed, but now she was blushing like a schoolgirl.


      Just then, Seren came charging back in. “Hey! Who do you like better? Me or her?!”


      “He he. Do you even have to ask? He obviously likes me better! Right, Lord Luke?”


      “It’s obviously me!”


      “Stop fighting!”


      “Goodness, Mr. Mayor, what a dilemma! But I totally understand. They’re both masterpieces, after all! Who could ever choose just one?” Gori pressed a hand against her chest, nodding sympathetically to my plight. “But don’t worry! I’ve got the perfect solution!”


      “You do?”


      Suddenly, Gori flexed both arms and said, “Since you can’t choose one, choose both!”


      Yeah, that doesn’t solve anything.




      Gori’s beauty salon became one of the most popular spots in town in no time. At first, the women had been skeptical. Well, maybe downright suspicious was the better word for it. But once they’d seen Seren’s and Myria’s dramatic makeovers, the women started flooding in, all wanting Gori’s services for themselves.


      “Eek, I’m so happy! But I only have two hands, you know!”


      It was so popular, in fact, that there was no way Gori could keep up on her own anymore. Appointments were booked months in advance. Gori decided to take on apprentices and employees.


      The concept of beauty salons was still so new in this world that I thought she’d have trouble actually finding any apprentices, and even if she did, it would probably take them a long time before they were good enough to provide services on their own.


      Well, that’s what I thought, anyway.




      “Welcoooome!”


      A while later, I dropped by the salon to check on things and was greeted by an entire crowd of muscular men.


      And every single one of them wore heavy makeup and frilly pink outfits.


      “Where’d all these Gori look-alikes come from?”


      “They’re all my apprentices, of course!” Gori said.


      “Yes! Thanks to Gori, we’ve awakened to the world of beauty!”


      “That’s right! We’re dedicating our lives to beauty!”


      “Wow, they even talk like Gori...” I muttered to myself.


      I walked around and watched the apprentices deftly and speedily cut their clients’ hair. It seemed like they already had the necessary beauty skills.


      “Eeek, you look totally gorgeous now!”


      “Wait, is that really me?”


      “Hee hee. Quite the transformation, isn’t it?”


      “Yes! My husband will be thrilled! Thank you so much!”


      Every woman left the salon looking beautiful and smiling.


      And just like that, the women of the village looked completely different compared to before the salon existed. I wouldn’t say this out loud, obviously. Since many villagers had been refugees or had come from poor, rural areas, there used to be a lot of, well...plain women around.


      But now, every single one of them was gorgeous. Even in the royal capital, you probably wouldn’t see this many beautiful women around. Our village had always produced stylish clothing, but not many women knew how to dress well.


      But thanks to Gori, great fashion sense was starting to spread among even ordinary people. Before long, word of the salon reached beyond the village, and women from all over began traveling here just to visit it.


      And the number of muscle-bound men wanting to apprentice under Gori also skyrocketed.


      ◇◇◇


      My name is Shubal, and I work as a businessman in the royal capital. Maybe it’s bold to say this about myself, but I always had a knack for business and achieved incredible success, even at a young age.


      Because of that, I found a wife so beautiful that everyone else envied me. We lived a luxurious life in a huge mansion in one of the capital’s finest districts.


      “Darling, where shall we go for vacation this year?” my wife asked me one day.


      “How about that city I’ve heard all those rumors about? In the wasteland?”


      “Hm? A wasteland city?”


      “Wait, you haven’t heard of it? It’s in the far north of the former Arvale march. It’s a brand-new city built in the wasteland no one had ever managed to develop before. Its population has been exploding recently. They say once you live there, it’s so comfortable you’ll never want to leave.”


      “Oh, how interesting! But isn’t it very far away?”


      “It is, but they’ve got something called a train. It’s even faster than carriages.”


      “Hey, I’ve heard of trains! Some other ladies mentioned them at a party recently. But it sounded so absurd, I thought they were joking!” My wife’s eyes sparkled. “I wonder what kind of city it is? I’m so excited.”


      “I’m looking forward to it too. No matter how quickly it’s developing, it’s still just a small frontier town. Once they see a beauty like you, they’ll probably be so shocked they’ll faint.”


      “Oh, sweetheart...”


      And so, my wife and I decided to take a train to the wasteland city. The station was located underground, in the royal capital.


      “This is amazing! How could they build such a huge space underground?” my wife exclaimed.


      “Look, honey. That must be the train.”


      “It’s so big! That’s what we’re riding?”


      As I looked at the huge hunk of metal, I couldn’t help but question whether something that big could actually move. Nevertheless, my wife and I boarded the train and took our seats. We’d had to purchase our tickets in advance, and because they were in such high demand, they’d been quite expensive. Of course, it’d been a drop in the bucket for someone of my wealth.


      “Darling, it’s moving!”


      “You’re right.”


      Before long, though, it became hard to tell whether we were in motion since the ride was so smooth. The train traveled underground, so the windows showed nothing but darkness, creating a surreal illusion of stillness.


      “Are we really going to the wasteland city?”


      “We should be...”


      My wife had been so excited at first, but soon she grew bored and dozed off.


      The train stopped at several stations along the way, and eventually, there was an announcement saying we’d arrived at the wasteland city.


      “Are we actually there?”


      “Th-That’s what it said, honey...”


      Still skeptical, we stepped off the train.


      This station didn’t look dramatically different from the one we’d boarded at, but when we climbed the stairs to the surface and emerged aboveground, we were greeted by an unbelievable sight: a huge metropolis that seemed even larger—and even more prosperous—than the royal capital!


      “What is this city?!”


      “Look at all the beautiful, tall buildings!”


      Having been born and raised in the capital, I couldn’t help but feel a bit of competitive pride. “Was this place really a wasteland once?”


      Sure, the buildings were brand-new and quite impressive, but what about the people? I’d heard most of them were refugees or immigrants from poor villages. I was certain there wouldn’t be anyone as beautiful as my wife, at the very least...


      But then my wife and I both gasped. The woman who’d just walked past was so beautiful she stopped us in our tracks. And it wasn’t just her. Every single woman walking nearby was unbelievably gorgeous.


      Of course, if you looked really hard at their facial features, perhaps some weren’t as gorgeous as my wife.


      But their healthy skin, beautiful makeup, stylish hairstyles, and clothing enhanced their natural looks, making them look out of this world.


      I’d come here intending to flaunt my wife’s beauty in this backwater town, but I was shocked at what we found instead.


      Meanwhile, my wife’s eyes sparkled with excitement.


      “This is incredible! How did they all become so beautiful?!” Before I could stop her, she was asking a nearby woman. I admired her initiative. “She says they all go somewhere called a beauty salon, which makes them more beautiful!”


      “A beauty salon?” Hearing that gave me a little motivation to carry on. “I see. Then if someone as naturally beautiful as you goes there, you’ll become an absolute knockout!”


      “I wonder! We’ll have to see!”


      We headed to this so-called beauty salon, but my jaw dropped when I saw what awaited us there: a bunch of muscular men wearing pink, frilly dresses.


      “Welcome!”


      “What in the world?!”


      ◇◇◇


      “It’s always so busy,” Sirius muttered, looking at the new beauty salon from afar. There was a long line of women out the door. “Even Seren got roped into it. I can’t believe the power it has over everyone.”


      He never would’ve thought his sister would be interested in something like a beauty salon, but ever since she’d gotten a makeover from there, she’d been very concerned with her appearance.


      Seren had become so beautiful that even Sirius, her little brother, barely recognized her. And honestly, her obsession with her looks was making it hard to train with her.


      “Hm? What’s that? A men’s salon?”


      Apparently, there was even a beauty shop for men now. What reason did men have to primp and preen over their looks like women, though?


      But then something popped into his head...


      “I wonder if they can make me look more mature, like someone Philia might be attracted to?” he wondered.


      “Hm? Oh, I thought it was you, Sirius.”


      Sirius nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of Philia’s voice right behind him. “Ack!”


      Surely she didn’t hear me, right?!


      He hesitantly turned around and was so shocked by what he saw that he instantly forgot his previous worries.


      “What do you think?” Philia asked, looking more gorgeous than ever. “I tried out that beauty salon that’s so popular nowadays.”


      Spluuuuuuurt!


      Blood gushed out of his nose, and he promptly collapsed on the ground.


      “Sirius?!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Three: The Underground Ruins


      One day, I heard some strange news from one of my doubles who was in the capital.


      “Huh? Mysterious ruins were discovered under the royal capital?”


      “Yes. We were laying down more underground railroad tracks when we discovered them. We conducted an investigation and found monsters and traps, almost like a dungeon.”


      “I see. So, you want me to help out?”


      “Yes. You have a real dungeon there, so you have more people experienced with that sort of thing.”


      After giving me the rest of the details, the double said even the king hadn’t known there were ruins underneath the capital.


      According to scholars, the ruins were older than the nation itself. There were records of another, older empire that predated this one, so they thought it might have been built by those people.


      “Since the king himself told us to investigate, I guess we can’t turn it down.”


      “It’s mostly Raoul who’s insisting.”


      “Raoul?”


      Currently, my younger brother Raoul was strengthening the military in the royal capital. I’d heard he’d been working very hard and had gained the trust of the king.




      “All right. Everybody ready?” Raoul asked, looking around at the crew gathered outside the entrance of the ruins. “The monsters are strong, and the traps are dangerous. This is a really difficult dungeon, so everyone stay on guard.”


      “Why are you trying to lead us?” Seren asked in a combative tone. It was no wonder, since they had never gotten along in the first place.


      It had only been a few days since my body double had reported back to me on the ruins. Since then, I’d assembled a scouting team, and now we were preparing to venture inside.


      “Huh? Because I’m the strongest and the highest-ranking person here. The king himself appointed me general and charged me with rebuilding the national army.”


      “Yeah, but the members of this team are mostly from our village. They’ve got experience exploring dungeons, so I think I should be the leader,” Seren insisted.


      She had a point. Raoul had brought only one other person, so the rest were from our village.


      “Now, now. Don’t fight, you two,” I said, stepping between Seren and Raoul as they glared at each other. “We’re going on this mission together, so we need to get along. Got it?”


      I was trying to smooth over the tense atmosphere.


      “Tch. Then why don’t you lead, Luke? I wouldn’t have any complaints about that,” Raoul said.


      “Yeah, I agree. I don’t mind Luke being the leader,” Seren nodded.


      “What?! But why?!” I was not expecting them to appoint me as leader.


      “I think that’s a good idea too,” Philia said.


      “No complaints here,” Sirius agreed.


      “The mayor’s the best guy for the job,” Noel nodded.


      “You too, everybody?!”


      We also had Alec and his adventuring party, who had a lot of experience in the dungeons, and Kamul, who had the Gift of Dungeon Exploration.


      Of course, I’d brought everyone here via my Teleportation skill.


      “Well, I’m not really good at this kind of thing...” I said anxiously, but at least this outcome was better than Raoul and Seren fighting. And so, it was decided that I would lead the exploration team.


      Incidentally, I’d transferred my consciousness into a body double already, so I could navigate the ruins without putting my real, physical body in harm’s way. That’d been the only way that Seren would let me come along.


      “Um, Alec’s party, can you guys go first?”


      “Of course. We’re the most experienced here, I think,” Alec said. He was the party’s leader and its warrior, along with Hazena the mage, Dill the hunter, and Guy the warrior monk. They all had Gifts, and they were the only A-rank party in our village.


      “And Noel, you give them backup,” I said.


      “Got it. I’ll do my best.”


      Alec and Noel took the lead, followed by Dill and Guy, then Hazena and Kamul. Next was Seren and me, Philia and a Gifted elven healer named Cline, and then Sirius.


      Raoul and his aide, a woman named Marin who used a spear, took the rear.


      Altogether, there were thirteen of us, which was the maximum number of people the ruin’s narrow passages could accommodate.


      The entrance to the ruins was in a corner of the train station. My double had been laying new tracks around this station when he’d discovered the ruins by chance. But what he’d thought was an entrance wasn’t actually the entrance, so when we went inside, we immediately came to a corner instead of a vestibule.


      The walls and floors of the ruins were stone, and the total lack of light meant we couldn’t see anything ahead.


      “These are ruins, not a dungeon, so it’ll be pitch-black down here,” Alec, our experienced adventurer, explained. He told us that he’d actually explored ruins before in the past.


      “Leave it to me,” said Guy, and then the tip of his staff began glowing. His Gift allowed him to use White Magic, with which he could manipulate light.


      Guy’s staff illuminated the path, revealing several shadowy shapes writhing in the darkness ahead.


      Raoul snorted. “Looks like we’ve already run into something.”


      A creepy rattling noise grew closer to us. They were skeletons, armed with swords.


      “It seems like these ruins are home to many undead monsters, like these skeletons here,” Raoul’s aide, Marin, said from the rear.


      She was a strikingly beautiful woman of about twenty with a sharp, businesslike demeanor. When I got a closer look at her, I noticed her ears resembled a dog’s, so she must’ve had beastfolk blood.


      The skeletons noticed us and started attacking, their bones chattering as they moved. Even though they were nothing but bones, they were incredibly fast.


      But Noel knocked them back with his shield. Once they fell onto the ground, Alec brought his greatsword down on them, crushing them from their skulls to their ribs, scattering their bones in all directions.


      Those skeletons stopped moving.


      “There’s more coming.”


      Four more white skeletons appeared from the darkness.


      “I’ll do it! Fire Javelin!” Hazena said, shooting a flaming spear that incinerated the entire group of skeletons.


      Several more skeleton warriors appeared, but they were no match for us. With Alec and his party dispatching them so easily, Seren was starting to get a little bored.


      “Hmph. Small fries,” Raoul said, easily defeating a skeleton that attacked us from the rear.


      It’s really reassuring to have Raoul with us.


      “This way!” Kamul said, guiding us through the passageways. Maybe it was because he had so much more experience now, but he was way more confident now than he had been before.


      Even though the ruins seemed like a pretty complex labyrinth, Kamul kept us moving forward without getting lost.


      “OooOooh...”


      “AaAaaaAahh...”


      As we proceeded, we suddenly heard some kind of creepy moaning coming from up ahead.


      “Ew, gross!”


      “Zombies this time?”


      The zombies had pale faces and were splattered with blood. Their clothes were tattered, exposing rotting flesh and bits of bone that poked through.


      Unlike skeletons, zombies retained traces of their former lives, which only made them creepier.


      “Hah!”


      Even though zombies moved slowly, they were incredibly hardy. Alec brought his greatsword down with a huge flourish, splitting one of the zombies clean in half.


      Meanwhile, Guy used his staff to deliver a crushing blow that shattered another zombie’s head.


      Apparently, zombies stood no chance against us either.


      I noticed that Kamul had stopped in his tracks.


      “Hm? What’s the matter, Kamul?” I called out.


      “S-Sorry, but there’s a trap ahead. Someone’ll need to remove it before we can go any farther,” he said.


      A metal gate blocked the passage ahead of us. It seemed like it would only open if you entered the correct solution to a puzzle. I looked around and saw symbols carved into the wall beside the gate.


      □ → × → △ → ○


      I remembered seeing those symbols somewhere else before...


      “Hey, weren’t there switches corresponding to those symbols back in the middle of the maze?” I asked.


      “Yeah, but the mechanism is designed so that we can’t pass through unless we press those switches,” Kamul said, apologetic. His newfound confidence had deflated.


      I assumed he felt bad because if he’d realized it beforehand, we could’ve pressed the switches on the way here rather than having to backtrack.


      “Hm... Yeah, but I have a feeling this is the kind of puzzle where you have to press the switches in the exact order to proceed,” I said.


      “Oh, I see...”


      “So we would’ve had to come all the way here to figure out the right sequence anyway.”


      That was a pretty annoying trap.


      “What a pain...” Raoul muttered.


      “Normally, it would be a pain,” I said. “But I’ll just use Teleportation and flip the switches.” Since each part of the ruins we’d passed through was now part of the village’s territory, I could use my Teleportation skill freely.


      “Y-You can even do that?”


      “That’s Lord Luke for ya!”


      Alec and his party looked stunned.


      After I looked at the gate again, however, I realized something...


      “Oh, wait, that won’t even be necessary.”


      I grabbed Seren and Sirius by the arms and then used Teleportation to transport us to the other side of the gate.


      “It’s kinda cheating a bit, but we can do it this way too,” I said.


      Everyone was speechless.


      And so, I teleported the rest of the party two at a time to the other side of the gate. There was no reason to mess with an annoying trap if we didn’t have to, after all.




      The ruins had levels, just like a dungeon, and the monsters grew more dangerous as we progressed through the levels.


      “Ngh! This one’s pretty tough!” Alec said.


      “They’re so fast!” Seren agreed.


      They were currently engaged in a fierce fight with skeleton warriors—except these were much faster and better with a sword than the ones we’d encountered earlier.


      Still, this group contained our village’s most elite fighters.


      Alex found an opening and smashed a skeleton’s skull with his greatsword; meanwhile, Seren used ice magic to slow down the skeleton’s movements before slicing off its head.


      Another skeleton warrior lunged at us. Philia shot an arrow that shattered some of its bones, but it didn’t affect the skeleton much.


      “Hm. Bows and arrows aren’t very effective against the undead,” she muttered.


      “Leave this one to me!” Sirius shouted, leaping forward to engage the skeleton.


      I could tell he wanted to show off in front of Philia.


      “Whoa!”


      The zombies were a lot stronger too. They crawled around on all fours and even climbed the walls like some kind of acrobats.


      “These things are terrifying!” Hazena jumped forward and used her fire magic to burn a zombie to a crisp, but it still leaped forward.


      “Damn these zombies...” Guy knocked the zombie back with his staff.


      “Lord Raoul!”


      “What?”


      Even though the zombie was nothing but a head now, it still bit at Raoul’s ankles until Marin skewered it with her spear.


      “Ha! So you can be entertaining after all!” Raoul said.


      It wasn’t just skeletons and zombies either. Next, we fought living armor, a type of undead monster that resembled an animated set of full plate armor. The soul of a fallen warrior inhabited the armor, continuing its fight even in death.


      Naturally, these monsters had a very high defense stat. Even after Alec caved in one’s helmet with his greatsword, it kept attacking.


      And Hazena’s fire magic had no effect on it.


      “How about this, then?” Guy said, striking the living armor with his glowing staff. For some reason, that stopped the monster in its tracks, and it fell apart right on the spot.


      “It was a purifying spell,” Guy explained. “It’s really effective against undead monsters.”


      After that, we encountered more living armor, mummies, zombie slimes, six-armed skeletons, and man-eating ghouls.


      The zombie slimes were very dangerous, nothing like standard slimes, which were pretty cute and one of the weakest monsters around. Instead, they were huge, three-meter-tall blobs that reeked of decay, and physical attacks were completely ineffective. That was because if even a portion of the slime was severed, it would instantly reattach itself to the main body and recover to its original state.


      The only way to defeat them was by having Hazena incinerate them with her fire magic or have Seren freeze them solid.


      If we hadn’t brought any magic users along, our party would’ve been in big trouble.


      The traps grew increasingly lethal as we descended to the lower levels, with walls closing in around us and floors suddenly collapsing into pits of spikes below. The traps could’ve actually taken some of us out, but thanks to Kamul, we detected them all in advance and were able to avoid or disarm them.


      The mechanical puzzles and mechanisms had also grown way more complicated.


      There were countless one-way doors and hidden passages that would only appear if you simultaneously pressed the correct switches distributed throughout the ruins.


      But whenever things got too annoying, I just made life easier for us with Teleportation.


      “This place feels deadly...” Kamul said, trembling on the threshold of a vast chamber. Within, a bunch of stone boxes were lined up on the floor.


      “This is the shortest route, but maybe we can take a detour...” he continued.


      “Hmph! But if we can go through here, then that’s the way we should go!” Raoul brushed off Kamul’s suggestion and strode into the room.


      We all had no choice but to follow him.


      And the moment we did, all of the boxes’ lids slid open with a grating rasp, and then more than a hundred mummies rose out of the boxes.


      Apparently, those things were coffins—and now a horde of mummies was lumbering toward us!


      Then I heard a heavy clank behind us and saw that the door had closed on its own, shutting off our escape route.


      “See? That’s why I warned you...” Kamul groaned, clutching his head.


      “Seriously, what are you doing, Raoul?” Seren said with irritation.


      “We’ll just have to wipe ’em all out, huh?!” Raoul shouted back at Seren and then dove right into the swarm of mummies alone. He slashed through the mummies like a storm, sending one after another flying.
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      But mummies didn’t feel pain, so they didn’t go down even after their arms or heads had been cut off.


      “Lord Raoul!” Marin shouted, afraid he’d get swallowed up by the mummy horde. She rushed after him in a panic.


      “Hmph! It’ll take a lot more than this to bring me down!” Raoul said.


      Knowing him, he’d probably be fine. He seemed even stronger than he had been before, honestly.


      “C’mon! We’re going in too!” Seren said.


      “All right, Seren!” Sirius called.


      Alec’s party charged in right after them.


      The mummies were such a pain because they could use the bandages wrapped around their bodies to entangle their enemies. If you got tied up in the middle of a pack of mummies, you were done for.


      But with so many talented fighters in our squad, we steadily defeated the mummies one by one, with Raoul leading the way.


      “Fire Javelin!” Hazena’s magic seemed especially effective against the mummies—probably since they were wrapped in cloth from head to toe.


      “I’ll help too!” I said, summoning a three-meter-tall golem. I sent it charging into the mummy horde, and it swatted mummies away left and right with its massive fists.


      “I’ll borrow its shoulder, Lord Luke!” Philia hopped up on the golem’s shoulder and fired her bow at the zombies from above. Regular arrows didn’t do much against the undead, but Philia’s were enchanted with wind magic. When they landed, the projectiles struck with so much force that they blew the zombies back and blasted some of their flesh right off their bodies.


      Before I knew it, we’d defeated over a hundred mummies in no time at all.


      “That’s it? Heh. With this crew, we could probably take down a whole country!” Raoul said, sounding amused. He’d probably killed the most mummies out of anyone here.


      Marin looked over the room filled with lifeless mummy corpses(?) in shock. “I can’t believe we defeated this many mummies so quickly. This is really a formidable group...”


      I spotted a door at the far end of the room. It had been closed when we came in, but now that the mummies were gone, it was open.


      “Raoul, we agreed beforehand that I was the leader. Don’t go charging in and making decisions on your own, okay?” I said, realizing I couldn’t let this one slide.


      “Tch. Fine.” He gave me a reluctant nod.


      “Okay, everybody. Let’s take a short break over here. Since it’s a nice big room, we’ll have plenty of space. I bet everyone’s hungry right about now,” I said.


      “Um, there are mummy corpses literally everywhere...” Marin said with a wince, like she couldn’t possibly imagine eating here.


      But that was no problem. I created a fully furnished house right on the spot.


      “Huh?!”


      “It’s perfectly clean inside,” I said as I went inside the house, leaving a shocked Marin behind.


      I made sure the living room was big enough to accommodate thirteen people.


      “Let me know if anyone’s injured,” the healer Cline called out. “I can treat you now while we have the chance.”


      Once that was settled, I used Teleportation to go back to the village.


      “Hey, Cork? Are you done with the stuff I asked you for?” I asked.


      “Ack! Whoa, Mr. Mayor! Don’t scare me like that. Anyway, where in the world did you even come from?”


      Cork was a villager with the Cooking Gift who’d opened up our first restaurant. His dishes were so delicious and popular that tourists traveled all the way to the village just to try them.


      “Anyway, it’s all ready,” Cork said. “Here.”


      “Wow, thanks.”


      “Now, what did you say this was called again? Ben—Bento? I’ve never made anything like this before.”


      That’s right. I’d asked him to prepare bento boxes for us. I opened one of the small wooden boxes and found it packed with delicious food.


      Bento boxes weren’t a thing in this world yet, so the request had caught him a little off guard. He’d put them together beautifully, though, and I couldn’t help but admire how colorful they were.


      We didn’t have any rice, so we’d have to make do with pasta instead. Unfortunately, it seemed like rice didn’t grow anywhere in this kingdom, at least as far as I knew.


      “We’re investigating some ruins under the royal capital, and I thought these would be perfect for a break,” I said.


      “The royal capital?” Cork didn’t know about my Teleportation skill, so he was naturally confused. I thanked him and then teleported back to the ruins with the thirteen lunches.


      “Here you go. One bento each, okay?”


      Most people looked as confused as Cork was.


      “Bento?” they asked.


      But Alec and his party were already familiar with it, since the dining hall at the adventurers’ inn sold bento. They were popular because they were portable and could be taken into dungeons and on adventures.


      “Oh, hey, bento! You always take such good care of us!”


      “I can’t wait to dig in!”


      But today’s bento were way fancier than those. The moment everybody took the lids off, they all started freaking out, saying how delicious they looked.


      “I had Cork make them for us.”


      “Really?! Then they’re definitely gonna be good!” Seren said, her eyes lighting up.


      “Delicious!”


      The moment everyone tasted the bento, they were all blown away by the flavor.


      I worried no one would have an appetite after fighting all those undead monsters, but everybody ate every last morsel of their bento.


      “Hey, no seconds?” Raoul said.


      “Sorry. I only had him make one per person,” I said.


      He frowned. “Damn... Still, if we could supply these to the army, it would really raise the soldiers’ morale.”


      I thought mass-producing bento of this quality would be a bit difficult.


      “If you can teleport, why couldn’t we have gone back to the village to eat rather than you building this house?” Sirius asked.


      “It’s about the atmosphere, Sirius,” Seren said.


      “The ‘atmosphere’?”


      She had a point, but my real reason was that bento tasted better when you ate it on the road, and I said as much. Alec and the others agreed.


      “He’s right. Eating bento in a dungeon just hits different.”


      “Isn’t it funny? For some reason, it tastes better now than when you eat it in the dining hall.”


      The thing everyone appreciated most about the house was the toilet, though.


      “This is such a lifesaver. Trying to hide in a corner in the ruins to take care of business is dangerous,” Marin said as she returned from the bathroom.


      Since everyone wanted to use the toilet all at once, I added another bathroom with Facility Customization.


      “It’s nice to be able to wash your hands too.”


      “Especially after fighting the undead! They’re not exactly clean, so being able to wash up before eating helps.”


      Raoul just looked confused, like he didn’t understand.


      Ew, did he not wash his hands before eating?!


      “Oh, please. It’d take a lot more than that to kill me!”


      Now that we were done eating and had taken care of business, it was time to get back to exploring the ruins.




      “What is this place?”


      Eventually, we arrived at another room just as big as the mummy chamber. While that chamber had been cold and bare, this room looked incredibly fancy. The walls were covered in ornate reliefs with glittering gems inlaid, and the farther into the room you went, the more extravagant the reliefs became.


      Something that looked like an altar sat at the back of the room, with a massive golden box resting on it. Piles of gold, silver, and other treasures surrounded it.


      “Is that a coffin?”


      “Probably. And considering how fancy this room is, I’d bet it’s the tomb of some ancient king,” Philia said.


      She had a point. It was hard to imagine these ruins being anything other than a royal tomb from some long-lost kingdom. That meant the king himself was probably inside the coffin.


      “Look at all this treasure!”


      “Surely taking a little would be okay. I mean, look at all this... Nah, never mind,” Alec said, talking himself out of it.


      Even though the treasure was from an ancient civilization, the kingdom technically owned it now, and taking any without permission would get you punished.


      Besides, we’d probably be paid more than enough for clearing these ruins without having to resort to stealing treasure in the first place.


      Just then, a disembodied voice echoed around us: “Who dares disturb my slumber?”


      The voice was downright creepy and sent chills down our spines. We all quickly looked around, trying to find the source.


      “I-It’s the coffin!” Kamul cried, his voice trembling.


      The golden coffin’s lid was slowly rising.


      “No way!”


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me! Even the guy in the tomb is undead?!”


      A skeleton wearing a crown and robes of fine but tattered cloth emerged from the coffin.


      “You fools... How dare you defile my tomb...” he called out, his ghostly voice sounding furious.


      He must’ve been upset that we’d trespassed on his final resting place. He looked like a regular skeleton at a glance, but he seemed like a much higher class of monster than any we’d run into thus far.


      “Be careful! He’s a wight!” Philia warned. “They’re highly intelligent, unlike ordinary undead monsters, and they use powerful, wicked magic!”


      “I don’t care what he is! I’ll send him straight into the afterlife!” Raoul ignored Philia and charged head-on by himself.


      I literally just told him not to do that. Does he ever listen to me?


      “Shadow Bind,” the wight said, swinging his staff.


      “Huh?!”


      Raoul immediately froze, as if his entire body had been constrained. He couldn’t even take a single step forward.


      “What the hell? I can’t move!”


      “Fool! Let my wicked flames consume you until you die writhing in agony. Hellfire!”


      The wight fired black flames at Raoul.


      “Decoy Shield!” Noel shouted.


      Just before the flames hit Raoul, they suddenly veered off course and instead collided with Noel’s shield.


      Apparently, Noel had a special skill that let him redirect an enemy’s attack away from an ally.


      “My shield...” Noel said in disbelief. Forged from mythril by a dwarven blacksmith, his shield was strong against both physical and magical attacks. But after taking the brunt of those black flames, not only was it scorched, but it looked as though the mythril itself had been eaten away.


      “That’s definitely dangerous Black magic,” Guy nodded, then tapped the tip of his staff against Raoul’s shadow.


      “Hey, I can move now!” Raoul said.


      “I think it was a spell that temporarily incapacitated you. It’s a form of Black magic, but my purification magic is very effective against it,” Guy said, having apparently dispelled the binding magic.


      “Tch. What an annoying bastard,” Raoul said, glaring at the wight.


      “That’s why Philia told you to be careful,” I said, unable to resist scolding him.


      Meanwhile, the wight started casting another suspicious spell.


      “Defend me and remove these insolent wretches. Dark Summon.”


      A thick, vile mist billowed into existence and coalesced into the shape of a knight mounted on horseback—except the knight had no head.


      “A Dullahan?! He can summon undead that high in level?!” Alec shouted in disbelief.


      Except it wasn’t just one. A second, then a third, and then another appeared, until there were ten Dullahans standing in formation in front of their king.


      The wight pointed his staff at us. “Destroy them.”


      The moment the wight tried to attack us, Guy struck him with his staff. There was a bright flash of light, and the wight’s bones started to disintegrate.


      “Gaaaah...”


      But it was somehow still alive, even though it was technically dead.


      When Guy tried to attack again, the wight’s body was sucked into the ground, and then it reappeared somewhere else a few moments later. Apparently, it could travel from shadow to shadow.


      “I won’t let you get away!” I said, using Teleportation to chase after it.


      Once again, Guy smashed the wight with his staff, and the monster started writhing in agony.


      “No... This is impossible! It cannot be...” it groaned.


      “Ghost of the past, begone!” Guy shouted, delivering the finishing blow now that the wight couldn’t flee or fight back anymore.


      “Arrrghhhhh?!”


      Finally, the wight crumbled away, turning to ash before our eyes.


      “Rest in peace.” Guy made a gesture with his hand, and the remaining Dullahans began to vanish one after the other. I guessed that since the wight had been purified, the other monsters he’d summoned also died. Before long, every last undead monster in the room was gone.


      “Is it finally over?” Sirius asked.


      “Don’t say that out loud, Sirius! It’s bad luck!” Seren scolded him.


      “Why is it bad luck?” he asked.


      “Everyone, get back!” I shouted, spying a huge shadow dropping down from above. It hit the ground with a deafening thud, and we realized it was a giant lizard over twenty meters long.


      “I-Is it a dragon?”


      “Not just a dragon... It’s undead too!”


      “So then it’s a zombie dragon?!”


      Its scales were peeled off in most places, and some spots even had enough rotted off flesh to expose bone. Most of its fangs and claws were broken, but it was still very intimidating.


      “Raaaaaaaawr!”


      Its thunderous roar made me instinctively take a step back.


      Then its voice echoed throughout the room.


      “Heh heh heh... I will never surrender...my treasure...”


      It was halting and strained, but there was no mistake about it: It was the wight’s voice.


      “Wait, he possessed the zombie dragon?!”


      “How stubborn can he be?!”


      “I guess he really doesn’t wanna give up his treasure...”


      The wight’s resolve was so stubborn that it lasted even after death. I felt a chill race down my spine.


      “Purifying this one is going to be tough...” Guy said with a frown, then the zombie dragon opened its eyes wide.


      “Watch out! It’s going to launch a breath attack! A zombie dragon’s breath can corrode anything it touches. Don’t let it hit you, no matter what!” Philia shouted.


      “Too...late...” the dragon zombie said.


      The substance that came pouring out of the zombie dragon’s mouth looked more like acidic rain than breath. I had no idea how we could dodge something like that, but I instinctively threw up a stone barrier.


      “Get behind the wall, everybody!”


      Everyone scrambled behind the wall, and the corrosive breath slammed right into it. It sounded like a rainstorm pummeling against it.


      “Wait, is the wall—”


      We heard a sizzling sound and then realized the stone was melting. The wall suddenly crumbled away, and I realized we might not have even left bones behind if that had hit us directly.


      “Useless...”


      The zombie dragon closed the distance and smashed what was left of the stone wall to pieces with one swing of its tail.


      “How about this?!” I said, creating a city wall so high that it trapped the zombie dragon inside. If I put a bridge overhead, there’d be no escape.




      Bridge


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




      “Great thinking, Mr. Mayor!”


      “That should keep it occupied for a while. We can figure out a plan while it’s stuck in there.”


      “Nah, I think it’ll actually get out pretty fast,” I said.


      Within a few moments, part of the city wall grew dark, and the discoloration began to spread further. I had a feeling it was being corroded from the inside out. Once the wall had weakened enough, the zombie dragon smashed a hole in it, and there it was again.


      It had fought through the walls in only a few minutes, just like I’d predicted.


      “So damn...stubborn. Can’t you...just accept...your fate...and quietly go...to the underworld?!” the wight demanded.


      “Turns out, a few minutes is plenty,” I said.


      Hooooooonk!


      With its horn blaring, something no one would ever expect to see in an underground ruin came barreling out of nowhere straight at the zombie dragon: a train.


      While the zombie dragon had been corroding the wall from the inside out, I’d laid down tracks and gotten everything ready to run the train. And not just one of them either. Three five-car trains were lined up side by side, hurtling straight toward the zombie dragon.


      “What...is...that?!”
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      The dragon zombie had obviously never seen a train before, so he gawked at the lump of steel...before it smashed right into him.


      Barreling Train Superattack!


      I thought of that one just now.


      Boooooooooom!


      Even the dragon zombie’s huge frame stood no chance against three five-car trains. They smashed into it and drove it into the wall. Since it was already rotting, I figured it was more fragile than a normal dragon’s body.


      “I-Impossible... What...was that? Magic?!”


      “It wasn’t magic. Now, Guy!” I shouted.


      “Got it!”


      With the dragon zombie immobile, Guy delivered a purifying attack.


      The dragon zombie tried to use a breath attack from its crushed mouth, but Seren quickly froze it with her Ice magic.


      Finally, its giant body crumbled into ash.


      “Now is it over?” Sirius asked.


      “Sirius! How many times do we have to tell you?!” everyone shouted.


      But this time we really had done it. We waited for a while, but nothing else happened.


      “Was that really for the best, though? From the wight’s perspective, we’re nothing but grave robbers,” Seren said.


      “He was such a greedy king that he turned into an undead monster! I don’t feel even a little guilty about it,” Raoul said with a snort.


      We’d only finished exploring a portion of the ruins, but everyone seemed exhausted, so we decided to go back up to the surface to give our report.


      “Is Teleportation fine with everyone?” I asked.


      Even though everyone looked like they wanted to say something, they stayed silent and held hands in a circle.


      “Mind if we take a little bit of a detour first? There’s something I want to check out,” I said.


      “What is it?”


      “I found a strange room that’s separate from the main route.”


      Since it wasn’t connected to the path, I’d ignored it on the way here, but we’d be able to reach it easily with Teleportation.


      I used my map to designate the spot for Teleportation, and we were whisked there in the blink of an eye.


      “Yeah, this is it.”


      This room was less than a third of the size of the room we’d come from, back on the ruin’s lowest level. There were no coffins, just a bare, rectangular space. A single pillar stood in the center of it.


      I looked closer...


      “Huh? Is that a person?”


      ...and saw that a woman was bound to the pillar. She looked to be in her mid-twenties, with long hair the color of twilight. Her eyes were closed, and she was so quiet I wondered if she was unconscious.


      She was a remarkable beauty, her revealing clothing showing off her long, slender limbs.


      “They’re so big...” Guy muttered.


      “I want to be squashed between them...” Dill nodded.


      Hazena glared at the men, whose gazes were fixed on the woman’s ample chest. “Excuse me? What was that, you two?”


      I’d heard Guy is pretty fond of the ladies for a monk, but I didn’t know it was this bad...


      Plus, this was the first word Dill had spoken since we got down here.


      “Why’s a woman down here? Is she dead?”


      “She doesn’t seem like she’s injured or anything. And look at those chains,” Seren said, looking at the shackles around the woman’s hands and feet.


      “She’s not breathing, but...it really does seem like she’s still alive.”


      Her skin was rosy, and she didn’t look anything like the other undead we’d come across so far. It just looked like she was frozen in time, unable to move a muscle.


      I wondered how long she’d been down here like this. Maybe she was from the era when these ruins had been originally built?


      “Hmph. I’ll cut her down.”


      “L-Lord Raoul! Please be careful!” Marin said nervously.


      Raoul approached the woman and struck the shackles with his sword...


      Ka-ting!


      ...but his sword bounced off of them.


      “What the hell?”


      “Tch. What are these things made of? They won’t break!”


      It seemed like some kind of magic was involved, because Raoul’s sword didn’t even touch the shackles.


      “Hmm... I think she’s sealed there. That must be why she looks preserved in such perfect condition,” Philia guessed.


      “In that case, my magic can release her from the seal,” Guy said.


      “Don’t tell me you want to free her just so you can cop a feel,” Hazena scowled.


      “O-Of course not!” Guy muttered, his eyes darting around.


      “Pervy monk...” Hazena said under her breath, shooting him a cold glare.


      At any rate, Guy tried a bunch of things but couldn’t break the seal.


      “What should we do, Luke? I wouldn’t feel right about just leaving her here,” Seren said.


      “Yeah, I agree, but...” I trailed off.


      I didn’t want to leave her here either, but we didn’t have any way of helping her. Plus, I had a hard time believing she was even alive, so how could we help her?


      “I’m going to try something,” I said, and then I touched the woman’s arm.


      Her limb was cold but soft, and I could immediately tell her flesh was real.


      “Teleport,” I said, transporting her to the corner of the room while leaving behind the shackles.


      “Huh?”


      But strangely, even though the pillar and shackles were no longer there to support her, she was locked in the same position, almost like she was suspended in the air.


      “I guess that didn’t work,” I thought.


      But then the woman slowly lifted her eyelids, revealing eyes the same color as her hair.


      “Heh heh. Who dares to break my seal?” A wicked smile formed on her beautiful face, and an incredible explosion of mana burst forth. I was so surprised I fell backward onto the floor.


      “Luke!”


      “Tch! Looks like we woke up something real bad!” Raoul said.


      “There’s so much mana!”


      “Damn, maybe she was sealed for being too dangerous!”


      Everyone started freaking out and readied their weapons. Sweat was beading on even Raoul’s forehead.


      Her twilight-colored eyes looked down at me. “You woke me up from my long, comfortable slumber, so you must take responsibility, brat.”


      I felt like a frog caught in a snake’s crosshairs. My entire body froze, and I couldn’t move.


      She’s so intimidating! She’s even scarier than my dad...


      “Lord Luke, run!”


      “She’s dangerous, Mr. Mayor!”


      I knew I should teleport everyone out of there, but I couldn’t even do that. Still, it wouldn’t have been that big of a deal if she got me, since I’d shifted my consciousness into one of my doubles anyway.


      “Heh heh. I won’t let you go,” the woman warned, reaching out a hand toward me.


      I squeezed my eyes shut.


      And then...




      “Mmm! This liquor is delicious! This place is the best!”


      The woman with the twilight-colored hair had been drinking since noon. She was smashed, her entire face flushed.


      “Um, Miranda?” I said tentatively.


      “Hm? What is it? Oh, you wanna drink too?”


      “No, I’m actually under the legal drinking age...”


      “Bwa ha ha! You’re a serious one, aren’t ya?!” Miranda downed another tankard of our village’s beer and laughed uproariously.


      We were currently in a room on the top floor of my thirty-story palace.


      Dirty plates and empty bottles were strewn all around her, and I had to admit the stench was pretty bad.


      “So you really have no intention of working?” I asked.


      “Ha! I already told you! I’m gonna leech off you for the rest of my life!”


      I was amazed she could say something that embarrassing that boldly.


      “Huh? What’s with that look on your face? It’s your fault for waking me up from my slumber. I told ya you were gonna have to take responsibility for that!”


      Yes, that’s right. Immediately after I’d woken up Miranda, she’d requested something from me...




      “I don’t wanna work, so I’m gonna mooch off you till I die!”


      I blinked. “Uh, what?”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Four: The Twilight Sage


      “I was having a really good sleep, and you woke me up. That seal took a lot of really annoying preparation, and I never wanna do it again! So it’s gonna be on you to take care of me until I die,” the woman had said.


      And then Miranda had moved into my house and spent day after day doing nothing but drinking beer, sleeping, drinking beer, and sleeping, over and over again.
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      “Still, the booze is good, the food is good, and to top it all off, I’ve got the most comfortable bed ever. I lucked out getting such a wonderful owner!”


      Miranda barked like a dog a few times as she ate her snacks.


      I had a feeling she was probably drunk. Or at least, I hoped so...


      “Um, so what era are you from, Miranda?”


      “How the hell should I know? I don’t know what era we’re in now, so I don’t know how to answer that question,” she said with a shrug.


      “Oh, I guess that makes sense...”


      “But people used to worship me back in the day. They called me the Twilight Sage because of the color of my hair,” she said proudly.


      “Hmm.”


      I couldn’t imagine anyone worshipping her. But then again, judging by the incredible amount of mana she’d radiated when I’d broken the seal, her having been someone important enough to worship made sense.


      “But I was a little too skilled, ya see?”


      Why is she bragging all of a sudden?


      “And so everyone got too used to relying on me. I was too kind at the time. I helped everyone because I wanted to, but that was a mistake. At some point, I was constantly doing things for others, and I was working myself to the bone. And everyone started taking my help for granted,” she told me with a faraway look in her eyes.


      I listened quietly as she continued.


      “Then one day, I just hit my breaking point. I abandoned everything. I couldn’t do it anymore. And all those people who’d relied on me were furious about it. They said, ‘Hurry up and help me! You better not run away from me!’ and stuff like that. Can you believe it? They called me a sage, but in the end, I was just foolish. Even selflessly serving others can ruin a person if you take it to extremes. I wish I had realized that earlier...”


      As a village mayor, I could kind of relate to what she was saying.


      “So, I stopped working,” she continued. “But that didn’t stop the endless string of people who demanded that I help them. It was such a pain that I decided to seal myself in those ruins, deep in that room, so I’d never wake up again,” Miranda said.


      “So that’s what happened...”


      That at least meant that the ruins were older than Miranda.


      “Was that story good enough for you?”


      “Huh? You mean you made it all up?!” I raised my voice.


      Miranda cracked up laughing. “Bwa ha ha! You believed me? Wait, don’t tell me you really bought it?! Ah ha ha ha!”


      This worthless drunk...


      I let out a deep sigh. “Unfortunately for you, it’s a rule in this village that everyone has to work,” I said condescendingly. “I can provide a place for you to live, but if you want to stay here, you have to work without exception. So Miranda, you’ll have to—”


      “Snooooore...”


      “D-Did you just fall asleep?!” I grabbed a nearby water pitcher and poured some water down her open mouth.


      “Ngaaaah!” The self-proclaimed sage jolted awake, coughing. “You’re a pretty rude kid despite that cute face of yours, huh?!”


      “Would you please listen to me? As I said, I don’t care what it is. It can even be something really simple. But you have to do something that benefits the village.”


      “Hee hee, I refuse! I like living in someone else’s house for free, drinking booze for free, eating for free, and lazing around all day, every day, doing nothing!”


      “I see. Well then, I guess I have no choice.” I grabbed her by the arm and teleported us to a stretch of barren wasteland. “I’ll just leave you right here.”


      “Hey, wait!”


      I ignored Miranda’s shouts and returned to the village.




      Even though I’d abandoned Miranda in a remote stretch of the wastelands that would’ve taken her several weeks via carriage to return, that same day I found her back in the village, drinking again.


      “Mmm! This place has got the best booze!”


      “Why are you here?”


      “Bwa ha ha! Abandoning me is futile! ’Cuz I can use Teleportation magic just like you! If I’ve been somewhere before, I can return in the blink of an eye! Bwa ha ha! Too bad for you!”


      If she can use such high-level magic, why the heck won’t she work?


      “I was just waaay better than everybody else, ya know? That’s why all my friends got jealous of me and started seeing me as a threat. That’s actually why I sealed myself in there. They looked at me like I was some kinda monster. I can still remember their cold eyes, even now... So I made a vow that I’d never reveal my true power to anyone ever again.”


      I stared at her with my arms crossed.


      “Was that story good enough?”


      “I’m not going to fall for the same trick twice!” I huffed.


      Still, it seemed like she really didn’t want to work. I didn’t know why, but her stubbornness was pretty remarkable—and I didn’t mean that as a compliment.


      “Listen, I’m not telling you to do some kind of difficult job.”


      “Then why don’t you think of it like this? I’m like, a really, really ancient person from your perspective, right? You could say I’m a historical relic. Just having someone like that around is valuable, isn’t it? So my value’s just in me existing, even if I don’t do anything. It’s the same as working, don’t you think? Because I sure do!”


      “That’s ridiculous...” I said with a sigh. It was, but at the same time, I couldn’t exactly treat her like I treated all the other villages. “How about we compromise? You don’t have to work, but you do need to go get your own food and keep your room clean. That’s enough for me.”


      “What? That’s too much trouble.”


      “Can I punch you?”


      Even though I had a reputation for being kind and gentle, I’d totally lost my temper and felt like I was really about to hit her.


      Our argument continued back and forth for a while before Miranda finally gave in.


      “Tch, whatever. I’ll get my own food and clean my room. In exchange, wanna touch my boobs?”


      “No, thank you. I’ll pass.”


      “Ha ha ha. Sure you’re not interested? I really don’t mind. And they feel pretty nice, if I do say so myself!” Miranda said, squeezing her own chest.


      I was really getting sick of this drunk.


      Suddenly, her cheek started to twitch.


      “Wh-What’s this malice I feel?! Is it coming from her?”


      “Huh?”


      I turned around and saw Myria standing there, a gentle smile on her face.


      “Heh heh. Lord Luke, please let me take care of the rest,” Myria said. “As your maid, it would be my absolute pleasure to take care of our guest.”


      “S-Sure, okay. That’d help a lot, actually,” I said, mainly because Myria’s tone said she wouldn’t take no for an answer.


      And so, I left the room, letting Myria take care of Miranda. Dealing with that lush had become too much, anyway.


      I ran into Sirius in the hallway outside of Miranda’s room. Since he was Seren’s little brother, he also lived on the top floor of my palace.


      “Huh? What’s up, Sirius?”


      “O-Oh, it’s nothing.”


      “Um, sorry. Is it the smell? This room is really dirty right now,” I said.


      “N-No, it’s not like that at all! It’s just...”


      Spit it out already...


      Sirius fidgeted but wouldn’t say any more.


      “Does it have something to do with Philia? Have there been any developments since then?”


      “N-No...”


      Sirius had feelings for Philia. I wouldn’t call him a “secret” admirer, though, since literally everyone knew about it. But he was incredibly shy, so he still hadn’t approached her about it.


      “W-Well, maybe it has something to do with her...”


      “Which is it?”


      “A-A-Actually...” Sirius winced. “H-How can I possibly choose between Philia and Miranda?!”


      “Pardon?”


      It felt like time had frozen for a moment.


      “Um, sorry, but can you say that again? I feel like I just heard something really unbelievable, so I want to make sure I heard it correctly,” I said.


      “Wh-Which one should I choose? Philia or Miranda?”


      “Why are you even asking me that?!”


      Unfortunately, I’d heard correctly the first time.


      “Hang on a second... Since when do you like Miranda?!” I asked, wondering how anyone could like that thing.


      “Wh-When I first saw her sleeping in the ruins, I thought how incredibly beautiful she was...”


      “Uh-huh.”


      Apparently, Sirius was the kind of person who fell in love at first sight easily. And he had a thing for beautiful women, although Miranda’s and Philia’s personalities were completely different. I wondered if he also had a thing for older women.


      Despite her appearance, Philia was actually over a hundred years old, and who knew how old Miranda was. Apparently, her magic had preserved her good looks.


      “Miranda spends every day drinking and lazing around. I don’t think anything good would come out of fawning over a woman like her,” I said honestly.


      “I-It’s true that there’s nothing commendable about her self-indulgent lifestyle...” Sirius started. “But don’t you want to just take care of a woman like her, and do everything for her?!”


      Yeah, he’s cooked.


      It was the classic pattern where a totally nice guy gets completely drained by a leech of a woman.


      “Um, listen, I won’t say anything else bad about Miranda, but you should really choose Philia. She’s a serious person, and everyone adores her. She’d make a great wife.”


      She made weird noises in the bathroom, but I decided to keep that tidbit to myself. Everyone had their faults, after all.


      Sirius turned bright red. “D-Don’t you think it’s a little too soon to be thinking about w-w-wives?!”


      He was so cute.


      “Anyway, anybody but Miranda,” I said. “Got it?”


      “Y-Yeah, got it...” Sirius’s shoulders slumped sadly, and he trudged away.


      As I watched him go, I realized he’d gotten pretty tall over the past six months. He was about the same height as Seren now. I guess that made sense, since he’d be fourteen soon. Yet I was the same age, and I hadn’t grown at all since last year...


      “I wonder why? Am I just...not gonna get any taller?”


      ◇◇◇


      While Luke was lamenting his lack of growth, something else was happening...


      “Heh heh. Try flirting with Lord Luke again, and you won’t live to tell the tale,” the maid told Miranda. Her smile didn’t reach her eyes, and Miranda was completely intimidated.


      “R-Right. I-I won’t do it again, I promise.”


      What’s with this maid? She’s practically oozing malice... I gotta be really careful not to get on her bad side... Miranda thought, vowing to watch herself.


      “By the way, how about you and I make a little deal?” the maid said.


      “A deal?”


      “Yes. If you do me a little favor, I’ll clean your room and get you all the food and drink you could ever want.”


      “Well, what’s the favor? It won’t be too much of a pain, will it?”


      Because if so, I’m out. I have no interest in working after all this time, Miranda thought, giving the maid a suspicious look.


      “I want you to help me stop Lord Luke from growing!”


      “Uh, what?”


      “Don’t you think Lord Luke is just so cute and tiny? I don’t want him to get any taller, because then he might not be as cute!”


      What the hell is this maid talking about? Miranda, the Twilight Sage, was completely baffled.


      “I’ve been praying day in and day out that he doesn’t get any taller. And it must be working, because he hasn’t grown in quite some time...”


      “R-Right...”


      Come to think of it, the mayor did say he was thirteen. He is pretty short for his age, but I had no idea it was because of some weird prayers...


      “Oh, by the way, I’m a priest with the Oracle Gift.”


      Isn’t that a crazy abuse of authority?! Miranda thought. This maid might even be more dangerous than me...


      “I heard you use your magic to maintain your youthful appearance, so I was wondering if you could do something similar to completely stop Lord Luke from growing!” the maid said, panting with excitement.


      Miranda’s cheek twitched. “W-Well, it’s not impossible, but...”


      “Really?!” The maid grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her close.


      “Ack!” Miranda squeaked in surprise.


      “Please! I beg of you! Let Lord Luke stay just how he is!”


      It wasn’t an easy spell. Plus, Miranda would need to cast it without alerting its recipient. Not only that, but she would need to cast it at regular intervals while Luke underwent puberty.


      Nah, this is way too much of a pain, Miranda thought, deciding the deal wasn’t fair.


      But just as she opened her mouth to refuse, the maid interrupted her:


      “Please, please, please, please, please, please,” she said, again and again and again, her words forming an infinite loop.


      In the end, Miranda was too frightened to do anything other than agree.


      “F-Fine, then...”


      ◇◇◇


      “Huh? You want to put on some kind of event?” I asked.


      Berlitt nodded. “Yes. Fortunately, the village’s population has grown a lot—so much so, in fact, that many citizens don’t even know each other.”


      “Yeah, I guess we have twenty thousand citizens now.”


      “That’s why I’d like to put on some kind of event so that the villagers can get to know one another.”


      “I see. Well, I think it’s a great idea! But what should we do?”


      “Well, I think it would be great if we did something to draw in tourists to experience all of our village’s attractions.”


      After that, Berlitt and I started brainstorming ideas for the event. I suggested several things I knew from my previous life, and every time I did so, Berlitt looked shocked.


      “How did you ever come up with such a thing? I swear, I’d expect nothing less from you, Lord Luke!”


      None of those were my ideas, but he didn’t have to know that.


      “Why don’t we just do all of them in order? And then whichever one is most popular can be what we do as a tradition from now on,” I suggested.


      “That’s a great idea! Let’s do it!”




      We both agreed the first event would be a martial arts tournament featuring some of the most talented fighters in the village.


      Similar events were held for the king, and feudal lords often held martial arts exhibitions to showcase the strength of their men.


      “But I want to do something bigger than those,” I said. “And I want it to be a mixed combat tournament, open to anyone regardless of weapons, even magic users.”


      “Oooh! That sounds really interesting!” Berlitt agreed.


      “Let’s see... The only requirement is that you have to be at least twelve to participate. Other than that, anyone can enter. Of course, that’ll mean we have to have a bunch of prelims, but that fits in really well with our theme of having more interaction between our villagers,” I said.


      And so, we decided to sponsor a martial arts tournament before winter.


      “Well, I’ll get the venue ready. Berlitt, will you go spread the word and start recruiting participants?”


      “Leave it to me!”


      I decided to go ahead and use my Gift to create the venue. We had a big, open space in the village that would be perfect for it.


      “I think I’ll use training grounds as a base.”




      Training Grounds


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




      This’ll be good, since it reduces the risk of injury.


      I used Facility Customization to enlarge the facility by several factors. I also decided to change the shape, since a more circular arena would make it easier for the audience to see.


      “Hm, I think that should do it.”


      The finished product honestly resembled a coliseum. There was a square stage at the center of the arena, surrounded by tiered spectator seating. I designed the venue to accommodate fifty thousand people, which would be enough for our population plus tourists.


      “Now I need to make waiting rooms for the competitors, an infirmary, and a staff room. What else... We can’t hold all the matches here at once, so I’d like to make another place for the prelims...”


      I decided to build an underground venue for the prelims. I wasn’t sure how many competitors to expect, so for now I decided to make three rings.


      But once word of the tournament spread, the strongest villagers all signed up, one after the other.


      “Luke! I heard you’re gonna have a martial arts tournament,” Seren said.


      “That’s right. Are you gonna compete?”


      “Of course! I can’t wait!”


      Seren seemed incredibly pumped to fight at the tournament. And with her looks and strength, I had a feeling she’d be a crowd favorite, so I was glad she was willing to join in. Although knowing her personality, I’d figured she’d be all in.


      “Thanks. It’ll be a lot more exciting with you participating, Seren.”


      “Heheh! I’m gonna win too! Just you watch!”


      I did think Seren was one of the top candidates to win.


      “If my sister’s entering, then I want to enter too.”


      “Hey, Sirius.”


      “And this time I’ll finally beat her!”


      I added Sirius’s name to the list of participants.


      “Yeah, right! You don’t have a chance!” Seren said.


      “You’re wrong if you think you’re always going to beat me, Seren.”


      They both glared intensely at each other.


      There’s nothing quite like a sibling rivalry...


      Since it would be a tournament, however, there was no guarantee they’d fight one another anyway.


      “Hm. A tournament sounds fun. I’ll enter too.”


      “You really want to participate, Philia?”


      “Archers are welcome, right?”


      “Yep. You can even use magic.”


      Philia was Twice Gifted, just like Seren and Sirius, so she was probably another top contender.


      “Ph-Philia’s going to join...” Sirius stammered.


      “Sirius, I have a feeling you and I would have a wonderful match,” she said.


      Suddenly, Sirius turned bright red and froze.


      I had a feeling that if they got matched up with each other, he’d just stare at Philia the entire time, and the fight would be over before it even started.


      “Mr. Mayor, I want to participate too,” said Barlitt, one of our first villagers. He had the Gift of Sword Proficiency.


      “Count me in too!” said Peren, another villager with Sword Proficiency.


      “Me three, me three!” said Rand, who had Spear Proficiency.


      “It sounds fun... Maybe I’ll join in too.”


      “Can I enter too?”


      Then there was Gordy, who had Giant’s Strength, and Noel, who had Shield Mastery.


      How the heck is Noel going to fight with just a shield, though?


      “Hah! Sounds pretty interesting!”


      “I’m not sure how far I’ll get, but it’s not like I can choose not to participate as a warrior.”


      “I be thinkin’ about joinin’ as well.”


      The ex-bandit leader Doriel, Bazara, a former soldier of Lord Dant’s, and Bamba the dwarf also expressed their interest in the tournament.


      “Can we adventurers join in too?”


      “Wait, magic is allowed? That sounds so fun! I’ll definitely enter!”


      “Time to show off all my training.”


      “Might be difficult for a hunter...”


      Alec’s party of adventurers also seemed keen to join, except for Dill, who wasn’t great at battle.


      “Oh, my! This sounds like a very fun event!”


      “Are you going to join in too, Gori?”


      “Yes! I can’t wait to show off how strong and adorable I am in front of so many people! Don’t you think that’ll be the perfect chance?”


      “U-Um, well, I definitely think you’ll get the attention of a lot of people...”


      “Wonderful! And if I win, I bet everyone will just go crazy over me!”


      Apparently, Gori was going to participate too, and maybe she’d actually be the top contender. 




      “Looks like you’re putting on quite the intriguing event,” Miranda said, cackling between tankards of beer.


      It was the middle of the day, and as usual, she was half drunk.


      Since she spent her days lazing around in her room, I didn’t even know how she’d heard about the martial arts tournament.


      “Would you like to compete too, Miranda?”


      “Hey, now. You know there’s no way I’d do that!”


      “I know. Just thought I’d ask anyway.”


      She’d definitely be a favorite to win if she decided to enter.


      “I’ll just stay here and watch the tournament in lieu of snacks to accompany my beer!”


      I wondered how she would watch the tournament from her room. While you could certainly see the arena from her window, there was no way you could actually make out the combatants.


      “By the way, what kind of job did Myria give you?” I asked.


      Myria had told me that she’d asked Miranda to do something only she was capable of doing, and in exchange, Myria would take care of all of Miranda’s cooking, cleaning, and procurement of alcohol.


      I didn’t have any complaints about it if she was actually going to work, but I had to admit I was curious about the nature of the job she’d agreed to.


      “Wh-Who cares about that?” Miranda said awkwardly, her eyes darting around. That was pretty unusual behavior from her.


      Is it something she can’t tell me about?


      I had a bad feeling about this, but she seemed reluctant to talk about it, so I let it go.


      After that, preparations for the martial arts tournament continued, and we decided to hold it a week from now. Since we’d planned it so quickly, I didn’t expect many tourists to come, but all of the villagers were incredibly excited. It was all anybody around town could talk about.


      “Wait, what?! We have over eight hundred people registered?!” My mouth hung open when I heard the news.


      “Y-Yes. We had more of an enthusiastic response than I expected,” Berlitt said.


      We were definitely going to need more underground prelim rings.


      “Just thinking about planning the matchups is giving me a headache... You can use my doubles to do all the hard work,” I said.


      “Thank you!”




      Berlitt and the other members of the event committee worked hard to finish the preparations, and it was finally time for the village’s first martial arts tournament. The tournament began with the preliminary matchups.


      The tournament would last for eight days, with the first four dedicated to preliminaries and the final four to the main competition. Only thirty-two finalists would proceed to the main event.


      And since the number of participants had grown to over a thousand, even making it to the main competition would be a huge accomplishment.


      The preliminaries were divided across eight separate venues, with four participants advancing from each venue to the main tournament. That was why I had needed to increase the number of preliminary venues to eight.


      The preliminaries followed a group format with over a hundred participants in each bracket. You had to secure five victories to advance. The main tournament would also use a bracket system, and you had to win five matches to be crowned champion.


      So, basically, you had to achieve a perfect record across the prelims and main event to win the tournament.


      The matchups weren’t entirely random either. The committee, with the help of my doubles, adjusted them to ensure more skilled contestants were reasonably distributed throughout the brackets.


      Some people might object to that approach, but it wouldn’t have been very entertaining if all the strongest competitors were in the same bracket and didn’t make it past the prelims.


      As for the main tournament, we decided to determine the matchups and order of battle through random draws to make it completely fair.


      The grand champion would receive an incredible prize, although no one had actually told me what it would be. It hadn’t been announced publicly either, but Berlitt said it would be revealed at the tournament because it would be more exciting that way.


      The opening ceremony was currently underway. Berlitt stood in the center of the arena and delivered an address on behalf of the rest of the committee.


      “It is now time to reveal the grand prize! You’re not going to believe this one.”


      Ooh, he’s going to announce it.


      The arena was packed with villagers, all eagerly waiting to hear what the prize would be.


      “The winner of the martial arts tournament will have one wish granted by the mayor!”


      “Uh, what? Hang on a second. Who said that was okay?!”


      Nobody had said a word to me about it!


      “Ooooooooooh!”


      And why was everyone losing their minds over the prize?


      “Yessss! I’m gonna win, no matter what!”


      “Damn it. I should’ve entered after all...”


      He had already announced it in front of virtually the entire population of our village, so it wasn’t like I could take it back now.


      I was deeply concerned about the prize, but the show must go on...


      And so, the martial arts tournament began.


      The competitors from the preliminaries all gathered, nervously awaiting their turns to battle.


      I’d also made spectator seats down at the prelim arenas. I’d assumed only the competitors’ families would use them, but people were surprisingly more interested than I’d expected.


      Part of it was probably because this was our village’s first martial arts tournament, but the majority of the villagers were in attendance.


      The rules were the same in both the prelims and the main tournament. Referees would call the match when they determined a participant unable to continue fighting, or when a participant conceded defeat. Stepping outside the boundaries of the ring also constituted a loss. Attacking vital areas was strictly prohibited, and failing to follow the referee’s instructions or killing your opponent both resulted in a loss.


      Breaking any rules would result in immediate transfer to the rehabilitation center.




      Rehabilitation Center


      >>A place to reform criminals and wrongdoers. Increases chance of repentance.




      We had potions available at every venue, and I’d attached a hospital to the arena, so everyone should be fine unless something crazy happened.




      Hospital


      >>A medical facility with inpatient care. Alleviates patient suffering. Improves recovery rate and enhances effectiveness of medical treatments.




      While watching the prelims, I noticed a certain someone...


      “Hm? What’s that?” I wondered, looking closer.


      It was Manta, Mack’s son. They’d moved here from a village in northern Arvale, and if I recalled correctly, Manta had spent some time in the rehabilitation center.


      Wasn’t he the one who bragged that he could smash a watermelon using his...uh, appendage, only to get pinned down by the guards the moment he stripped naked?


      Another contributing factor to his trip to rehab was his pattern of disruptive behavior, especially toward women.


      Did rehab actually work on him? I wondered as I watched Manta step into the ring.


      “Ha ha ha! I’m not the person I used to be! I’m going to pick up women fair and square now! That’s right! Once they see my performance in this tournament, I won’t be able to peel them off me!”


      Well, I guess his personality hadn’t changed that much. But if he said he’d do it fair and square, that sounded all right to me.


      But Manta didn’t have a Gift or anything, and I didn’t recall him having any combat experience either, so how was he planning on winning?


      “I’ve been swinging my sword at the training grounds for days to practice for the event! I know that if you train there, you can improve way faster than normal!” Manta said confidently as he drew his blade and faced his opponent. “I’m gonna use you as a stepping stone to become a ladies’ man!”


      The moment the match began, he charged right at his opponent, slashing wildly.


      Clang!


      But his opponent easily parried his attack, leaving him wide open for a counter.


      “Huh?” Manta gasped, stunned. “Ngaah!”


      His opponent took it easy on Manta and knocked him in the head with the flat of his sword. Manta’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell onto the ground with a loud thud.


      “I figured that would happen...”


      Manta’s opponent had been visiting the training grounds a lot longer than Manta had, so there was no way that Manta’s last-minute preparation was going to be enough.


      He was completely out cold, so the referee deemed him unfit to continue the match and declared him the loser.


      “Hey, isn’t that Mack over there?” I asked.


      I guessed he’d come to watch out of concern. But once he saw that his son had been defeated in mere seconds, he just heaved a sigh and left.


      Still, I thought the sheer effort Manta had put into the tournament showed plenty of growth. Many villagers trained regularly at the training grounds, despite not having a combat Gift, which made the prelims pretty exciting overall...with the exception of Manta’s match.


      However, some participants managed to rise to the top with their overwhelming abilities. Seren and Philia became favorites, with Seren defeating her opponent in less than ten seconds and Philia defeating hers without even giving them a chance to approach her. Both steadily advanced through the preliminaries, determined to reach the main event.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Five: The Martial Arts Tournament


      “Luke!” Seren cried. “I made it to the finals!”


      “Yeah, I was watching.”


      “It was a lot easier than I thought it’d be, though!”


      Seren had won all five of her matches and made it to the finals with no problem at all. Each victory had been a piece of cake for her, yet she’d fought with a ton of enthusiasm.


      “I want to win no matter what! And then I get to have you grant whatever wish I want...” Seren said, finishing her sentence under her breath.


      “What was that?”


      “I-I want to prove that I’m the strongest in the village!” she said.


      “Seren, I just advanced to the finals too,” Sirius said. “I swear that I’ll finally defeat you—in front of everyone.”


      It was clear that he saw his sister as his rival.


      “Bring it on!” Seren said firmly.


      “Hm, I knew you two would make it!” Philia called out, approaching.


      “Oh, Philia!”


      Sirius frantically hid behind me.


      I can’t believe he’s still like this... I can only guess what’ll happen next...


      “Did you make it to the finals too, Philia?” I asked.


      “Yes. I’m relieved I was able to display my abilities as captain of the elves.”


      As we chatted, a shadow suddenly fell over us.


      I turned around and saw a huge, muscle-bound titan—er, I mean, Gori—looming over us.


      “Eh heh heh. I just can’t wait until the main event!” she said.


      “Um, did you win your matchups too, Gori?”


      “I sure did! But I was surprised at how strong everyone in the village is!” Gori said, squirming around.


      I’d watched her send a burly villager flying out of the ring with a single punch just moments before, so all I could do was give her an awkward smile.


      “But I have no intention of losing!” Gori continued. “I want to win no matter what! And then I’ll get to have the mayor grant my wish!”


      A chill went down my spine. I had no idea what Gori would possibly want to wish for...


      Seren gave Gori a leery look. “I think you might be the toughest opponent out there!”


      “He he. Make sure to go easy on me, mmkay?”


      “No way! I’m going to go all out, no matter who I fight!”


      “Ooh, really? Well, in that case, I’ll go all out too!”


      Once the preliminaries were over, we had our thirty-two finalists.


      Among them were Barlatt, Noel, Gordy, Peren, Rand, Alec, Hazena, Guy, Doriel, Bamba, and Bazara—all of whom I’d expected to be in the finals. The rest of the finalists also had Gifts, so the finals were shaping up to be a very tough competition indeed.




      It was just about time for finals to begin, and to my surprise, the arena was more than half full of spectators.


      “Yeaaaaaaaaah!”


      The audience roared with cheers and applause as they eagerly waited for the match to start.


      I guessed there were around thirty thousand people in attendance, which was about twenty thousand fewer than the arena could hold at max capacity.


      “Why are there so many people here? We only have twenty thousand residents,” I said.


      “I’m sure a lot of outsiders heard the rumors and decided to come. I’d expect nothing less from an event you planned, Lord Luke! Only you could draw this many people here!” Myria said, definitely trying to hype me up. But it wasn’t like this was a completely original idea...


      And if this first tournament was anything to go by, we definitely needed to make it a ticketed event next time.


      “Lord Luke! I came to watch too!”


      “Princess? Wait—even the king is here?!”


      “Hrm. It sounded like an entertaining event, so we took the train.”


      I certainly never expected the king himself to attend. I frantically began building a royal viewing box, but the king stopped me.


      “No need. I’ll watch from the general spectators’ seats.”


      “A-Are you sure? Well, this area is mainly for the committee anyway, so please feel free to sit wherever you’d like.”


      This part of the stands was near the ring’s entrance and served as a seating area for committee members and participants waiting to compete or resting after their matches. There was a clear view of the action, so it was the perfect spot.


      “Thank you.”


      For some reason, the princess sat right next to me.


      I didn’t miss the sight of Myria’s cheek twitching.


      P-Please don’t fight...


      Elsewhere in the stands, I spotted Liesen’s governor Michel, Viscounts Dorth and Franco, and even Seren and Sirius’s father. Apparently, they were content to sit among the general audience.


      “The tournament brackets should be announced any moment now...”




      The first match of the tournament was about to begin, and it was pitting two favorites against each other: Philia versus Hazena.


      “Thanks to our ruins exploration the other day,” Philia said, “I am well aware of your talents. I’m looking forward to this battle very much.”


      “Same here! Let’s make this a battle worthy of the finals!” Hazena said with a grin.


      Philia was Twice Gifted with Bow Proficiency and Green Magic and specialized in firing powerful, precise shots from a distance.


      Hazena had the Gift of Red Magic. While she could definitely use her abilities at long range, they packed more of a punch up close.


      No matter how I looked at it, Hazena seemed to have a disadvantage. Fire wasn’t really great against wind either.


      I was still wondering how the battle would turn out when it began.


      Both women immediately sprang into action. Philia loosed wind arrows while Hazena shot multiple fire arrows. When the projectiles collided in the center of the arena, they exploded, filling the air with sparks.


      It made for quite a dramatic spectacle, sending the audience into a frenzy.


      Not even a single fire arrow managed to reach Philia, but Hazena was constantly dodging Philia’s wind arrows. I could tell immediately that Philia was clearly superior in both firing rate and raw power—and also that Philia was holding back, since she hadn’t used any real arrows yet. She had a limited number of them, so I figured she was waiting for the perfect opening.


      “There she goes!”


      Philia nocked an arrow and sent it whizzing straight toward Hazena, wind magic propelling it so fast that I couldn’t even follow its trajectory.


      Hazena noticed it in the nick of time and threw herself forward, somehow managing to dodge it.


      Not only was Philia fast, but all the sparks flying through the air obscured Hazena’s visibility. While she might have dodged that last attack, her luck wasn’t going to hold out for much longer.


      “Fighting from a distance puts me at a disadvantage, but how about this?” Hazena seemed to realize she had to do something to change her odds. “Fire Javelin!”


      She unleashed her signature spell, the one she’d mastered, right at Philia. Using the projectile as cover, she quickly closed the distance between her and Philia.


      And that proved to be the start of a thrilling battle.


      Although Hazena was a mage, she was risking everything by engaging Philia in close combat. Now on the back foot, Philia desperately tried to keep her distance.


      The intense back-and-forth had the audience going wild, even though it was only the first match.


      In the end, Philia managed to narrowly evade Hazena’s brave charge and claimed victory. Even though Hazena exhausted her mana and collapsed, the audience rewarded her with a huge round of applause.


      “Man, that was a great fight. I can’t believe that was only the first round!” I said, pretty satisfied with how things were going.


      “Hey, Luke. Looks like you’ve got something pretty interesting going on.”


      I whipped around, surprised. “Raoul?!”


      Apparently, he’d come from the capital as well.


      “Why didn’t you let me participate?” he complained.


      “Well, only residents of the village were eligible...” I said.


      “Tch.” He scoffed with a grumpy look on his face, then sat down right behind me. Apparently, he was going to stay for the whole tournament.


      The second match ended, and then it was time for the third match, featuring Barlatt. His opponent was pretty strong, but he ended up claiming victory. Noel was up in the fourth match. I’d been a bit skeptical, wondering how he’d fight with a shield, but it turned out that it packed a pretty powerful charge. He ended up winning after knocking his opponent out of the ring.


      Guy competed in the fifth match and won, and then Seren won the sixth match against Gordy. Even though he wielded a massive iron staff and drove the audience into a frenzy with his crazy strength, his attacks were totally ineffective against Seren.


      “You got an unlucky matchup,” his buddy Noel said.


      “Noel, give it your all for both of us,” Gordy said, seeming pretty calm even after losing.


      “I’ll do my best.”


      Once Gori saw how close the pair were despite their age difference, she started wiggling around and gushed, “Oooh, how lovely!”


      Speaking of Gori, she faced Rand in the ninth matchup. Rand was one of our earliest villagers and a member of our original hunting team. He was sixteen years old now and still growing, but he was one of the most talented villagers with the Spear Proficiency Gift.


      “Argh! This isn’t how it was supposed to go!” Rand cried.


      “Oh ho ho! You’re pretty good with a spear, aren’t you? But you’ll have to thrust a whole lot harder than that to satisfy me! Or maybe that’s still too much to ask from a boy like you?”


      Rand had unleashed a barrage of rapid-fire attacks, but they were totally ineffective against Gori. Amazingly, she parried them all with her bare hands.


      Raoul was stunned by Gori’s prowess. “H-Hey, is she a monster? And I don’t mean her looks. Well, not just her looks. She read every single one of his lightning-fast thrusts perfectly! She’s not just some muscle-bound idiot, huh?”


      The entire audience began to murmur in awe.


      Yep, looks like my prediction that Gori would be the favorite to win was spot on.


      I’d based that guess on what I’d discovered when I’d secretly used Villager Appraisal on her.




      Goritiana


      Age: 36


      Village Affinity: Medium


      Recommended Job: Muscle-bound Esthetician


      Gifts: Pugilism Mastery, Beautiful Charisma


      Skills: Pugilism Mastery Level 7, Aesthetics Level 9




      That’s right. Not only was she Twice Gifted, but she had the Pugilism Mastery Gift, which was on par with Sword Mastery and Shield Mastery.


      Gori had only been dodging Rand’s attacks, but she suddenly stopped and said, “Tee hee. I guess it’s my turn, huh?”


      With a wink, she swung her leg high in the air, giving the spectators full view of her panties beneath her skirt. “Take that!”


      Several audience members immediately passed out.


      “Hiyaaah!” Gori followed it up with a surprisingly guttural battle cry as she slammed her raised leg down onto the ground.


      Huge cracks spiderwebbed across the ring, which I’d thought was constructed from extremely durable material. The entire venue shook like there was an earthquake.


      Damn, guess she never skips leg day.


      The audience collectively held their breath, then Rand, who had been standing near Gori, was knocked flat onto the ring by the sheer impact. Gori took advantage of that opportunity and closed the distance, stepping on the shaft of Rand’s spear. He tried to lift it up, but it was no use. It wouldn’t budge at all.


      “Upsy daisy!” Gori said in a singsong voice as she easily lifted Rand up with one arm. “Tee hee! Let’s fight again once you get a little stronger, okay?”


      Then she threw him.


      Although Rand was a slender guy, he wasn’t light—but he sailed all the way out of the ring.


      Yeah, guess she never skips arm day either.


      There was nothing Rand could do now. He fell out of bounds and lost the match.


      “She’s on a whole other level from everyone else! What should we do? What if Gori really wins the tournament?”


      More intense matches continued after that. All the finalists were so good, and everyone sat on the edge of their seats the entire time.


      Alec won the twelfth match, Bamba won the thirteenth, and Doriel won the fourteenth.


      Finally, it was time for the sixteenth and final match of the first round, featuring Sirius and Bazara, a former soldier who’d served under Lord Dant. Bazara fought like a veteran soldier, using cunning tactics to exploit his opponent’s weaknesses, and he immediately took control of the fight.


      But Sirius had grown stronger lately, so Bazara eventually began to lose his footing and was ultimately defeated in the close match.


      And with that, the first round came to an end, and sixteen participants moved on to round two.


      The second round would be held the next day, so any spectators who had come from out of town and wanted to stick around for it would be staying overnight.


      “Good thing I built so many hotels. Hopefully there’ll be enough rooms...”


      Still, what if I didn’t? And what was everyone planning on doing if there hadn’t been enough rooms?




      The second round of matches began. Since the first one had been so riveting, the crowd was even more enthusiastic than yesterday. The hotly anticipated first matchup featured Philia, who’d narrowly defeated Hazena the day before, and an elven warrior. They were evenly matched, but Philia scored a handy victory.


      The second match featured Barlatt and Noel. They’d been on the hunting team since the early days of the village, but now they were up against each other.


      “Shield Bash!” Noel roared.


      He’d made it through the preliminaries all the way to this round by using his shield to knock his opponents out of the ring. It seemed like his strategy hadn’t changed this time around.


      “Oh, it’s that guy with the huge shield. It’ll be tough to break through his ironclad defenses, especially since he just charges right at you,” Raoul commented.


      Come to think of it, he took the brunt of Noel’s shield when he tried to attack the village...


      I was curious to see what strategies the swordsman Barlatt would use, and the rest of the audience was focused on him too.


      “Whoever runs the fastest wins!”


      And the ring basically became a game of tag.


      “Aw, come on! Stop messing around and fight!”


      “Stop running!”


      “So lame...”


      Barlatt and Noel’s disappointing fight was met with a barrage of boos from the audience.


      Raoul snorted in response. “Heh. I’ll admit it does look pretty lame, but this wasn’t the wrong strategy. Barlatt can’t fight head-on against those shield charges. He’d just get knocked out of the ring.”


      “Yeah, but there’s no way he can win by just running around either,” I said.


      “Not necessarily.”


      “Hm?” I kept my eyes on the match, wondering what Raoul meant. But then I realized that Noel was progressively getting slower as he chased after Barlatt. “Wait... Noel’s getting tired.”


      “Who wouldn’t? That shield is massive. No ordinary person could run with that thing in the first place.”


      Barlatt also noticed Noel’s fatigue. Until now, his tactic had been focused solely on evasion, but suddenly, he went all in on the attack. With the tables turned, Noel pushed through his exhaustion and started to run again.


      “Shield Bash! Huh?”


      But Barlatt managed to dodge the shield at the last minute. He circled around behind Noel and swung his sword down.


      “Gotcha! Haaah!”


      Claaaang!


      “Huh?!”


      Just when I thought he’d landed a clean hit, the surprising sound of metal rang out. I squinted and saw that Noel had blocked the sword with his shield. He must’ve turned around with incredible speed.


      “Seriously?!” Barlatt blurted out.


      “Shield Bash!”


      “Gaah!”


      And so, Noel won the second match. Guy claimed victory during the third, and Seren won the fourth matchup. Gori scored an overwhelming victory during the fifth. In the sixth, Peren and Alec faced off.


      Peren was twenty-six years old, had the Sword Proficiency Gift, and often trained with Barlatt. He was also one of the first villagers and a member of the hunting party.


      On the other hand, Alec was an adventurer in the same party as Hazena and the others. His Gift was Greatsword Proficiency, and he was one of the talented guys who had explored the ruins with us the other day.


      Their matchup turned out to be one of the most exciting in the tournament, mainly due to the fact that they both wielded swords.


      They had different combat styles due to the size of their blades, of course, but the crowd went wild over their exciting swordplay. They engaged in a close-quarter duel, taking turns on offense and defense at breakneck speed.


      Ultimately, the seasoned veteran, Alec, claimed victory. They shook hands and congratulated each other on a hard-fought battle, continuing to captivate the crowd until the very end.


      But just as Alec was making his way out of the ring, he suddenly paused as if he’d just realized something.


      “Ack... Does that mean my next opponent is that pink macho? Maybe I’ll forfeit...” Apparently, he really did not want to fight Gori.


      The seventh match was the dwarven warrior Bamba versus the former bandit boss Doriel. Bamba had the Greatsword Proficiency Gift and wielded a sword several times the size of his body.


      Most of the dwarves were quite timid, but he was one of the few with a big personality. He also didn’t mind being out and about in the sunshine, so he seemed fine fighting in front of such a big audience.


      Meanwhile, Doriel’s Gift was Axe Proficiency, and he was a big guy, standing over two meters tall.


      Although honestly, that was starting to seem small to me because I’d gotten so used to having Gori around...


      Doriel’s axe was so big that an ordinary human couldn’t even pick it up, so it was a battle of the super heavyweights.


      As soon as their match started, the arena filled with the deep thuds of the weapons clashing.


      Thuuuuuuud!


      The impact was so great that the sound echoed throughout the arena, capturing the audience’s attention again and making everyone erupt in cheers.


      “Heh, you’re pretty good if you can go head-to-head with me!” Doriel said.


      “Same ta you! I’m surprised ye can keep up with dwarven strength!” Bamba said.


      Their match seemed much slower than the ones before, but it made up for it with the incredible sight of the giant weapons colliding, ramping up the excitement in the arena.


      The denouement was sudden; after their weapons clashed several times, both reached their limits at the same time and broke.


      “Looks like we can’t keep this up...” Bamba said, clearly thinking it was impossible for the match to continue.


      “Huh? It’s just starting!” Doriel said, seeming eager to keep going with just his fists.


      “Gah!”


      Bamba took a sudden blow to the cheek. He’d tried to brace at the last moment, and even though it was just one punch, the difference in their size was just too great.


      “I win!”


      “I-I wasn’t ready for that...”


      Doriel thrust his fist into the air, and Bamba fell unconscious.


      We definitely weren’t expecting this battle to be decided by straight fisticuffs, but in the end, that was how Doriel won.


      Sirius won the eighth and final match of round two, securing his spot in the third round.


      And so, all the second-round matches ended, narrowing the field down to the final eight competitors.


      “The combat here is beyond anything I’ve ever seen at a tournament. Just how does one find so many strong warriors?” the king murmured.


      “You probably shouldn’t think about it too much,” his daughter said.


      As for the final eight, here were the matchups for the quarterfinals:


      Philia versus Noel.


      Guy versus Seren.


      Goritiana versus Alec.


      Doriel versus Sirius.


      None of them had lost a fight thus far, and they were all incredibly tough contenders. Everyone was looking forward to the matchups.


      That brought another day of the tournament to a close. The quarterfinals would be held tomorrow.


      “Hey, who do you think is going to win?”


      “I’m cheering on Sirius! Huff, huff...”


      “He is pretty hot. But I’ve gotta go with Noel.”


      “Huh? He’s your type?”


      “Honestly, you two have no taste! Obviously, you have to go with Alec!”


      “Wait, you like old guys?”


      “In that case, what about Doriel or Guy?”


      “I’m not into baldies.”


      “Oh...”


      “Hey, who do you think is going to win?”


      “Definitely Goritiana. She’s leagues above the other seven.”


      “No way. Seren’s definitely gonna win. I mean, have you seen how cute she is?”


      “Her appearance doesn’t have anything to do with it.”


      “Yeah, that’s right. And first of all, if we’re talking looks, obviously Goritiana is the cutest.”


      “Uhh, what?!”


      I overheard all sorts of conversations like that among the audience, which was still buzzing with excitement. Everyone wanted to discuss their favorite fighters.


      “I can’t believe both Sirius and Seren made it to the quarterfinals! Those are my kids for you! Ha ha ha! Hrm? W-Wait, what if they both make it to the finals? Then who will I root for?!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Six: Invincible Pink Macho


      Excitement peaked during the quarterfinals the following day. Even more spectators were present than the day before.


      The first matchup was Philia versus Noel. They knew each other well since they were both on the hunting party, so I was really looking forward to seeing how the match turned out.


      Philia nocked an arrow as soon as the referee called a start to the match. A ferocious gust of wind suddenly erupted, centered on her arrow. Then she shot it, and it flew so fast I couldn’t even see it. It had already slammed into Noel’s shield before I even realized what had happened, striking it with such force that I thought it was going to punch straight through.


      But instead, it lost its momentum and came to a halt, remaining embedded in the shield.


      Wait, isn’t his shield made of mythril?


      I couldn’t imagine how powerful an arrow had to be to pierce through a shield made of that kind of metal.


      “Hm, I suppose shooting through it is impossible, but how about this?” Philia said.


      She nocked ten arrows and fired them simultaneously, raining the entire volley down on Noel. Each arrow veered, changing its trajectory, so I thought Philia must be controlling them through the wind.


      I couldn’t believe my eyes.


      Noel braced his shield, but the arrows were coming from all directions. Not even he could fully defend himself against that...or so I thought.


      But then he did something truly unbelievable: He lifted his shield, leaving his body completely vulnerable and unprotected.


      “Lure Shield!”


      The next moment, the arrows broke from Philia’s control and flew toward the shield as if drawn to it, hitting it one after the other.


      “What?! He forced my attack to hit his shield instead of his body?! Wait, I think that’s how he made the enemies attack him instead of his allies in the ruins...”


      The move was so crazy you’d think it was against the rules, and even Philia was stunned.


      Barlatt had proven that whittling down Noel’s stamina was ineffective, so how in the world was someone supposed to breach Noel’s ironclad defense?


      But since Noel had completely focused on defending himself against Philia, he wasn’t in a position to go on the offensive either. The moment she put even the slightest distance between them, he wouldn’t even be in the range to attack.


      Just when it seemed like the match would end in a stalemate...


      “Modified Shield Bash!”


      “What? From that far away?!”


      All of a sudden, the shield shot out from Noel’s hands and flew straight at Philia. Noel had used his skill to transform his shield into a projectile.


      “What?!” Philia was so stunned she didn’t even have time to react, and the shield hit her with such force that it knocked her clear out of the ring.


      “Ngah!”


      Match over.


      “Wooooooooo!”


      The crowd went wild, shocked by the unexpected finish. And so, Noel had secured his spot in the semifinals.


      The second quarterfinal match was Seren versus Guy. Guy was a member of Alec’s adventuring party and had the White Magic Gift. He was solidly built and fought with a staff, but he was one of those rare types who could both fight and heal—and he could also use his magic to buff his physical abilities.


      “Haaah!”


      Guy swung his staff with incredible force, but Seren easily dodged each strike.


      She was reading his every move perfectly.


      Guy’s technique was impressive, but it wasn’t because of a Gift. He’d gotten that good the old-fashioned way. Still, even with all his talent, it wasn’t enough to touch Seren...or so I thought.


      “Light!” Guy cried.


      Suddenly, a pulse of bright light flashed through the arena. Seren reflexively squeezed her eyes shut.


      Was that a flash-bang?


      “Got you!”


      The moment Guy blinded Seren, he unleashed a full-powered strike. Everyone thought that was the end of it, but—


      Shiiiiing!


      —Seren, unable to see, somehow managed to block Guy’s staff with her blades.


      “What?!”


      “Even if I can’t see, I can still predict your next move and where your attack will land.”


      She’d basically studied his fighting pattern and anticipated where and when he’d strike next.


      “But that’s...impossible...” Guy stood there in shock as Seren closed the distance, her vision already recovering. “Damn it!”


      Seren brought down her swords, and Guy collapsed. He didn’t have enough strength to heal himself, so he was carried off to the infirmary on a stretcher.


      “I made it to the semifinals!” Seren looked thrilled as she left the ring. “Heh heh... And if I win the whole thing, I’ll get to make a wish!”


      What in the world is she going to ask for?


      I wanted her to do well, of course, but I didn’t want her to win the whole thing...


      Setting those conflicting feelings aside, it was time for the third match, which was Gori versus Alec.


      “What a pain... I honestly wanted to forfeit, but then I’d just look like a coward.”


      “You’re the only one of us left, Alec! You’re representing our entire party, so you gotta do your best!”


      “Yikes, even Hazena’s saying it. She’ll burn me alive if I forfeit now!”


      Suffice it to say, Alec looked like he’d rather be anywhere but in the ring. Gori was the total opposite, though.


      “Oh ho ho! What a looker! You’re totally my type! I’ve had my eye on you since the moment I saw you. I’ve been watching all your matches since the prelims. I’m soooo happy we finally get to fight. Mwah!” Gori said, blowing a kiss.


      Alec went pale. “Ack!”


      It sounded ridiculous, but it looked like he’d already taken damage before the fight had even begun.


      “I knew it... I thought some creep was staring at me the whole time...”


      “Hmph! How rude! I’m not a creep at all! It’s the burning gaze of love!” Gori pouted, puffing out her cheeks.


      “Raaaah!” Once the match began, Alec seemed to steel himself and charged in with a fierce battle cry, swinging his greatsword...


      Claaaang!


      ...which Gori stopped with her bare hands.


      “What are you?! Who blocks a greatsword like that?!” Alec cried.


      He was right. How could anyone pull that off?


      “It’s pure fighting spirit. That pink muscle-bound freak has tough bones and thick flesh, but her aura’s incredible. Her fists are basically hammers,” Raoul said to me.


      “Hm?” Gori glanced down at her fist and noticed a trickle of blood running down her hand. Not even she could go up against a greatsword bare-handed and come out unscathed. “Hey, not bad at all! You actually managed to wound my fist!”


      “Give me a bit more credit than that!”


      “I like it! Do it again, but harder this time!”


      “You sound like a damn freak!”


      Alec kept desperately swinging his sword, but Gori blocked every single strike with her fists. Blood spattered after every blow, but Gori didn’t look like she was in pain—in fact, she looked ecstatic.


      “Mm, yes! That thick, sturdy sword of yours is so hard! I love feeling it!”


      “Don’t say it like that!”


      Umm, is Gori a masochist?


      Even the crowd looked freaked out. Alec seemingly decided this couldn’t continue and made his move, taking back his greatsword and driving its point forward with as much force as he could.


      “Haaah!”


      Surely not even Gori could block an attack like that...


      Claaaaang!


      She caught the blade between both fists.


      “You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


      “Oh ho ho! What a wonderful thrust! I’d love it if you kept thrusting, again and again, but the audience might get a little bored watching, don’t you think?” Gori said, yanking the sword out of Alec’s hands and throwing it to the edge of the ring.


      Now, Alec was totally defenseless and could only watch in horror as she slowly approached, cracking her knuckles.


      “H-Hang on! I don’t have a weapon! I surr—”


      “Don’t take that! Take all my love instead!” Gori leaped toward him before he could finish his sentence.


      Alec wasn’t a small guy, but he practically looked like a kid next to Gori.


      “Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah! Hah!” Gori grunted strangely, unleashing a chain of rapid-fire punches that lifted Alec’s body clean off the ground. He was nothing but her punching bag.


      “Haaaaah!”


      With one final, loud cry, Gori delivered her finishing blow and sent Alec flying out of the ring.


      Um, is he okay? She just beat the crap out of him...


      “Oh, no need to worry, sweeties! I made sure to avoid his vital points!”


      “M-Monsters are...less terrifying...”


      Yeah, he seems fine.


      Gori hadn’t even broken a sweat, and now she had advanced to the semifinals.




      It was the fourth and final quarterfinal match, Doriel versus Sirius.


      “So you’re Seren’s little bro, huh? Guess you’ll make a good warm-up before my rematch with her!”


      “Hah! There’s no way I’m losing to someone who already lost to my sister.”


      Things were already tense—this one was going to be exciting!


      However, just a few minutes in, Doriel was already down on one knee, gritting his teeth in pain.


      “Nghh, there’s no way!”


      He was totally battered.


      Meanwhile, Sirius stood there totally unscathed as he declared victory. “Well, that’s it. I’ll be the one facing my sister!”


      The fight had turned out to be totally one-sided, with Sirius completely overwhelming Doriel.


      “Heh. Not much of a surprise, honestly,” Raoul said, leaning toward me again.


      Does he just really like giving commentary?


      “Doriel’s big, but he’s slow. He’s a bald, brute force giant. But Sirius is good at hit-and-run attacks because he’s agile. There’s no way he’ll lose to that old geezer.”


      He was right too. Doriel had kept missing, but Sirius had landed one attack after the other. It hadn’t mattered how tough Doriel was—it’d only been a matter of time before he hit his limit.


      But Doriel wasn’t ready to call it quits yet.


      “This ain’t over! I ain’t done yet! I wanted to save this for when I fought her, but I don’t got a choice now!” he said, forcing himself back onto his feet.


      Then he hurled his axe straight at Sirius.


      But Sirius dodged it easily.


      “I thought you really had something that time. Even if you caught me off guard, there’s no way you could—”


      “That was just a diversion tactic!”


      Shiiiing!


      “Huh? Chains?!”


      A chain appeared, one end hooked to the axe and the other grasped in Doriel’s hand. It pulled taut, and the axe stalled midair.


      Then Doriel twisted to the side.


      Whirrrrrsh!


      He started spinning in place, the axe whirling around him like a propeller blade. At those speeds, even getting grazed by that thing would deal serious damage. To make matters worse, the chain kept stretching, expanding the radius of the axe’s orbit, making it harder and harder for Sirius to escape.


      Uh-oh. He’s in big trouble.


      “Whoa! Whoooa! I’m getting dizzy! Everything’s spinning like crazy!”


      Um, and so is Doriel?


      The match ended sooner than I expected. Just when it seemed like Sirius had nowhere else to run, he suddenly jumped toward Doriel. I didn’t think he’d make it, but a sudden burst of wind carried him farther—until he was above the center of the ring.


      Then he landed a nasty dropkick on Doriel’s head. The impact made Doriel lose his grip on the axe, sending it flying toward the stands. I quickly raised a stone wall in front of the audience to block the rogue axe. Doriel fell unconscious, and Sirius claimed victory.


      “You did it, Sirius! You’re headed to the semifinals! You can do it!” I yelled, cheering him on.


      “Um, why do you sound happier than when I won?” Seren asked, eyeing me with annoyance.


      “D-Do I?” I chuckled nervously, but honestly, I really wanted either Noel or Sirius to win. They seemed like the two who would make the most reasonable requests if they won.


      Meanwhile, I had no idea what Seren would ask for, and I didn’t even want to know what Gori would ask for. I felt a little guilty thinking so, but I really didn’t want either one of them to win.


      Anyway, we were finally down to the final four. Next up were the semifinals: Seren versus Noel and Gori versus Sirius.


      “Woooooo!”


      The martial arts tournament was about to hit its climax, and the crowd was going crazy with excitement for the next matches. But unfortunately, they wouldn’t be held until tomorrow.


      “Maybe I should go to the church and pray for Noel or Sirius to win...”




      It was the final day of the tournament. Both the winner and their prize would be decided today.


      I went to give Noel a pep talk before the big match, but for some reason, he looked surprised to see me.


      “You can do it, Noel!”


      “Mr. Mayor?”


      “Um, are you not happy that I came to wish you luck?”


      “It’s not that at all. I just assumed you’d be rooting for Captain Seren.”


      “W-Well, of course I’m going to wish her luck too! But I want you to try your hardest as well!”


      “Wow, thanks, Mr. Mayor! Yeah, I’ll do my best!” Noel nodded, pumping his fist.


      How can I stop Seren from winning...


      But there was nothing I could do besides cheer him on. Well, that’s what I thought, anyway.


      Heh. I’ve actually got a little trick up my sleeve. I’ll be able to help Noel even from the stands!


      I decided to use Villager Boost on him. It wasn’t magic, and no one would know I’d used it.


      “No, Luke. That would be cheating. And as the mayor, you must accept the outcome, fair and square, no matter what.”


      Huh? What’s this voice coming out of nowhere?


      “I am the angel who lives within your heart.”


      The angel inside my heart?!


      “Oh, please. Don’t be stupid. Who knows what kind of crazy request Seren or that pink macho freak will make if they win! You gotta take the sure bet so you don’t regret it later. Plus, it’s not like anyone will ever know.”


      Don’t tell me there’s a devil too...


      “Don’t listen to the devil. You mustn’t, for the sake of all the villagers who fought fairly up until the end. You too must remain fair until the end!”


      “Fair, my ass! This is all Berlitt’s fault for offering such a ridiculous prize in the first place! Whatever you do here, you’re in the clear, Luke! Besides, you just gave Noel a pep talk, yeah? He’ll just think it made him perform better than usual.”


      “Luke, follow your conscience.”


      “You’ve done enough for the villagers already! Nobody’s gonna blame ya for fudging the rules a little bit. And c’mon, this is just a fun event! Who cares about fairness and all that jazz? Plus, Seren’s the favorite. Won’t it be more exciting if the underdog Noel pulls out a win?”


      That’s weird. Why is the devil’s argument so much stronger? Doesn’t the angel usually win these sorts of things?


      “Heh. See, the angel’s got nothin’ more to say! And you’ve already made up your mind, right? Follow your gut!”


      “D-Damn it all! At this rate, I’ll just have to stop you by force!”


      “Wh-What the hell?! Since when do angels fight dirty?!”


      The angel and devil in my heart started brawling. And since the angel launched a surprise attack, they had the advantage.


      “That’s cheating!”


      “I will use any means necessary in the name of justice! Light Blade!”


      “Argghhh!”


      The devil vanished with a final scream.


      “Heh heh! I am victorious! Now then, Luke. Your wicked thoughts have been purged! Let’s watch the match together and—”


      I grabbed the angel.


      “Huh?”


      “You said it’s okay to use any means necessary in the name of justice, right?” I asked with a grin.


      “W-Wait!”


      I squashed the angel in my hand.


      Then I turned my attention back to the ring, feeling much better.


      The match was just about to begin. Seren and Noel stood in the ring, both ready and raring to go.


      Sorry you two, but I just used Villager Boost on Noel.


      Too big a boost would’ve been suspicious, so I gave him a modest 1.2x boost.


      Finally, the match began as the crowd cheered and applauded. Noel raised his shield. Seren kept her distance, clearly remembering how Philia had been taken out by his shield-throwing move during his last match.


      She could’ve attacked with magic from a distance, but she knew he’d probably block it with his shield, so she just cautiously waited for an opening. And just when I thought things would end in a stalemate, Noel made a move.


      He was so fast that Seren looked shocked. Actually, even Noel seemed stunned by his speed, as he had no idea I’d boosted him. Seren stepped back, knowing being too close would be dangerous. Still, she was so fast that Noel couldn’t quite close the gap.


      I wondered whether I should raise his boost multiplier a bit more, but that would also shorten its effectiveness. I was still debating this when Noel suddenly tripped and fell down.


      The crowd buzzed, confused by what had happened.


      A fall like that was pretty weird. And why was the ring suddenly sparkly?


      Noel got back up, but he just slipped and fell again, like he couldn’t quite get his footing.


      “Wait, don’t tell me...”


      A beam of sunlight illuminated the ring, and then I realized what had happened.


      “It’s frozen?!”


      Seren grinned. “Hard to move properly like that, huh, Noel?”


      “It’s so slippery!”


      So she hadn’t been just running away—she’d been magically freezing the ground with every step. And now that Noel couldn’t move, he was in serious trouble. But the match wasn’t over. Sure, Seren could freeze him, but how would she deal damage without getting closer?


      Craaack... Craaaack...


      “Ow, my leg...”


      Suddenly, Seren’s ice spell started creeping up Noel’s legs, literally freezing him in place.
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      “If your whole body freezes up, that counts as a KO, right?” Seren said loudly.


      “I won’t lose!” Noel shouted. He hurled his shield toward Seren while he could still move his upper body, but she had anticipated that. She slid across the ice to dodge the shield. And without his shield, Noel was totally powerless.


      “I yield...”


      Noel lost to Seren?!


      “N-No! I still have Sirius! I’ll have to pin all my hopes on him!”


      He’d still have to beat Seren in the finals, though... And before that, he had a very formidable opponent to face...




      After Seren’s match ended, Sirius and Gori headed toward the ring to begin the second battle of the semifinals.


      “Hee hee. I’m sooo happy that I have another lovely opponent!” Gori said, smiling and batting her eyelashes at Sirius.


      His cheek twitched. “Ugh...”


      Don’t worry! You got this, Sirius! I believe in you! I thought, silently cheering him on.


      I knew Gori was probably a stronger opponent than Seren, but I still had to have Sirius win, no matter what.


      That meant I had to use Villager Boost on him. Considering his fighting style, I figured it’d be best to keep the multiplier on the lower side but make sure it stayed on for the entire duration of the match.


      “Go ahead and attack whenever you want, sweetie! I’ll take it on with my love...and my body!”


      Gori spread her arms wide, beckoning Sirius, who responded by charging straight at her.


      He was within striking distance within moments, and before I knew it, there was a tear on the side of Gori’s clothing, exposing the muscles that lay beneath. I hadn’t even seen him attack.


      “Ooh, you’re very fast, aren’t you?”


      “How are you so tough?! I barely got a scratch on you. What are you, made of steel or something?!”


      It seemed Gori was more resilient than we’d thought.


      “No worries, though! I’ll just keep attacking!”


      True to his word, Sirius kept at it. Gori tried to counter, but Sirius was too fast for her to land any hits.


      “Amazing! It’s like I’m getting utterly pummeled!” Gori said.


      “For some reason, I feel incredible today! I’m gonna finish you off!” Sirius shouted.


      That’s probably because of Villager Boost...


      Luckily, he didn’t seem to realize that.


      After having been slashed repeatedly by Sirius’s swords, Gori’s clothing was in tatters, revealing glimpses of her flesh all over.


      “Eek!”


      Gori blushed, embarrassed, but all we could see was pure muscle. Needless to say, no one was getting excited over i—


      “Whoooooooa!”


      “Wow, Gori’s body is crazy!”


      “Look at those incredible muscles!”


      Okay, I spoke too soon. The macho lovers out there were very excited.


      Anyway, Sirius and Gori had very compatible fighting styles. It was true that her body was tough as steel and she had a higher endurance level than most people, but if Sirius kept chipping away at her, surely he would win!


      “Nngh! Yes, there! That’s it! Haah! More!”


      However, Gori was letting out cries of pleasure every time he hit her, so I didn’t think it was working.


      “Mm! I-I’m going to come! I’m going to coooome! I’m—” Practically naked now, Gori suddenly shouted with a look of ecstasy on her face.


      “I’m comiiiiiiiiiing!” Her voice abruptly dipped down to a thick, low rumble as the last remaining scraps of her clothing fell away. I realized that it hadn’t been Sirius’s attacks that did it—Gori’s already huge muscles had just swelled even more.


      “Ohhhhhhhhhh!” Gori roared as a flash of light appeared from her fists.


      “I-I’ve never seen such fighting spirit before!” Raoul said, his jaw dropping.


      Gori started punching, alternating between each fist, one after the other.


      “Yaah, yaah, yaah, yaah, yaaaaaah!”


      And with each pump of her fist, she unleashed cannonballs of fighting spirit. They fell over Sirius like a relentless May rain shower—not even he could dodge them.


      “Whoooooa!”


      The barrage knocked Sirius right out of the ring.


      “Tee hee... It’s been a long time since I let out such a load...” Gori said with a charming smile.


      Sirius’s valiant effort had been in vain, and the victory went to Gori. That meant that despite my best efforts, the final matchup would unfortunately be between Seren and Gori.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Seven: The Winning Prize


      “What am I going to do? I can’t believe Sirius lost...”


      I’d pinned all my hopes on him, but he’d been eliminated in the semifinals. And now it was time for the final match between Gori and Seren.


      I was so depressed that I hung my head.


      Gori came up to me after beating Sirius and grinned.


      “Tee-hee. I finally made it to the finals, Mr. Mayor! I only have to win one more match, and then you’ll grant any wish I make, right?”


      “Eep...”


      I knew it wasn’t her fault that her clothes had been blasted off, but she was basically naked at this point. That only made me even more scared. Plus, it felt like she was looking me up and down the whole time she was talking to me.


      Th-This is bad... No matter how I look at it, I can’t imagine her asking for anything except for something you absolutely shouldn’t say in front of a kid!


      “Excuse me! I’m the one who’s going to win!” Seren said, bravely intervening. “And then I’m gonna ask Luke for—”


      She broke off into mumbling. Although I wasn’t sure what she was muttering under her breath, she suddenly had a smirk on her face.


      Ugh, why did it have to be these two in the finals?! W-Wait, I know! Maybe I can force Raoul into the battle, saying he’s a seeded contestant! Nah... That’ll never work...


      Raoul had been fidgeting the whole time he was watching the tournament, clearly eager to fight.


      “Ahhh, whose victory should I pray for? Both of them would only corrupt Lord Luke... I wish I could offer myself up instead...” Myria clutched her head, muttering something.


      I didn’t see how offering herself up would make the situation any better.


      I thought about it some more and decided it would be better for Seren to win. Yeah, now that it had come down to it, I needed Seren to win.


      As I was thinking all of that through, the break between matches ended, and it was time for the final battle.


      The moment Seren and Gori stepped into the ring, the crowd went wild.


      “Woooooooooooo!”


      “Tee hee. Let’s make sure we make this a fight worthy of the finals!” Gori said with a wink.


      “You got it! I’m excited to be here!” Seren said.


      “So am I! I can’t wait to take your swords, Seren!”


      “Oh, I’m not gonna let that happen.”


      “Hm? What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “You’ll see in a minute!”


      The two of them faced off against each other in the ring. Just moments ago, the crowd had been roaring—but now it was so quiet that you could hear a pin drop.


      Everyone waited with bated breath, eager to see how the finals would unfold.


      Then Gori cutely (?) plucked the edge of her skirt to curtsy.


      At the same moment, Seren tossed her swords out of the arena.


      Wait, what did Seren do?!


      “Whaaaaat?!”


      No one could believe their eyes.


      Seren was widely known for her expert mastery of her dual blades, but for some reason, she’d discarded them! Everyone thought she had just thrown the match on purpose.


      “What, you think you can defeat me unarmed?” Gori said.


      “That’s right!”


      “Hmph. You certainly seem confident!”


      “I’m full of confidence!”


      I thought it was nothing short of reckless to take on someone like Gori bare-handed, but Seren looked ready and raring to go. I had no idea what she was planning, so I couldn’t use Villager Boost on her yet.


      Huh? Didn’t expect me to use Villager Boost in the finals? Hell yeah, I am!


      “Hmm? Is it just me, or did it suddenly get chilly?” Gori asked, her large body shivering.


      I looked around and saw some kind of white smoke rising from the ring.


      “I’ve been watching all your matches up until now, and I figured out a way to beat you!” Seren declared confidently, pointing her finger at Gori. “And now, I’m gonna win!”


      Gori smiled, intrigued. “Tee-hee. Why don’t you share your strategy, then?”


      Seren really was oozing with confidence. Did she actually have a plan? Some way to defeat Gori, who seemed practically invincible at this point?


      Everyone’s eyes were glued to Seren.


      “I won’t attack!”


      What in the world is that supposed to mean?


      “Oh my, tee-hee!”


      I had no idea what Seren meant, but for some reason, Gori looked strangely impressed and grinned at her. Had Seren actually guessed correctly?


      “Your strategy has one major flaw, though,” Gori said. Suddenly, she kicked off the ground and lunged at Seren. “I’m plenty strong just as I am!”


      She punched repeatedly, but Seren managed to dodge them, leaping backward again and again until...


      “It’s no use!” Gori yelled.


      ...one of Gori’s punches grazed her and sent her flying.


      “Argh!”


      “Your brother might’ve been able to dodge most of these punches, but I bet it’s too hard for you!” she taunted Seren.


      “Ngah... Too intense!”


      Gori was right. Seren was plenty agile, but she didn’t have Sirius’s ability to control the wind with magic. Gori’s fists were heavy-duty, so even a slight graze dealt a ton of damage.


      “Yeah...but I have this magic instead!” Seren shouted, and Gori started trembling again.


      White mist began covering the ring, which I realized must be pretty cold.


      “I see. You’re trying to freeze me, like you did to your opponent in the semifinals? Tee-hee, well, I’m going to defeat you before you ca— H-Huh? My lower body’s freezing?!” Gori’s eyes widened.


      Seren’s magic was more powerful than she’d expected, and Gori’s lower body was freezing before her eyes. She tried to take a step forward, but she slipped on the icy ring, unable to walk.


      However, she still had the attack she’d used to defeat Sirius. If she could use her upper body, then she could surely still fire those weird cannonballs of fighting energy.


      Or so I thought...


      “It’s no use! Your attacks aren’t any good now!” Seren shouted. “I’ve watched your fights, so I know that the more someone attacks you, the stronger you get!”


      The more someone attacks, the stronger she gets?


      Come to think of it, Gori did seem thrilled each time she got injured by Alec’s greatsword and Sirius’s dual swords. And it really did seem like she’d gotten stronger with every blow.


      Huh. So it’s just because she’s a masochist after all.


      “If I attack carelessly, I’ll just suffer the same fate as Sirius!” Seren said.


      “Tee-hee, you’re absolutely right about that. The more damage I take, the stronger I get...because I’m a pure-blooded masochist!”


      Does that really count as being a masochist?


      “And that technique I used to take down your little brother doesn’t work until I get plenty of foreplay! I have to really get my blood pumping first!”


      Ohh, so that’s why Seren threw her swords out of the ring.


      I was impressed that Seren had figured that out. Plus, she’d been incredibly brave to throw down her weapons. Seren usually charged headfirst into everything, but now she was fighting strategically.


      I guess she’s really grown up... Even though she’s older than me.


      Anyway, before I knew it, Gori’s lower body was frozen solid, totally immobilizing her.


      “It’s all over now!”


      “Is it, though?” Gori flashed her a confident smile. “Tee-hee. I don’t always need two to have a good time, you know.”


      Then she clenched her fist.


      I watched, having no clue what she was about to do.


      And then Gori punched herself right in the face.


      Crack! Smash!


      She hit herself again and again, mercilessly beating the crap out of herself.


      “Wh—What in the world is going on?! Why is she punching herself?!”


      It seemed like she was attacking herself to build up more power.


      “That’s right!” Gori yelled. “I’m using my own hands this time!”


      Don’t say it like that!


      “Nngh! It feels so good! Huff... I think I might come!”


      Gori’s solo activities were heating up, along with her excitement. Also, just for the record, the entire crowd was completely grossed out except for a small number of people.


      Seren was frantically trying to completely freeze Gori before her...excitement reached its peak. With Gori’s body heat rising rapidly, however, Seren just couldn’t get the ice to set.


      I decided to secretly use Villager Boost on Seren to support her. At this point, it was honestly more about taking care of this pervert instead of helping Seren win.


      But unfortunately, Gori finished first.


      “Here it coooooomes!”


      Her sweet moans suddenly transformed into deep bellows, and the muscles of her upper body bulged grotesquely. The ice encasing her lower body began to crack. Her fighting spirit gathered in her fists, forming cannonballs that she unleashed in rapid fire.


      “Yaaah, yaah, yaah, yaaah!”


      Oh no, Seren’s gonna lose! Time to crank up Villager Boost to a 10x multiplier!


      I didn’t give any thought to duration and just raised the multiplier. After all, Seren was going to lose if I didn’t do something.


      But now that her abilities were boosted times ten, her agility was incredible. She was able to dodge all the cannonballs raining down upon her.


      “Wh-What? No way...”


      Even Gori was shocked. Meanwhile, the ice started creeping up and eventually reached her head. “I-I can’t believe I lost...”


      Now, an ice sculpture of Gori stood in the center of the ring. Surely there was no way she could keep fighting.


      “Woooooooooooooooo!”


      The crowd roared so loudly that the entire arena started to shake.


      But then, Seren suddenly threw her hands up and said, “I lose!”


      The entire crowd went silent.


      Uh, Seren?! What the hell are you talking about?!


      I’d just let out a sigh of relief that I had avoided Gori’s victory, but now I was so flustered that I couldn’t even speak.


      Seren melted the ice around Gori, who knelt, soaking wet, in the middle of the ring. She must’ve heard what Seren said while she was frozen, because she raised an eyebrow suspiciously.


      “What are you talking about?” Gori asked.


      “Under normal circumstances, I would’ve lost this fight! So...you win!”


      The audience stared at Seren in stunned silence.


      However, something she said must’ve made sense to Gori.


      “Ooh, I see,” she said with a nod. “Seren. You’re a very serious, good girl. I’ve fallen in love with you all over again!”


      “It’s frustrating to admit, but you’re stronger than me. But next time, I’m not going to lose!” Seren said, then excused herself from the ring.


      Instead of going back to her dressing room, she walked straight toward me. She was scowling at me too, and looked incredibly angry.


      I had a very bad feeling about this.


      I tried to run away from her, but she grabbed my shoulder.


      Sh-She’s so fast!


      “Eh heh heh... Luke? Just where do you think you’re going?”


      “U-Um, I gotta go to the bathroom...”


      “There’s something I need to ask you first.”


      “Uh, can it wait? I’ve been holding it for a while, and if I don’t hurry, I might go in my pants...”


      “Don’t worry. It won’t take long. Say, why aren’t you looking at me?”


      “Um, probably because you’re really mad?”


      “I’m not mad. Come on, look at me. I’m smiling, aren’t I?”


      I hesitantly turned my face toward her.


      She might’ve been smiling, but it didn’t reach her eyes. In fact, I could see a vein throbbing at her temple.


      She’s definitely pissed!


      “Hey, Luke? You definitely used your powers during that match, didn’t you?”


      Busteeeed!




      The tournament ended with Gori’s victory.


      A lot of audience members didn’t agree with the outcome, but they seemed pleased with the overall tournament, and we were inundated with requests to host another tournament in the future.


      “Next time, let me participate!” Raoul said, and he wasn’t the only one. A ton of nonresidents wanted to join in.


      However, if I were going to involve the entire kingdom, I’d need permission from the king.


      So I walked up and asked him...


      “Now that was an interesting event! I think it would be wonderful if you could open it up to anyone throughout the kingdom!” the king said, quickly agreeing to the idea after enjoying himself so much.


      “How about the royal family sponsors the event? I can provide the venue, and we’ll manage everything,” I said.


      “That’s a good idea. It’ll be the perfect opportunity to display the power of the royal family!”


      It seemed like a great deal for the king, who was working to centralize the kingdom.


      “In exchange, I just ask that you handle the winner’s prize as well,” I said.


      “Of course. That will be a trivial matter.”


      Yes! Now I’ll never have to worry about the prize again!


      I was striking an inner victory pose when I realized the king was looking pretty solemn.


      (“However, there are way too many people with Gifts in this town. I just hope the church doesn’t catch wind of it...”)


      “What’s the matter?” I asked.


      “Oh, it’s nothing. Well, we should be getting back to the capital. We’ve been gone for four whole days. I’m sure the government’s ground to a standstill by now!” he said.


      “I don’t want to go home yet!” the princess whined, but the king wouldn’t hear it, and they all took the train back to the capital.


      While the king had agreed to handle the prizes from now on, that wasn’t much help to me now. I had to fulfill my promise and give Gori her prize.


      “Tee-hee. Well, Mr. Mayor. It’s time for you to listen to my request, isn’t it?”


      The next day, Gori brought me to her beauty salon. Normally, it was packed with her macho employees and female customers, but today it was just the two of us.


      She hadn’t told me a thing, so I had no idea what was about to happen. But the way she kept looking at me was frightening...


      Why didn’t I send a body double instead?!


      “Now, you did promise to grant any wish, right?” Gori asked, panting through her nose.


      I reflexively took a few steps backward.


      “Well, I want to be the first one to touch youuuuuuu!”


      “Noooooooooooooooo!”




      One hour later, I stood in front of the mirror and looked at myself.


      I raised my hand and watched my reflection follow suit. I raised both hands, and my reflection did the same. I made a peace sign, and so did my reflection. I tipped my head, and so on. All the movements happened in perfect sync, so I knew the mirror was working...but there was no way that the person in the mirror was me.


      Because the person standing there was an adorable girl. She had a bewildered look on her face, and she was staring right at me.


      And then a giant shadow suddenly loomed from behind, and I heard a dreamy voice ask me a question.


      “Tee-hee... Well, what do you think about your first time wearing girls’ clothes, Mr. Mayor?”


      “Um... Who is that?”


      “What do you mean? It’s you, of course! But I don’t blame you for being surprised. I mean, you look like a totally different person!” Gori was wriggling all around, beyond excited. “Eeeek! You’re just so adorable! I knew it, I just knew it! I knew if I put you in girls’ clothes that you’d look positively beautiful! I knew from the first moment I saw you!” she squealed.


      For Gori’s prize, she had requested to be the first person to “touch” me...so that she could put me in girls’ clothing.


      She’d given me a complete makeover, including makeup, a wig, and girly clothing. And before I knew it, I’d become the person in the mirror’s reflection.
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      “Well, since I went to all the trouble, let’s go ahead and show the villagers!” she said.


      “Hey! That’d be too embarrassing! Stop it!”


      “Why?! You look so cute! Just hold your head up high and show them!”


      I resisted with all my might, but Gori scooped me up in her arms. Nobody could escape from her superhuman strength.


      “Eek! The way you’re blushing like that makes you look even more like a girl!” she said, carrying me out of the beauty salon.


      She carried me to the town square, where I had the most humiliating experience of my entire life.


      “Hm? Who’s that pretty girl?”


      “Apparently, it’s Mayor Luke! Goritiana’s wish was to put him in girls’ clothing!”


      “That’s the mayor?! No way... I mean, he’s always had a cute face, but...I had no idea he could look like this!”


      “Eeeek! Look at me, Mr. Mayor!”


      “So cuuuuuuuuuuute!”


      I was paraded around in front of the entire village, wearing girls’ clothing. My face was so hot it felt like it was going to melt, but amazingly, everyone seemed to love it.


      “Ugh, I’m so embarrassed...”


      Rumors quickly spread, and before long, more and more villagers came out to see me. I wondered what in the world could possibly be so entertaining about seeing me in girls’ clothing.


      “Look at how he’s blushing! It’s so cute!”


      “He looks just like a girl...”


      “Actually, I heard he was born a girl.”


      “Wait, I can actually believe that!”


      That’s not true! I’m a boy!


      “Mommy, why is the mayor wearing girl clothes?”


      “W-Well, um...” (“How in the world do I explain this?!”)


      The children’s innocent, curious stares hurt most of all.


      “If the mayor were actually a girl... I would. Maybe.”


      “Yeah, me too.”


      “Honestly, I might even if he were a boy...”


      “I might prefer it!”


      “What?!”


      I’ll just pretend I didn’t hear that.


      “Tee-hee. I knew everyone would love it!”


      “Can we be done now?” I pleaded. “Parading me in front of everyone can’t count as part of your wish.”


      “Oh? I was planning on it from the very start.”


      Nobody told me that!


      “Since I went to all the trouble, why don’t you keep it on for a while?” Gori suggested.


      “Absolutely not!”


      I’d only stuck it out this far because I knew it was temporary.


      “That’s a shame. You’re just so cute! You should enjoy it more.”


      Now that I’d experienced this, I had a newfound respect for Gori wearing female clothes all the time.


      Meanwhile, Myria was way too excited. Her eyes sparkled as she stared at me.


      “Haah, haah... Lord Luke... You’re just too adorable... I wish I could burn this into my memory forever... Then I’d be happy for the rest of my life...”


      Her face was so red I thought she might have a fever, and her breathing was even more erratic than usual.


      Even Seren, looking me over from head to toe, seemed distracted. “H-He does look cute. If I had a little sister like him, I would just adore her! Hey, I have an idea!” She clapped her hands together. “You interfered with my match. I’ve been thinking of how I should punish you...”


      I’d frantically apologized to Seren after the tournament and thought she’d forgiven me, but apparently not...


      Once again, I had a bad feeling about this.


      “I’ve made a decision! You have to wear that for one whole month as your punishment!”


      Please nooooooooooo! One month is way too long!


      “And all your body doubles have to dress like that too.”


      I broke down and wept.




      “Bwah ha ha ha! This is incredible! My stomach hurts!” Miranda said, cackling wildly.


      The freeloader was already drunk, even though it was broad daylight, and her face was bright red.


      “You know, you really look great in that! Bwah ha ha!”


      “It’s not funny...”


      She pointed her finger at me as she laughed. No one had reacted this rudely to seeing me in girls’ clothing thus far.


      Unfortunately, I’d been on my way to the bathroom when I ran into her. Obviously, she’d wanted to know why I was dressed like a girl, so I had to tell her the whole story.


      “Gah hah hah... O-Oh crap, I laughed so hard I pissed my pants a little!”


      “Hurry up and go to the bathroom!”


      Miranda rushed off. She must’ve laughed so hard she got sick or something, because I soon heard her groaning from the toilet.


      What a terrible person.


      I let out a sigh.


      The moment Miranda emerged from the bathroom, she started blaming me.


      “You know, you made me laugh so hard that it started coming out both ends!”


      What a disgusting person.


      “That’s not my fault!”


      “That sure was an entertaining event, though. It went perfectly with my beer!”


      “You were watching?”


      “Yes.”


      “There’s no way you could see from here, though.”


      “Ha! Why do you think they called me the Twilight Sage? Enhancing my vision is no trouble at all.”


      “I don’t think your name has anything to do with vision, Miranda.”


      Honestly, I doubted anyone had ever called her “Twilight Sage,” and even if they had, you might as well just call anybody a sage.


      Thanks to Myria, Miranda’s room was clean now. Of course, there were currently some empty beer bottles rolling around, but it was nothing compared to how it used to look.


      “By the way, what kind of job did Myria ask you to—”


      “Well, now that I used the potty, I’m sleepy. I think I’ll take a nap!”


      As usual, she really had no intention of telling me.


      ◇◇◇


      Soldiers lay strewn across the training grounds.


      “Haah, haah...”


      “I can’t...move...”


      “I’ve hit...my limit.”


      They groaned in pain, but they weren’t done training yet. It’d been so rigorous, though, that more than half of the soldiers couldn’t even stand.


      “Hmph. I suppose I’ll let you off for today,” the commander said, and everyone let out sighs of relief.


      Even though he was only a teenager, he was a demon of an instructor, and the king had ordered him to beat the kingdom’s army into shape.


      Just then, a female soldier called out to the commander. “Great job today, Lord Raoul!”


      Raoul, the commander, realized it was his aide. “Ah, Marin.”


      “What do you think of the kingdom’s army?”


      “Hmph. They’ve got a long way to go. Especially after seeing that tournament,” he said with a wry smile. The tournament had renewed his enthusiasm for his job. “But they’re doing a lot better than they were before, thanks to these training grounds.”


      “I agree. Still, it’s so odd. They improve so much faster when they train here.”


      “It’s because Luke built this place with his Gift.”


      The buildings and facilities Luke created with his Gift weren’t ordinary. They all had special effects.


      “Oh, that’s right. I should have him build me a new barracks for the soldiers. Maybe he can make it so they recover from their fatigue more quickly. That’ll help them focus on their training,” Raoul said, then quickly went inside the palace, where one of Luke’s body doubles was permanently stationed.


      And even though it was just a body double, its room was nicer than Raoul’s.


      “Being able to produce body doubles with wills of their own is just absurd...” Raoul muttered under his breath.


      If Luke ever made an army of body doubles and launched a rebellion, he could probably take over the whole kingdom. He’d probably be an even more formidable foe than their father had been.


      “I doubt he’d ever want to do that, though,” he said to himself as he opened the door.


      “Hey, body double. There’s something I need you to do for m—”


      Raoul froze. For some reason, there was a beautiful girl he’d never seen before standing inside the room.


      He quickly went back out into the hallway to confirm he had the right room and saw that it was definitely the body double’s room.


      He wondered if it was a new maid, but her clothes were a bit too fancy for that...


      “Um, where did the body double go?” Raoul asked, setting aside his curiosity about her identity.


      “I’m right here.”


      “Huh? What are you talking about? That’s not... Wait, hang on a second. That voice is... D-Don’t tell me...”


      “Yep. It’s me. The body double.”


      Raoul’s jaw dropped. Now that he looked closer, the girl did look just like Luke.


      “Why the hell are you dressed like that?!”


      “I was ordered by the real Luke.”


      “But why the hell would he do that?!”


      “Because he’s wearing the same clothes right now.”


      “That only makes it more confusing,” Raoul said with a scowl.


      Why does it look so good on him? Seriously, it looks way too good on him! W-Wait, what if he’s always been a girl? Come to think of it, his face has always been kinda feminine... N-No, there’s no way...


      Raoul suddenly found himself doubting his own brother’s gender.


      Princess Darinea skipped down the palace hallway singing a strange tune.


      “Lord Luke! Lord Luke! I get to see Lord Luke at the castleeee!”


      Ever since Luke saved her, she’d secretly(?) harbored feelings for him.


      “Hee hee... Come to think of it, one of his body doubles is always nearby! I know it’s not the real thing, but at the very least, I can get a dose of Lord Luke whenever I want!”


      Luke’s body doubles were exact copies of him, both in how they looked and how they talked.


      Darinea decided to visit the body double’s room. She gleefully knocked on the door and went on inside.


      “Mr. Body Double! I finished up my morning studies, so I came to hang out with you!” she announced.


      But what she saw made her smile instantly vanish.


      “Uhh... Who are you?” she asked.


      Instead of Luke’s body double, she saw a beautiful girl she’d never seen before inside the room. She couldn’t help but glare at her.


      “Huh? Wait a minute, that smell...” She sniffed, recognizing the scent immediately. “Lord Luke?!” After a few moments of suspicion, Darinea suddenly got a whiff of Luke’s smell and realized the girl’s true identity, because she smelled exactly like Luke’s body double. “I’d know that smell anywhere! I was sniffing Lord Luke while I sat next to him during the entire tournament!” she said, disclosing information she really didn’t need to disclose.


      “What?” the body double said, his cheek twitching.


      “Anyway, why are you dressed like a girl?” Darinea asked, pushing aside her surprise. “You’re sooooooo cuteeeee!” She was totally crazy over how Luke looked in girls’ clothing. “Lord Luke, Lord Luke, Lord Luuuuke!”


      “H-Hey!”


      Without a second thought, she flung her arms around the body double and started nuzzling her cheek against him. She ignored the flustered body double’s reaction and panted heavily. “Fwaaaah! Can I lick you?!”


      “Of course you can’t!”


      Even though the body double didn’t have Luke’s full range of emotions, he still protested with all his might.


      ◇◇◇


      “Anyway, that’s the situation. This outfit is causing quite the stir everywhere I go.”


      “Yeah, I’m not surprised.” I frowned awkwardly and nodded after listening to my body double’s report. Obviously, I’d had a feeling this was going to happen.


      “Well, we only have to wear it until the end of the month, so just tell everyone around you not to pay any attention to it,” I said.


      “I did that already.”


      “Hm? What, did something happen?”


      “Well...” The body double hesitated. “Everyone wants us to wear it for longer than a month.”


      I gasped. “What?! Absolutely not!”


      Wearing it for this long had been so mortifying that I practically felt like I was in hell, so there was no way I’d consider extending it. Some villagers had asked me the same thing, but I’d decided to completely ignore them.


      “They seem really happy about it, though.”


      “Hang on a second. Don’t tell me you’re starting to like wearing girls’ clothes too!”


      “Um...” The body double paused for a while. “No?”


      “Then what was with that long pause?!”


      The alarm bells in my head were going off.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Eight: The Beastfolk


      “I can’t believe something like this was built underground in such a short amount of time!” Duke Cayon said, stunned by the train station that had been built beneath the largest city of his duchy. A large, middle-aged man, he governed a region in the northern part of the kingdom. He was one of only two dukes in the kingdom, and he owned the largest domain of the two.


      However, Cayon’s duchy was incredibly cold. During the winters, it snowed so much that it made travel between the cities very difficult. Until now, that is.


      “I still can’t believe it. So, I can take this ‘train’ and reach the royal capital in only a few hours?” the duke murmured.


      “Would you like to try it for yourself?” Luke asked.


      “You wouldn’t mind?”


      “Of course not. I’ve already laid down all the tracks and stations from here to the capital.”


      Luke, of course, was the very person who’d constructed this underground railroad system so quickly.


      “I heard you were a young man, Lord Luke, but...” Duke Cayon cocked his head to the side. No matter how he looked at Luke, all he saw was an adorable young girl.


      “Oh, er... There are good reasons for this outfit, but I promise you that I’m a boy.”


      “I-I see...” Duke Cayon couldn’t, for the life of him, imagine what those reasons might be. And although he didn’t know it at the time, the person in front of him wasn’t Luke himself, but one of his body doubles.


      After that, the duke climbed onto the train.


      A moment later...


      “W-Wait, we’re already in Kyrie?!” the duke said, shocked they’d arrived at Kyrie, a city at the very southern border of the duchy, so soon. “And since it travels underground, the snow will have no effect, so we can use it even in winter! Being able to transport people and cargo this fast all year long is absolutely incredible. It’s no wonder the king wants to implement this system throughout the whole kingdom!”


      He was certain the railway would bring many benefits to both the kingdom and his domain. Even a duke couldn’t resist the tides of change when it came to wanting to put his domain first.


      They say the royal family wants to centralize things across the kingdom. This must be part of it. It’s definitely necessary to prevent another situation like what happened with Arvale, the duke thought.


      House Cayon had been friendly with the royal family for generations. And so long as the king didn’t make any unreasonable demands of him or his people, he always went along with His Majesty’s wishes, and intended on continuing to cooperate with the royal family.


      I wonder what the future will bring. This may be a huge turning point for our house.


      He didn’t need to go all the way to the royal capital to test the train, so the duke decided to return to his domain. He assumed they’d just take a train back, but that wasn’t the case.


      “We could take the train, but it’s kind of a pain. I know an even easier way,” Luke said.


      “What’s that?”


      In a flash, everything around the duke changed. Then he found himself inside his own castle.


      “Teleportation,” Luke answered.


      “Why did we need the train in the first place?” The duke groaned.


      Suddenly, he heard a commotion behind him and turned around.


      “Damn it, let go of me!”


      “Don’t move! Stay still!”


      Duke Cayon saw a group of soldiers ostensibly arresting someone who must have committed a crime. Looking closely, he realized the culprit was a young girl, though definitely not an ordinary one.


      “Another beastfolk?” Duke Cayon let out a sigh.


      “Beastfolk?”


      “Is this your first time seeing one? Look, see her animal ears?”


      “Oh, you’re right...” the body double murmured.


      “The ears and tail are the main distinguishing features of beastfolk. They live farther north of the duchy. They repeatedly raid our villages and towns. The duchy’s been plagued by this problem for years now.”


      The duchy served as a buffer zone and first line of defense between the kingdom and the beastfolk. When the king had sought Duke Cayon’s help against the Arvale army, Cayon hadn’t been able to respond because he was hesitant to move his own troops from the duchy and leave it undefended.


      His vast domain stretched to the east and west, so it wasn’t an easy feat to protect it against the beastfolk, since you never knew from where or when they would strike next.


      “Beastfolk are very strong, so it’s difficult to capture them. If we do get lucky enough to take one captive, our orders are to immediately bring them here to the castle to try to get information out of them,” the duke said.


      “Damn it! I can’t believe I got caught by a human!” the beastfolk girl cried as she was hauled off to the dungeon.


      She had ears and a tail that resembled an animal, hallmarks of the beastfolk who lived even farther north than the duchy, in a barren part of land. They regularly came to steal from human towns to get crops and other goods. Each time, the human soldiers would fight back, but beastfolk had such incredible physical abilities that they rarely got caught.


      The one getting arrested right now was almost sixteen, and she’d been part of the looting brigade since age twelve. In the past, she’d always escaped the humans with ease. However, this time she’d let her guard down and had completely fallen into the humans’ trap. After she’d been immobilized, her comrades had run away, leaving her behind.


      That might sound heartless, but it was the custom, so it couldn’t be helped.


      After getting thrown in jail, the girl agonized over her mistake. Her anxiety started closing in on her.


      “What’s going to happen to me now?” she muttered to herself.


      So many of her people had been captured by humans in the past. Since they’d never come home, she assumed they must’ve either been killed or made into slaves.


      Either way, she doubted she’d ever see her hometown again.


      “Maybe it’s our fault for looting the human towns. But still, this whole area used to be beastfolk territory until the humans started driving us farther and farther north.”


      The farther north you went, the colder and the more barren it became. Finding a stable source of food was difficult, so stealing was the only way they could survive.


      “Hello,” a voice said behind her.


      She was so startled she thought her heart stopped for a minute. She whirled around and leaped back to the corner of her cramped cell with the agility of an animal, putting distance between herself and the speaker.


      “Wh-Who are you?!”


      “Oh, I’m sorry for scaring you. But you don’t have to worry. I’m not going to hurt you or anything.”


      The beastfolk squinted, confused. “A human...child?”


      The speaker was a slender and quite adorable human girl. Even though the beastfolk girl didn’t detect any hostility from the stranger, she kept her guard up, ready to fight if she had to.


      She was confused, though. The girl had appeared out of thin air. How had she gotten through the iron bars of the cell door? No one, not even a child, could’ve slipped through them. And the beastfolk girl had exceptional hearing and a sharp sense of smell, yet she’d never sensed anyone approaching before the girl spoke to her.


      “How did you get in here?”


      “The stairs.” The human child pointed toward a staircase that had also materialized out of nowhere. Just moments before, that place had been nothing but a wall.


      “When did those stairs get there?!” The beastfolk girl wondered if it had been hidden somehow, but why would there be a set of stairs in a jail cell?


      “Just now. I made them.”


      “I’m getting more and more confused...” The beastfolk girl was starting to get a headache, unable to keep up with what was going on.


      Meanwhile, the human child started descending the stairs.


      “C’mon. Follow me. You can escape.”


      “W-Wait, you’re going to get me out of here?”


      “Yeah.”


      “But why?”


      The child was a human, just like those who had captured her in the first place. She looked innocent enough, but the beastfolk girl wasn’t so foolish that she’d just blindly follow the child without a second thought.


      “No reason at all. I just felt like helping you get out.” The child shrugged.


      “But why?”


      “Hm... Because I really want to meet the other beastfolk, I guess.”


      “Huh?”


      The beastfolk girl thought for a while, but ultimately decided to trust her instincts and followed the child. There was no point in staying in jail, after all.


      The child said her name was Luke. The beastfolk girl thought that was a rather masculine name, but she introduced herself as well.


      “I’m Lara,” she said.


      “Nice to meet you, Lara!”


      Luke gave her an angelic smile, and Lara felt her heart skip a beat.


      S-So cute...


      ◇◇◇


      “I’m Lara,” the red-haired beastfolk girl said, introducing herself.


      “Nice to meet you, Lara!”


      Lara seemed a bit hesitant still, but she followed me down the stairs. My body double had seen her getting arrested by Duke Cayon’s soldiers and reported back to me about it. Curious, I’d transferred my consciousness into the body double and went to meet the girl.


      “What did you mean when you said you wanted to meet the beastfolk?” she asked.


      “Well, I heard you steal crops a lot.”


      “Th-That’s true, but it’s the humans’ fault for driving us so far north. We can’t grow any food there!” she replied, her accusatory voice echoing throughout the underground passage.


      “Oh, um... Sorry, I wasn’t trying to blame you. You had to do it to live, huh?”


      “Y-Yeah, we did.” Lara nodded, surprised that I understood her.


      “Were you all not able to negotiate and trade to get what you needed?” I asked.


      “I don’t think the humans would’ve responded well to that. They treat us like we’re vermin.”


      “Do they?”


      “A long time ago, the beastfolk launched an all-out war on the humans, but we were still driven back to the north. Anyway, the story goes that the humans still haven’t forgotten the grudge they have against the beastfolk for taking so many lives during that conflict,” she said.


      “Ah, I see.”


      “But the humans did the same thing! I heard they did terrible things in the past, like hunting beastfolk for sport!”


      Either way, it seemed humans and beastfolk didn’t get along very well.


      “W-Well, I suppose there’s no point telling all of this to a child. I’m sorry I raised my voice at you,” Lara said, coming back to herself.


      “At any rate, if you could grow crops on your own, you wouldn’t have to steal anymore, right?” I asked.


      “Sure, but as I said, we live on barren land. We can’t grow anything there.”


      It sounded like they lived in a wasteland, just like how my village used to be. I thought the beastfolk territory was just about as far north as we were.


      “Look, the staircase leads outside,” I said.


      “Wow, you’re right. I’m really out!”


      After reaching the top of the staircase, we turned around and looked back at the city walls. We’d traveled underground from the duke’s castle all the way to the outskirts of a town that didn’t have any guards. I deleted the underground tunnels and the staircase we came through so that no one would discover how she’d escaped.


      “Will you take me to your village, Lara?”


      “You really want to see it? It’s a long way away, even for me. With those little human legs of yours, who knows how long it’ll take?”


      “Don’t worry. I’ll make a road that’ll help us get there really fast,” I said.


      “Huh?”


      I laid down a road in front of us.




      Road


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




      “Wh-What the—?! A road just appeared out of nowhere!” Lara exclaimed.


      “Yeah, we’re gonna use it to get to your village. C’mon.”


      “Wait, we’re just walking... How are we going so fast?! Hey, wait! Whooooa!” Lara tried to catch up to me, but then pitched forward and almost fell.


      “See? It’s fast, right?”


      “What is this?”


      Thanks to my Gift, it only took us a couple of hours to reach the beastfolk’s territory in the far north.


      I wouldn’t say the place was a total wasteland, but there weren’t many trees or plants growing, and it did seem like it’d be difficult to grow anything here. Not only that, but it had already started snowing here, and a fine dusting of it covered the landscape.


      “That way.”


      “Got it.”


      I stretched the road out in the direction Lara pointed, and we kept going north. Finally, a settlement came into view.


      “I still can’t believe we got here so fast... It would’ve taken much longer, even if I’d run full speed!” Lara said.


      “Is that your village?”


      “Yeah. That’s where we mainly live, for now.”


      “For now?”


      “We don’t live in one place for very long, since we can’t grow anything anyway. Plus, moving around makes it more difficult for humans to target us.”


      Earthen walls surrounded the settlement, and I saw several tents like those used by nomads.


      The moment someone spotted Lara, shock spread throughout the beastfolk settlement. That’s how unusual it was for someone who’d been captured by humans to return.


      “Huh? Lara?!”


      “What? Lara’s back?!”


      “But I thought she got captured by humans?!”


      “Who’s that girl with her?”


      “Sh-She’s got no ears on top of her head!”


      “Wait, she’s a human!”


      They all started panicking when they noticed me. Still, I was a child, plus I was wearing girls’ clothing (for reasons), so they mostly just gawked.


      They keep saying I’m a child, but I am almost fourteen, you know! Even though I can’t get any taller for some reason...


      Lara told me that all the beastfolk living in this village were feline beastfolk, and sure enough, they all had big eyes that reminded me of cats. As I looked around, I also noticed the villagers all seemed to be female.


      “That’s the boss’s house,” Lara said, leading me to a large tent.


      “Lara, you’re back?! But I thought you’d been captured by the humans!”


      “I did, but luckily I was able to escape!”


      I saw a woman there who looked very much like Lara. She was probably in her mid-twenties, taller than Lara, and gave off a very strong-willed impression. Also, she had bulging muscles.


      This woman’s the boss? I don’t see anyone else around here.


      I expected the two of them would have some kind of moving reunion, but that wasn’t the case.


      “You idiot!”


      “Ack!”


      The woman kicked Lara, sending her flying.


      “How many times did I tell you to watch out for traps! And you had to go and get caught in one!”


      “Eep! I-I’m sorry, Lily!”


      “Sorry doesn’t cut it! How will I get the others to respect my orders when the boss’s own sister screws up like this?!”


      Lily, who was apparently Lara’s older sister, was furious. She seemed like a terrifying boss. I started to consider sneaking away from the scene.


      “And who the hell are you? You sure don’t look beastfolk to me!”


      She saw me!


      “I dunno why you’re here, but if you think a human like you can just stroll right into a beastfolk village unscathed, you’re dead wrong!”


      She was so intimidating that I automatically took a few steps back.


      “I-I owe her my life! She’s the one who helped me escape from jail!” Lara said.


      “Ha! It might’ve been a trick so they could find our location!”


      “Eek!”


      Lily seemed incredibly cautious. I suppose that made sense, since she was the boss and ultimately responsible for her people’s lives.


      “D-Don’t worry, Miss Boss. That definitely wasn’t my intention,” I said.


      “Huh? You really think I’m gonna believe you?”


      “I-I understand, but...”


      “Hmph. Well, I suppose I don’t detect any hostility from you.” Lily stuck her nose in the air and snorted. “Well? What’s your name?”


      “I’m Luke.”


      “Isn’t that a guy’s name?”


      “Yes. Um, you see...”


      “You should consider yourself lucky to be alive. If you were a guy, you would’ve been sentenced to death the second you set foot in your village, child or not.”


      “Pardon me?”


      Did she just say something really ominous?!


      “Y-You kill guys?”


      “We feline beastfolk live only among other women. Males are allowed under special circumstances, but if one comes in without my permission, they’re immediately arrested and executed.”


      Ah, so that’s why I only saw women here.


      “Don’t threaten her like that, Lily. I feel bad for her!” Lara intervened.


      Meanwhile, I’d broken out in a cold sweat. No matter what, I couldn’t let them find out I was a guy... I had to make them believe I was a girl!


      “Hmph. You need to be more skeptical. Your carelessness is exactly why you got caught in that trap. There’s always a chance it’s a guy dressed in girls’ clothing!”


      “No way. I’ve never seen a boy this cute before. Have you?”


      I’m very sorry, but I am a boy.


      “Er, anyway... Lara told me that you’re having trouble growing crops here,” I said, quickly trying to change the subject before she decided to check whether I was a boy or not.


      “That’s right. Seems the humans’ crops aren’t growing well this year either. Because of that, all the villages are on high alert against us.”


      “There are more traps around than usual too, which is why I got caught,” Lara said.


      “You got caught because you’re an idiot!”


      “Eek!”


      Please stop fighting!


      “That means you’ve got no other choice than to grow food on your own,” I said.


      “Huh? I just told you, we’re in this situation because we can’t grow our own food. Nothing grows out here.”


      “Well, just take a look at this.”


      Then I convinced Lily to lend me a bit of land. It was a small space, but if I could make this work, I could earn her trust.


      “I’m going to make a field for you to grow crops on,” I said.




      Field


      >>High-quality cultivated soil. Increases both crop growth speed and quality.




      Only sparse clumps of grass grew on the dry land, but in an instant, it became fertile soil.


      “Huh?!”


      Lily looked stunned. I used Facility Customization to upgrade the field, boosting growth speed, crop quality, and work efficiency.


      “I’m going to plant some seeds. Would you help me, Lara?” I asked.


      “S-Sure! Got it!”


      Since she’d already watched how I’d built the roads on the way here, it took less time for Lara to come back to her senses, and she helped me plant seeds that I’d brought from the village.


      “What the heck is going on?! I’m moving so much faster here!”


      Since I’d boosted the field, it only took a few minutes for us to finish.


      “I think you’ll see buds in about three hours, and you’ll be able to harvest the crops in three days or so,” I said.




      Three days later, the vegetable crops I’d planted sprouted. They were much bigger than usual, and the giant crops crowded the field so densely that you could hardly see the soil.


      There were around three hundred beastfolk living in this village, but this small field would be plenty to fill their bellies.


      “Wh-Whoa, it really worked! But don’t you think they’re a little too big?” Lily asked.


      “See, Lily? I told you so! Luke’s amazing!”


      “Yeah, but look how enormous the vegetables are. What if they’re completely empty and all dried up inside, or what if they taste disgusting?” Lily plucked a bright red tomato off the vine and bit into it. “Huh?!”


      “Don’t tell me it’s poisoned, Lily!”


      “I-It’s...deliciouuuuusssss!” Lily shouted, her eyes rolling into the back of her head with ecstasy. “How is it so sweet?! And it has just the right amount of acidity! It’s so big and juicy! I’ve never had a tomato like this before in my life!”


      Overhearing the commotion, the other beastfolk girls nearby rushed over to the field. I figured they were starving because they hadn’t had a good meal in a long time.


      “Whoooooooa!”


      They all let out various shouts and squeals of surprise after biting into the raw vegetables.


      “Well, I’m glad you all like it. You shouldn’t eat too much right off the vine, though. Let’s pick everything first,” I said.


      I asked the girls to help me harvest the plants. As soon as we were done, they began cooking with the freshly picked vegetables.


      “I can’t believe we’ve got so many vegetables!”


      “And it was so simple!”


      “And they’re so delicious!”


      “I think we’ll be able to get through the winter now!”


      “Oh, wait— Use this,” I said.




      Outdoor Kitchen


      >>A covered outdoor cooking area. Increases work efficiency and makes meals taste better.




      “Where the heck did that come from?!”


      “What’s with this place? It’s ridiculously easy to use, and I also feel like I work faster in here!”


      “We’ll be able to make a ton of tasty food now!”


      Although they were surprised, they continued cooking. Before long, the food was ready. No one could wait for everyone to sit down, so they started chowing down on the spot.


      “Sooo good!”


      “Seriously, why is it so yummy?”


      “I’ve never tasted food this good before!”


      Everyone was shocked. I wondered if the reason they spoke so bluntly, despite being women, had something to do with them being beastfolk. They also had incredible appetites, on top of being famished.


      “Hmm, maybe this field won’t be big enough after all. Lily, should I expand it, just in case?” I asked.


      “Yes, please!”


      At any rate, I’d solved the food shortage issue. Now they no longer had any reason to go on dangerous excursions into human villages and towns to steal their crops.


      I plugged my nose. Yeah, this village smelled a little—okay, very—disgusting.


      “Next...” I began.


      “Why are you scrunching up your face like that?”


      “Lara... I haven’t been able to say this until now, but...you’re pretty stinky.”


      “That’s a terrible thing to say!”


      Maybe it was because they were beastfolk, but I wasn’t sure. Either way, they didn’t seem to wash very often, so I asked them about it. They said that since they didn’t have any wells, they had to wait for it to rain. Then they’d collect rainwater in leather bags and use it to wash themselves. They mainly drank milk from their livestock instead of water.


      So, I decided I should probably improve their sanitation while I was at it.


      “First, they’ll need a bath.”




      Public Bath


      >>A bath for communal use. Restores fatigue, maintains health, and raises Village Affinity.




      The building suddenly appeared, and Lara stared at it quizzically.


      “What the heck is that?” she asked.


      “It’s a bath.”


      “A ‘bath’?”


      “It’s a place where you clean your body. You stink, so hurry up and use it.”


      “You’re pretty harsh for someone so cute!” she said.


      I shoved her into the public bath.


      A while later, she emerged looking flushed.


      “This building is incredible!” she said. “I can’t believe all the clean, warm water in there! I couldn’t help but drink a bunch too!”


      Apparently, her face wasn’t red just because the water was hot—she was also incredibly excited.


      “That water isn’t for drinking,” I said.


      “It felt so amazing! My entire body smells so good!”


      I took a sniff. “Yeah, you’re actually clean now.”


      “I still don’t really get it, but I want to try it too!” another beastfolk girl said.


      Another one nodded, excited. “Me too!”


      I looked around. Apparently, they used pit latrines—big holes in the ground that they covered up after they were done—for bathrooms, which probably contributed to the stench.


      “Next up are bathrooms,” I said.




      Public Restroom


      >>A restroom free for public use. Equipped with automatic deodorizing and flushing functions.




      I installed a public restroom. Just like the baths, I didn’t need to make a men’s version since there were only women in the village.


      Lara decided to try that one out too.


      “What is this? A restroom? Wow, it’s so clean! Are you sure I can relieve myself in a place this clean?”


      I carefully explained how to use the facility. “When you’re done, you just push that lever there and water will flow.”


      “Hm, okay. I’ll try it,” Lara said, and then promptly began taking off her clothes.


      “Ack! Don’t just start stripping! Shut the door, at least!”


      “Huh? We’re both girls. What’s the problem?” Lara asked, confused.


      I immediately realized my mistake.


      “Hm? What’s this? Eek! Water shot out of nowhere!”


      Apparently, Lara had discovered the bidet.


      “B-But, um... It’s not bad...” she continued.


      Before long, the village had become exceptionally sanitary. The residents could do their business in the public restroom and have a proper bath whenever they wanted. Those two were enough to considerably reduce the bad smell in the village, and the beastfolk girls began to smell fresh like soap.


      I wanted to do more to improve the village, but I figured I’d done enough for now. Plus, I wanted the beastfolk to retain as much of their own culture as possible. Still, the earthen walls surrounding the village didn’t seem very safe, so the last thing I did was replace them with stone walls.


      Lara invited me to her own tent, but I declined and made a small hut for myself. She seemed pretty sad about it. I couldn’t stay here forever, so I shifted my consciousness between my original body back in the wasteland village and the body double in the beastfolk settlement.


      Lara often invited me to take a bath with her, but that was out of the question, of course. If I got naked, my cover would be blown.


      “N-No, thanks. I’m already clean, as you can see,” I’d always tell her.


      And then she’d sniff me and tilt her head. “Hm, that’s odd. Why do you smell so good even though you haven’t taken a bath? And I haven’t ever seen you go to the bathroom either.”


      Well, that’s because this body is just a clone that doesn’t sweat or produce waste.


      Then, one day, Lara came to me with an odd request.


      “Huh? You want me to remodel the public baths a little?” I replied.


      “That’s right. I’ve heard similar requests from the others. You can fix it pretty easily, right?”


      “Yeah, I can. But what specifically do you want done?”


      “It’d be easier for me to show you!”


      “R-Really? I guess we can shut it down temporarily...” I said.


      “You mean we can’t use it while you’re working on it? I don’t think all that is super necessary.”


      “It’s absolutely necessary!” I said.


      I’d be incredibly uncomfortable if the building were still being used while I was inside. So, the next day, I shut it down temporarily and visited the baths with Lara.


      “Well? What do you want me to fix?”


      “The bathhouse.”


      Lara led me through the changing room to the bathhouse. It was about as large as the spacious bathing areas you’d find at an inn. The largest tub could accommodate around fifty people, so there was plenty of room to stretch out and relax. Besides the indoor baths, there was an outdoor one as well. The girls were really fond of that one.


      “It’s that bathtub over there.”


      “This one?” I leaned over, peering through the steam wafting over the rim of the tub.


      “Heave-ho!” Lara shouted as she shoved me.


      “Huh?!” Gasping, I fell headfirst into the water. “Bwuh! What the heck was that for?!”


      “Ha ha ha! I just really wanna take a bath with you, Luke!”


      “Huh? So all this stuff about fixing the baths—”


      “—was a lie!” Lara said without a trace of guilt. “I kept inviting you, but all you did was turn me down!”


      “You shouldn’t force someone into doing something like that! And why are you taking off your clothes?!”


      “I just told you: I wanna take a bath together!”


      “Ack!”
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      Lara shed her clothes in no time flat. I quickly whirled around so I didn’t see.


      Splash!


      It seemed like she jumped into the water, because I could feel the water spraying onto my back.


      “What’s your deal? We’re both girls. You don’t have to be so shy.”


      I’m a boy! I thought, but I obviously couldn’t say that.


      “Whoa!”


      Suddenly, she hugged me from behind. And since she’d gotten completely naked, I could feel a soft sensation squishing against me.


      “Now, you take off your clothes!”


      “Hey!”


      Lara started trying to forcibly remove my clothes. “You’re not supposed to wear clothes in the bath. You were the one who told me that rule. Remember?”


      “And whose fault do you think it is that I ended up in the bath with clothes on?!”


      “Be quiet and strip!”


      “Eek!”


      Beastfolk were super strong.


      Before I knew it, she’d stripped all my clothes off me. I frantically tried to hide the important bits.


      “Doesn’t it feel amazing? My skin’s gotten so much nicer since I started taking baths!”


      “I know.”


      “Yeah, I guess it would be obvious.”


      I figured my only resort was to play up my shyness to the max and start crying. “Waaah...”


      “H-Hey, don’t cry! I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t know humans were so shy about getting naked! It’s only a bath!”


      I pushed out the tears and put as much distance between us as I could. Thankfully, Lara seemed to feel guilty.


      “Taking baths together has also made all of us closer! That’s why I wanted to bathe with you too, Luke...”


      “Oh...”


      I appreciated the sentiment, but I wanted to hide the fact that I was a boy, so it was trouble I didn’t need. If they found out I wasn’t a girl, they’d execute me!


      Someone else walked past, chuckling. “That’s right. I can’t believe just taking baths together made our village so much closer.”


      “You too, Lily?!”


      Lily slipped into the bath. She was naked too. She was tall and slender, with muscular arms and legs and a huge chest.


      Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look...


      “So just hang out with us for a bit.”


      Honestly, all I wanted to do was use Teleportation to escape. But if I did that, they’d get suspicious of me, and that would just dig me a deeper hole. At this point, I’d just let the body double deal with it.


      “Whatever you do, don’t let them find out you’re a guy!” I instructed him telepathically.


      “Hey! Why do you always make me do the annoying stuff?!”


      “That’s your job as a body double.”


      I ignored the body double’s protests and transferred my consciousness back to my village.




      One day, a messenger arrived at the female beastfolk village.


      “Huh? A messenger from the men?”


      Lily, the boss, snorted. “Hmph. I’m sure it’s the same thing as usual. It doesn’t matter how many times they ask. I’m going to keep saying no. Hm? The boss is planning to come himself? Ugh, what a pain... It won’t be easy to just send him away either.” She clicked her tongue and started getting ready to meet with the messenger.


      “Do you dislike them that much?” I asked.


      “The men want one thing and one thing only. I’ve been rejecting them over and over again. After all, it’s totally risky for us with absolutely no advantages. Inviting them here during mating season is more than enough.”


      I wondered if “risky” meant she worried they’d stage an attack. The girls didn’t want anything to do with the guys except during the mating season, so I doubted they had to worry about an attack if they continued to live segregated by gender as they did now. I wondered if love and romance weren’t really things for beastfolk.


      “Some people like to sneak out to have little trysts, though,” she admitted.


      She explained that beastfolk women raised their sons in the village until they turned three, then they were sent to live with the men. It didn’t seem like they were very maternal either.


      After a while, three beastfolk men came to Lily’s tent. Apparently, only three males were allowed inside the village at once.


      “The one in the middle is the boss. I’m pretty sure his name is Gaga,” Lara whispered to me. We stood outside the tent, peeking inside to see what was going on.


      The boss, Gaga, was a big guy who looked really strong. He looked more like a tiger or a lion instead of a house cat.


      “Well? What brings the boss all the way here?” Lily asked.


      “First, tell me something. What’s going on here? I was shocked to see that fine stone wall surrounding the place, but most of all, it’s incredibly clean here! And everyone’s got some meat on their bones now. It’s like this year’s food shortage never happened.”


      “Hmph. Is that really how you should talk to people?”


      “Ha. I see your attitude hasn’t changed.”


      It sounded like those two didn’t get along very well. The air was thick with tension, but for some reason, Gaga was still smirking.


      “But I like that about you. I wanna be with you for the next mating season. We’d have incredible children together.”


      Lily grimaced. “Knock it off. I just felt a chill go down my spine.”


      Even though this was supposed to be a meeting between bosses, it sounded more like a marriage proposal.


      “Lily’s hated men ever since we were little. I heard she’s never accepted an offer during the mating season either.”


      “W-Wow...”


      Lara, I don’t need to know that information...


      “Don’t tell me you came all the way here to say that?” Lily said. “Because if so, this conversation is over. Leave.”


      “Let me get to the point: How about we unify our tribes?”


      “I refuse.”


      “W-Wait! There are advantages for your side too! If we combine our tribes, you can leave all the gathering to us men. We’ll provide all the food, so you won’t have to go on those dangerous trips to steal food from the humans.”


      Gaga sounded really confident, and I could tell he’d planned this all out in advance to try to convince her.


      “I heard your sister was kidnapped by the humans,” he continued. “Poor thing. They might be using her as a comfort woman! But if we unify, tragedies like that would never have to happen again.”


      “Tch. Where’d you get that information? My sister Lara’s right over there.”


      “Huh?”


      “Lara, come in! I know you’re eavesdropping outside.”


      “Ack!”


      Busted...


      Lara hesitantly slunk into the tent.


      “Wh-What’s going on? Was it all a ruse?” Gaga asked.


      “Hmph! It wasn’t a ruse at all! Your information’s out of date! It’s true this dimwit got captured, but then she came back home.”


      “What?! Damn it...”


      “Hey, now. You look awfully upset to see my sister safe,” Lily said with a triumphant chuckle. “The conversation is over. Leave.”


      But Gaga wouldn’t back down. “Tch... B-But she was just lucky! That doesn’t change the fact that you’ll all still be in danger!”


      “Unfortunately for you, we don’t have to worry about that anymore either.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I have no obligation to explain anything to you! Now hurry up and go home! If you don’t leave, then I’ll have to kick you out!” Lily shouted, and the three men reluctantly departed. As she watched them go, she heaved a sigh. “Honestly, who blabbed to them in the first place? Hey! Make sure something like this doesn’t happen again!”


      “Yes, ma’am!” the other women waiting beside her replied in unison.


      ◇◇◇


      After being rebuffed, the men hid behind a rocky outcrop to discuss things. The sun had already set, so it was pitch black, but they weren’t going home quite yet.


      “Boss, what the heck is going on? We’ve got a foot shortage on our hands, but they seem to be just fine!”


      “I know. Something’s obviously up. The village was strangely clean, and all the women looked much healthier than before. That’s proof that they’re eating regularly.”


      “Yeah, but it’s not just that! Their fur and skin look so glossy and healthy! It got me a little excited, actually...”


      “Lily was trying to change the subject, but they’re definitely hiding something.”


      Their informant still hadn’t come out to meet them.


      “What’s taking ’em so long, anyway?”


      “She’s being cautious, I’m sure.”


      Although Lily always said no to joining the men, that didn’t mean that all the women felt that way. Many wanted to unify the tribes, so they funneled information to the men.


      Their informant—one of those women—approached them.


      “Sorry I took so long,” she said.


      “I’m glad you came.”


      “Everyone’s on guard now, so it took me a while to get a chance to sneak away.”


      The woman proceeded to tell them the unbelievable story of what had happened in the village.


      “Come on now, is that really true?”


      “I wouldn’t joke about something like that. Honestly, at first, I thought I’d dreamed it.”


      “A mysterious human girl... It’s definitely hard to believe, but we did see a lot of changes in the village.”


      “Thanks to her, our lives changed overnight. Now we can eat until our bellies are full and clean ourselves whenever we want. We no longer have to go on those dangerous trips to the human villages.”


      The men were quite hungry themselves, so hearing just how easily the women were able to get food made them more jealous than anything.


      “Thanks for telling us.”


      “Hee hee. You’re welcome. By the way, Gaga...about the next mating season...” The woman batted her eyes flirtatiously at him, leaning in close. The main reason she was leaking information to the men was that she’d fallen for Gaga. “We don’t even have to wait, you know... We could start right now.”


      Beastfolk women usually didn’t seek the company of men except for the mating season, but there were always exceptions, and she was one of them. However, the moment she got close to him, she suddenly grimaced and then quickly backed away.


      “U-Um, sorry, but I have to go! If I stay too long, they’ll start looking for me!” Then she rushed back to the village.


      “Hm?”


      The men thought her behavior was odd, but they continued their conversation.


      “Well, what should we do? It seems pretty unlikely that Lily would agree to our proposal.”


      “Yep. Maybe we should stop trying to negotiate peacefully at all.”


      “What does that mean?”


      “Heh heh. It means we take control of them by force! I’ve got a good idea. That human girl is going to come in handy.”


      It seemed like the men were about to resort to some drastic measures.




      “Yuck... He stank! I don’t know why I never noticed before...” the beastfolk informant muttered. After saying goodbye to Gaga and the others, she realized her feelings had abruptly cooled off. Perhaps it was because she was so clean now, but when she got closer to Gaga, his odor was unbearable.


      “What the heck am I doing, anyway? Why am I putting myself in danger like this?”


      Feeling like she’d suddenly come to her senses, she vowed never to betray her tribe or cooperate with the men again.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter Nine: Battle of the Sexes


      “B-Boss, we’ve got trouble! The men...are attacking the village!”


      “What did you say?” Lily frowned.


      “I never thought Gaga would be so reckless! He’s turning the tables on us!”


      I’d heard that male and female beastfolk were pretty evenly matched on the battlefield. The men were slightly stronger, but the women were more agile, so it evened itself out. There were also roughly the same number of men and women in each tribe. Since the women were on the defensive, though, they clearly had the advantage.


      And that was mainly why Lily thought the men would never try to attack them.


      She climbed to the top of the watchtower I’d built and was speechless. “I-I can’t believe it... The canine tribe too?!”


      The feline-type beastfolk men weren’t the only ones who were attacking. They’d banded together with the canine beastfolk.


      “No way. The canine tribe actually agreed to help them?!”


      There were way more canines than there were feline men, so it was more than enough to shift the balance in their favor.


      “Gaga! What the hell is the meaning of this?!” Lily howled.


      “Heh heh! It’s your fault for not listening to us, Lily!” Gaga shouted back.


      “Don’t be ridiculous! We have no obligation to just give in to your demands!”


      They were pretty far away to be talking to one another, so I imagined their beastly hearing must be coming in handy.


      “If you surrender right now and vow to submit to us, we’ll let ya off easy!” Gaga shouted.


      “Shut up! We’d never bow down to the likes of you bastards!”


      “Bwa ha ha! That bravado won’t last long! Now that we’re in cahoots with the dogs, you won’t be able to hold out!”


      “Tch. Why the hell did the canines agree to help them, anyway?”


      All the color drained from Lara’s face as she watched her sister.


      “Hey, are they close to the canine tribe?” I whispered.


      “A-Absolutely not! In fact, they steal each other’s prey and squabble all the time. I have no idea why they’re suddenly working together.”


      I couldn’t help but agree.


      ◇◇◇


      “Heh heh. Lily’s really flustered now!” Gaga said with a smirk. He turned toward a nearby canine beastfolk. “Thanks for cooperating with us.”


      “More importantly, is that story you told us really true?”


      “Yep, I’m sure of it. Look at that stone wall. It wasn’t there before. It just randomly appeared in the last few days. Apparently, a human is responsible for it.”


      The leader of the canines was a man with a sharp glint in his eyes. He was just as imposing as Gaga, and his clan was fiercely loyal to him.


      “Anyway, if we get hold of this human, we’ll have all the food we can eat. See how healthy the women look?”


      “It’s true. They don’t look hungry at all.”


      “If we win this battle and take control of the women, we’ll lend you that human,” Gaga said.


      “That a deal?”


      “Heh, don’t worry. I wouldn’t lie to another man. Plus, we’ll be busy whipping the women into shape. We won’t have time to squabble with you anymore.”


      “Hmph. I don’t trust you cats very much, but we’ll cooperate just this once.”


      The canine chief looked much thinner than the last time Gaga had seen him. Both tribes had been suffering during the food shortage, but the canines had clearly had it worse. That was the only possible reason they were cooperating with the felines.


      Gaga had known they’d agree to help if he gave them the information his tribe had gained from its informant. He gathered everyone and gave the orders: “Charge!”


      “Raaaaaaah!”


      The men all started running toward the beastfolk village, undaunted by the stone wall.


      “Hah! I can jump over this easily!”


      “Yeah, it’s not much different than an earthen wall!”


      “Yaaah!”


      The feline beastfolk, who prided themselves on their physical abilities, used their comrades as stepping stones to get over the wall, while others attempted to leap over it completely on their own.


      Thuuuuuuud!


      “Oof!”


      But the wall had abruptly grown taller, and every man slammed right into the stone.


      ◇◇◇


      “They’re coming! Everyone, get ready to fight them off! Let’s show them how strong we women are!” Lily called out to her tribe.


      She must’ve been panicking internally, though, because sweat beaded across her forehead.


      “Damn it... How can we fight off two tribes at once?” she muttered under her breath.


      “Don’t worry about it,” I said.


      “Huh? Do you have a plan?!” she asked.


      “I wouldn’t really call it a ‘plan,’ but...”


      “The vanguard’s already here! Oh, no! They’re using their comrades to try to clear the wall!” Lara screamed.


      “Wow, beastfolk really are agile. I guess I should just make the wall higher,” I said.


      “Huh? What do you—”


      I used Facility Customization to raise the wall by about five meters. As a result, all the beastfolk who’d tried to scale the wall slammed into it instead.


      “The wall—”


      “It got taller—”


      “Waaaah!”


      Thuuuud!


      Ouch. That had to have hurt.


      ◇◇◇


      A pile of beastfolk lay sprawled over the ground after their failed attempt to scale the wall. They certainly hadn’t expected the fortifications to suddenly grow, so they hadn’t had time to assume a defensive stance.


      Now, they were all out cold.


      It was definitely hard to believe, but the second wave stopped in its tracks.


      “Wh-What the—”


      “The wall suddenly grew taller!”


      “Th-That’s ridiculous! It’s impossible!”


      Unfortunately for them, there was no time for questions.


      “Oww!”


      “Now what?!”


      “Rocks! Rocks are falling!”


      They looked up and saw women atop the stone wall pelting them with rocks.


      “Ack!”


      “Damn it! How’s that even possible?!”


      “Aiiieeeee!”


      Beastfolk rarely used slingshots, so the men were baffled by this mode of attack. Plus, since the women were so high up, the rocks packed quite a punch. Many of the men got hit on the head and passed out on the spot.


      “Don’t back down! Keep going!” Gaga scolded his troops. Despite the hail of stones, several men managed to reach the top of the wall and started fighting with the women, which reduced the barrage of rocks.


      “Now! Don’t waste this opportunity! Destroy ’em!” Gaga yelled with all his might.


      “Whooooa!” someone screamed behind him.


      When he whirled around, he was at a loss for words.


      “How... How did you get behind me?!” Gaga shouted.


      A group of women stood behind him, having seemingly appeared out of thin air.


      “C’mon, c’mon! Get ’em!” Lily roared at the top of her lungs.


      Now the men were being attacked from both sides: the women throwing stones from the wall, and this new group attacking them from the rear.


      Gaga hadn’t ever doubted their chances of victory, so all he could do was stand there, completely stunned.


      “Wh-What’s going on? How... Whoa!”


      All of a sudden, his body began floating up into the air. “Gaah! What is happening?!”


      The next thing he knew, he was crashing against the floor of some kind of mysterious underground tunnel. He was utterly baffled by what had happened.


      “Hello, there,” someone said behind him.


      “Wh-Who are you?!”


      He turned around and saw a human girl standing there—the very person they had targeted in the first place. And she was alone. If he could take her hostage, he might be able to turn things around.


      Gaga made a split-second decision and leaped toward the girl...


      ◇◇◇


      “Huff, huff... Haah...” The feline beastfolk leader panted heavily as he slumped onto the ground. “Damn it, what’s going on here? Is it some kind of magic?”


      Each time he and the others had attacked, I’d used Teleportation to get behind them. As a result, their stamina was totally drained, and all they could do was pant.


      “Guess victory’s ours now, huh? Oof.”


      “Not again!”


      Once again, I teleported behind him. I gently touched his back and then teleported him to the top of the wall with me.


      “What the hell?!”


      The fight was already over up here. The feline beastfolk men and the majority of the canine beastfolk men had realized it too and had fled, leaving behind only the injured and the captured. The canine beastfolk boss was among them.


      Lily noticed us and came running over. “Gaga! Get away from Luke, you bastard!”


      “W-Wait! I have no desire to fight anymore!” Gaga hastily raised both his hands in defeat.


      “I can’t believe what you tried to do to us!” Lily glared at the captive attackers, who were now tied up with ropes and gathered a short distance from the village. Their boss, Gaga, sat among them.


      “Maybe we should just bite all their things off! What do you think about that?” Lily taunted, baring her fangs.


      “Aiiiiee!” The color drained out of the men’s faces, as if they were imagining the pain.


      Honestly, a shiver went down my spine too.


      “Hey, do you think it hurts getting your thing bitten off?” Lara asked innocently.


      Of course it’d hurt!


      “Now, now. If you do that, you won’t be able to keep your species alive!” I couldn’t help but try to throw the men a lifesaver. After all, the girls wouldn’t be able to breed without them.


      “Tch, you’ve got a point. We’ll just have to make examples of the ringleaders, then.”


      “Eeeeeep!”


      Several of the men from the canine tribe shrieked and began pleading with her.


      “Please! I couldn’t defy the boss! I tried to stop him at first, I swear!”


      “Me too! Boss threatened me! I had no other choice!”


      “Hey, knock it off! Every last one of you was all in from the beginning! H-Honestly, I didn’t want to do this either! But the extremists were pressuring me, and I couldn’t say no!”


      It was totally obvious they were just trying to find a scapegoat. Even so, the canine leader seemed incredibly calm.


      “I won’t make any excuses. I was convinced by the others, and I’m the one who made the decision to help them. So I’ll take all the responsibility here. Boil me, burn me, do whatever you want. But please show mercy to the others,” he said.


      “N-No! It’s not your fault, Boss! We’re responsible for going along with it too!”


      Cats and dogs are really different, huh?


      “Tch. Our men are pathetic...” Lily said with exasperation.


      Gaga glared at the canine beastfolk. “Damn you dogs! You’re a bunch of cowards!”


      “Hey, shut up, Gaga! I’ll castrate you on the spot!” Lily threatened.


      “Ack!”


      I was starting to think she actually meant it. Well, I guess Gaga had it coming. Either way, I decided to let Lily handle their punishment.


      “There are a lot of injured people here, so I think I should start healing. I’m going to hand out potions, which everyone should drink. Oh, wait. Their arms are all tied up...”


      I had no other choice but to make my way around one by one and feed them the potions, starting with the most seriously injured people. At first, they resisted, thinking I was trying to make them drink poison or something.


      “Wait, all my wounds just...disappeared!”


      “My bones aren’t broken anymore!”


      “Hey, come over here too! Hurry!”


      Once they understood the potions’ effects, they immediately changed their tune.


      “Lily, can you all help me out?” I asked.


      “S-Sure.”


      Later on, Lily threw both bosses in jail, whose punishments would be determined another time. She decided to let everyone else go. Both clans carried fierce loyalty to their bosses, so the girls decided it was unlikely that any of them could’ve said no and refused to attack.




      A few days later, Lily handed down the punishments.


      “First, the canine boss. As long as you’re the boss of your clan, if our village is ever in danger, you’ll agree to back us up with your men.”


      “That’s all?”


      “Yes. I doubt you even have anything else to offer in the way of reparations, anyway.”


      “But how do you know I’ll keep my word?”


      “Unlike that piece of crap Gaga, you actually seem honest. But we still need some kind of binding agreement, so...”


      Lily gave me a look, and I stepped forward. “Your name is Bull, right? I’d like to go to your village and build a field for you to grow simple crops, like I did here.”


      “What?!”


      “Then you’ll be able to have a steady source of food.”


      “Wait, do you mean it? But we tried to kidnap you!”


      We already knew this from our earlier questioning, but apparently, the dogs had only cooperated with the cats because the cats had promised to lend me to them so I’d save them from the famine in their village.


      “You didn’t have to kidnap me, you know. If you’d just asked nicely, I would’ve helped.”


      “Huh?”


      After all, it only took me a few seconds to build a field.


      “If you break your promise to us, then Luke will take back the fields. Understood?” Lily said.


      “Ah, I see. In that case, we’ll be more than happy to keep our word!” Bull nodded solemnly.


      Next, it was time to deal with Gaga. I’d agreed to go to their village as well, but Lily had proposed different conditions for the deal.


      “Gaga, I want you to step down as boss and give the position to someone else.”


      “What?! Hey, wait a minute! Why didn’t you make the dog do the same thing?!”


      “All right, time for castration...” Lily took out a knife.


      “No! F-Fine, I’ll do it!” Gaga backed down the second he heard the magic word.


      After that, Lily appointed the next boss of the male feline beastfolk clan.


      “My younger brother Dada will be the next boss. Unlike your muscle-brained self, he can actually be reasoned with. And he’s strong too. He may be young, but I think he’ll make a fine boss.”


      “Argh, not him...”


      “You’ll support your new boss. And if I hear anything about you giving him trouble, Luke will confiscate your fields, just like with the canines.”


      “F-Fine...”


      “And you’ll be castrated on the spot.”


      “Please, anything but thaaaat!”




      “All right, I’ll build your fields now.”


      I was currently in the canine beastfolk village, where males and females lived peacefully together. They told me they chose mates at a young age and stayed with their partners for life. That was a night and day difference from the cats, who segregated their villages by gender and seemed to bed a different person each mating season.


      “A-Are you really going to make fields for us?”


      “Yes. And I have seeds right here, so I want you all to work together to plant them. You’ll be able to harvest in about three days.”


      “Wait, three days?!” Bull, the boss, looked shocked.


      “Also, as an added bonus, I’ll build you a bathhouse and a public restroom.”


      This village also seemed to suffer from significant sanitation issues. I suppose that seemed only natural, considering the beastfolk weren’t very technologically advanced.


      Once I was done at the canine village, I headed to the feline beastfolk men’s village. Lily and Lara’s brother greeted me when I arrived.


      “I heard you were coming. I’m the new boss, Dada,” he said. He was a tall, slender young feline.


      I could tell just by chatting with him that he was friendly and very intelligent. Even though he was Lily and Lara’s sibling, it seemed they didn’t interact much. Like all the other feline beastfolk men, he was taken away from the women’s village at age three and raised with the other men, so they never really acted like a family.


      At any rate, I set off to build fields, a public bathhouse, and a public toilet for the men. I walked around the village to find the best sites, but before long, I realized a crowd of beastfolk men was following me and watching my every movement.


      “Hm?”


      At first, I thought they were just curious about the human building all these mysterious facilities, but I was wrong...


      “She’s really cute.”


      “Maybe human girls aren’t so bad?”


      “Drool...”


      H-Hey, wait! D-Don’t tell me my disguise is turning them on?!


      As rumors about what I’d built for the canine and feline beastfolk tribes spread, other clans came to ask for my help as well: the bears, then the foxes, and then the rabbits, wild boars, and more. The far northern region was home to many different types of beastfolk clans, it seemed.


      And of course, I gladly agreed to help all of them. Before long, the famine that had plagued the beastfolk was all but a memory, and the raids upon the ducal villages had basically stopped altogether.


      ◇◇◇


      One day, Duke Cayon received a report that the beastfolk raids on his villages had mysteriously stopped. He was utterly baffled.


      “Hm, what’s going on? I doubt their food shortage has been solved that quickly...” he muttered.


      “Rumor is that a human girl with strange powers is living among the beastfolk,” his vassal explained. “She’s managed to turn their lands into fertile fields, so they can harvest plenty of food now.”


      “A human girl, you say? Could it be— No, that’s impossible. He’s been here in the duchy for some time now, fulfilling our requests!” Duke Cayon said. It seemed he was still unaware of the existence of body doubles.


      No matter the reason, he was grateful that the threat of beastfolk invasions had been removed from his duchy. Although he instructed his vassals to remain vigilant and monitor the beastfolk tribes’ movements, he began to prepare for winter.


      ◇◇◇


      “I’m finally freeeee!” I shouted, pumping my fist in the air.


      This had been the longest month of my life, and no one would ever know how much I’d suffered. Every day had been torture, enduring people’s curious (and creepy) stares.


      I would never again have to endure the embarrassment of listening to an innocent child ask me, “Why are you dressed like that?”


      Some people had even hit on me, unaware I was actually a guy. And then when I would tell them, they’d refuse to believe me and say, “Yeah, right! Boys aren’t as cute as you!”


      But today I could finally say goodbye to all of it. That’s right. Today was the last day of Seren’s monthlong punishment.


      “I’ll never wear this again!” I ripped off the girls’ clothing I’d been wearing for the past month. I also took off the wig and makeup until, finally, I was back to being a normal boy.


      Then I looked at my reflection in a nearby mirror.


      “Hm? I don’t look as masculine as I thought I would...”


      Maybe I hadn’t seen my actual self in so long that I’d developed high expectations... Yeah, that was it. That explanation made me feel a lot better than the alternative.


      People had been saying I looked better as a girl, questioned if I was sure that I wasn’t actually a girl, and told me I should stay a girl for the rest of my life, but I just shrugged them off.


      Suddenly, Myria spotted me and rushed over. “Lord Luke?! What in the world?!”


      “Hey, Luke! Why did you take it off?” Seren trailed behind her. For some reason, they both looked upset.


      “Because it’s been a month,” I replied calmly.


      “Y-Yes, but everyone loved it so much... You’ll do it again, won’t you?” Myria asked.


      “She’s right! You should do it every now and then!”


      “Why the heck would I do that? I’m never dressing up like that again!” I said.


      “B-But... The thought of never getting to see that blissful sight again...”


      “Tch. I shouldn’t have stopped at a month,” Seren said. “I should’ve made you do it forever!”


      “Don’t say stuff like that!” I snapped.


      “Oh! That’s it! Your doubles are still dressed as girls, aren’t they?”


      “I’m going to make them start dressing regularly too.”


      “But why?! Can’t you at least leave a few of them dressed as girls?” Myria pleaded.


      The two of them were desperate to convince me, but I stayed firm.


      “Doubles! I want all of you to change back into boys’ clothing at once! Oh, wait...” Suddenly, I remembered something very important...


      “Oh, crap...”


      The double I had stationed at the beastfolk village wasn’t just wearing girls’ clothing... The whole tribe thought my body was actually a girl. And if that double suddenly stopped dressing like that, Lily and the others would find out I was a boy, and all hell would break loose. Under normal circumstances, males were banned from their village, and if any were found to have entered without permission, they were put to death.


      Plus, I’d already bathed with them...


      “Fine... I’ll let only that double stay dressed as a girl,” I relented, hanging my head in disappointment.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue


      I gazed longingly at the wall where I kept track of my height and sighed.


      “Am I ever going to get taller?”


      I’d been measuring myself for about a year now, but I’d only grown about a centimeter since then. Plus, I’d stopped growing entirely recently.


      “Surely it’s just my imagination. Yeah. I’ll have my growth spurt soon and get taller any day now!”


      “Heh heh. Don’t worry about that, Lord Luke.”


      “Huh, Myria?”


      “You’re cute just how you are!” (“It looks like the magic spell is working! Now he’ll be little and adorable forever! Mwa ha ha...”)


      But I didn’t care what Myria said. I wanted to get taller. I wondered if I’d eventually get a skill I could use to make myself grow.


      Putting that aside, winter had finally set in at the village. Unlike last year, when we only had roads, travel to and from the village wouldn’t change much thanks to the new underground railway system. And once winter was over and spring came, I’d finally turn fourteen. I couldn’t believe it had already been two years since I first began building this village in the wasteland.


      So much had happened in those two years. And this year had been particularly hectic. In the spring, Raoul had attacked us with five thousand soldiers. Then in autumn, after we’d taken care of Raoul, we fought against our father.


      And somehow I’d managed to get through it all. Once Arvale had been dismantled, the frequent skirmishes that had been breaking out all across the land had largely subsided.


      Raoul was training the king’s army, which was much stronger than before. Even the most warmongering lords seemed to have settled down now.


      “It looks like the kingdom’s finally on the path to peace.”


      And now, winter was coming for real. Last year, our first winter had been pretty tough, but now we were prepared for it.


      I decided to host several events during the winter.


      The first was Christmas.


      Of course, that holiday didn’t exist in this world, so everyone was confused.


      “Christmas?”


      “What’s that?”


      “An old man with a long white beard rides a sleigh pulled by reindeer,” I explained. “He goes around at night, climbs down people’s chimneys, and delivers presents to all the children.”


      Of course, Christmas was actually a religious holiday, but they didn’t have to worry about that.


      “Huh? He breaks into people’s houses through the chimney?”


      “He sounds like a common thief.”


      “Okay, but don’t worry so much about the details.”


      And if we were going to celebrate Christmas, we’d need Christmas trees. I decided to plant a huge one in the middle of the town square and have all the villagers decorate it. Afterward, they could write down wishes on a piece of paper and tie them to the tree’s branches.


      “I’m kind of mixing holidays at this point, but it’s fine...”


      One day, I decided to take a peek at villagers’ wishes.


      I wish Lord Luke would dress up like a girl again!


      I wish the mayor would wear girls’ clothing every now and then.


      Luke in a skirt, haa haa...


      On second thought, maybe I’d just pretend like I hadn’t seen those...


      On Christmas Eve, I made another decision.


      “Is everyone ready?”


      “Yeah!” my body doubles all responded. They were all wearing red clothes and long, fake beards. I planned to send them around to everyone’s houses with Teleportation so they could deliver toys, candy, and other presents to the kids.


      They’d be distributed randomly, so I’m sure some kids would get presents they weren’t crazy about, but I hoped they wouldn’t mind too much.


      The following morning, all the children in the village had huge smiles on their faces. And not just the children either.


      “Huh? Wait, I got a present too!” Seren cried.


      “So did I!” Myria exclaimed.


      As a surprise, I’d decided to give presents to the adults as well. I’d delivered those ones personally, though.


      Gori and the elves collaborated to develop a new line of makeup, so I gave Seren some of those products, since she had recently developed an interest in fashion and makeup.


      For Myria, I gave her a set of elegant earrings I’d thought would look good on her. They were crafted by the dwarves and were imbued with a special effect.


      “What’s this, Lord Luke?” Sirius asked.


      “It’s your Christmas present.”


      “You got something for me too?!” Sirius had recently started going to the men’s salon, so I got him hair products developed by Gori and the elves.


      I also gave presents to Philia, Noel, Berlitt, Dant, Alec, Leoninus, Dran, Nerulu, and Ally. Obviously, I couldn’t give presents to every adult in the village, so I limited it to the people who had really helped me out. They were all thrilled, since they thought only children were getting presents.


      “I can’t believe you had the same idea, Luke!” Seren said.


      “Huh?”


      “Well, we secretly prepared a Christmas present for you too!”


      “Wow, really?” I asked.


      “Yeah! Let’s go!”


      “What?”


      Seren grabbed me by the hand and led me to the town square.


      “Why is it outside?”


      “You’ll see when we get there. Ah, look!”


      “Huh?”


      Beside the Christmas tree stood a giant, intricately carved ice sculpture modeled after me.


      Except it was wearing girls’ clothing...
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      “We made it in secret! Doesn’t it look exactly like you?!” Seren said smugly.


      “No matter how many times I look at it, it’s just exquisite! I think it perfectly captures how adorable Lord Luke is. And the way it sparkles and shines in the sunlight makes him look like a god!” Myria clasped her hands in prayer.


      Before long, a bunch of villagers had gathered around in front of the giant sculpture and started to cheer.


      I took a good, long look at everyone.


      Then, with the biggest smile I could muster, I said, “I’m going to break it.”


      I created a stone golem and was just about to send it toward the sculpture when all the villagers banded together to stop me.


      “Hey, we worked really hard on that! That’s so mean!” Seren pouted.


      “No! You mustn’t break it!” Myria wailed.


      “I never want a present like that agaaaaaain!”


      My protests were in vain, and unfortunately, the sculpture stayed in the town square for the entire winter.




      Besides Christmas, I hosted a massive snowball fight. I split the villagers into East and West teams. If you got hit, you were out, and both teams pelted each other until all members of one team were eliminated.


      The whole village was the battlefield, excluding the interiors of the buildings. It was incredibly fun, but it took a really long time—especially the final showdown between Sirius from the East team and Dill from the West team. The battle just kept going on and on.


      Sirius could dodge practically any snowball thrown at him, and Dill had excellent stealth abilities because he was an adventurer. Both carried their team’s hopes on their shoulders, and neither wanted to lose, so they gave it all they had.


      All in all, the final snowball fight lasted almost a week. By that time, all the other villagers had gone back to their daily lives, with the final two duking it out until the very end.


      Dill was eventually the winner. Sirus was so exhausted he nodded off, and Dill seized his chance and landed a direct hit.


      “I’ll get my revenge next year!”


      “You’re seriously planning to do this again, Sirius?”

    

  

  
    
      Extra Story: Gori’s Boot Camp


      Strength training had become trendy around town, and the number of buff villagers had grown considerably, but Gori’s muscles were on a whole different level. They were thick and just, well...huge.


      I was curious how Gori, the self-proclaimed “Apostle of Beauty,” did it, so I asked.


      “Your muscles are amazing, Gori. How did you get that strong?”


      “Ooh, yes! I never skip a single day of training—that’s how I maintain this body! Beauty doesn’t happen overnight! It’s something you work toward every single day!” she cried dramatically. For some reason, she struck a pose.


      “So, what kind of training do you do?”


      “Are you interested in training too, Luke, darling?”


      “Yes!” I nodded firmly. I still hadn’t grown any taller, so at the very least I wanted to put on some muscle. I’d tried working out at the training grounds with everyone else, but all the villagers had forced me to stop.


      “Please train me, Gori!”


      “Well, personally, I think you’re cute just the way you are,” she said reluctantly.


      “Please?”


      “I guess if you’re this serious about it, I can’t just brush you off. All right, I’ll turn you into a super muscular, adorable little prince!”


      “Okay!” I could’ve done without the “adorable little prince” part, but whatever. Now I’d finally be able to move past this weak body.


      Then someone suddenly grabbed me by the shoulders.


      “Whoa!”


      When I turned, I saw Myria standing there with a terrifying look on her face. “Hee hee... Lord Luke? I refuse to allow you to do that.”


      The ominous aura around her instantly made me freeze.


      Even Gori froze and nervously took a few steps back.


      “O-Okay...” I was so scared that all I could do was nod.




      “I heard Gori’s gonna teach everyone her training routine.”


      “Whoa, we can’t miss that!”


      All the men of the village were buzzing with excitement.


      Gori was going to hold a special event. Although Myria had forced me to abandon my bodybuilding dreams, a bunch of the other villagers had asked Gori the same thing, so she decided to share her training routine with everyone.


      She’d made the announcement a few days ago, and now over a hundred men were gathered in the town square.


      Berlitt was there too. He was pretty buff already, having started training with the others recently.


      “Gori’s physique is like the final form of bodybuilding! I have to learn the secret behind her muscles!” he said seriously.


      I was allowed to observe the event, but everywhere I looked, all I saw were muscle-bound macho men. I felt like I’d just wandered into a jungle full of buff dudes.


      But then I spotted Manta nearby. He had quite the beer belly.


      “I’m gonna bulk up and become crazy popular with the ladies!” he said.


      Phew, at least there’s one other normal person like me.


      “Ooh, I’m so happy all of you came! Having this many people watching me is making me sooo excited!” Gori grinned at the crowd as she blushed and wriggled around happily. “Well, I’ll get straight to the point and show you my routine! Still, I think learning by doing is more effective. Everyone, try to copy me!”


      She pulled out something that looked like a wristband. “I use these bands. One on each arm and leg! I brought enough for twenty people. Are there any confident boys out there who wanna try it?”


      “Ooh, I want one!”


      “Me too, me too!”


      Hands shot up, including Berlitt’s and Manta’s.


      “Hee hee! I just love enthusiastic boys! All right, here you gooo!” Gori winked and tossed the bands toward the volunteers.


      “I can get ripped really fast if I wear this, right? Hell yeah!” Manta excitedly reached out to catch one, but...


      Thud!


      ...the band smacked against his hand and crashed onto the ground. I looked closer and noticed the ground had actually dented. All the bands were like that.


      “Why is this so heavy?!”


      “It weighs as much as a dumbbell! What the heck is made of?!”


      “You’re supposed to wear these on your arms and legs?!”


      Apparently, they were far heavier than they looked. Even buff Berlitt strained as he put one on his arm, and Manta could barely even lift one with both hands.


      “Each one weighs fifty kilos!”


      “What?!”


      “Oh, but those are just for beginners! The ones I use are a hundred kilos each.”


      “Whaaaat?!”


      Even though she wore one on every limb, Gori looked completely unfazed. She began to march in place energetically, swinging her arms around. “Let’s go! Everyone, march in place! Keep up a good rhythm! Left, right! Left, right, left!”


      The participants began to march along with her.


      “Great job! Keep it up! Now, punch straight forward! Left, right! Left, right, left! Everyone, shout along with me!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Amazing! Next up are kicks! Kick your legs up high, one at a time! Left, right! Left, right, left, right! Louder!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Now alternate punches and kicks. Ready? Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “One more time! Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Again! Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “We’re not stopping yet! Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      I thought just lifting your leg once would be hard with a fifty-kilo weight attached, but they were repeating the motions over and over. Gori made it look effortless, but the participants wearing just one wristband were already flagging, and even the people without wristbands were panting hard.


      “Lift your legs higher! Come on! More!”


      “Nngh...”


      Gori was merciless. I’d thought today was going to be a fun, easygoing training session, but she wasn’t holding back at all. Manta had dropped out long ago and collapsed, his eyes rolled up in the back of his head.


      “Listen up! No matter how hard it gets, don’t forget to smile! Show me your biggest smile! Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      “Great! Another hundred reps!”


      “A hundred?!”


      “It’s fine! It’ll hurt at first, but little by little, it’ll start feeling sooo good! Come on, let’s enjoy it together! Left, right! Left, right, left, right!”


      And for roughly two hours afterward, Gori’s sadistic training session continued with no breaks, even as casualties piled up one after the other...


      “Yeah, I’m really glad I didn’t end up training with her after all,” I said, letting out a deep sigh of relief.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Hello, everyone. This is Shichio Kuzu.


      I hope you enjoyed volume 4 of The Amazing Village Creator!


      We wrapped up Luke’s long-running conflict with his father in the previous volume, which was an arc that had continued since volume 1. But Luke’s story is far from over. Many more colorful characters will appear, and the village will continue to grow and evolve, so I hope you’ll stick with our journey and enjoy what’s to come!


      On a more personal note, I’m about to move for the first time in a while. I started living in my current home six years ago, around the same time I began working as a writer, so I can’t help but feel a little sentimental about leaving it—even if I did spend most of that time cooped up indoors working, hah.


      Anyway, time for a fresh start! In my new home, I hope to continue doing my best to create stories that you will all enjoy.


      However, there is one problem: Up until now, I’ve always loved bragging about how I live in Tokyo. I guess it must be the country kid in me! But after this move, I won’t be able to say that anymore. So, what am I supposed to brag about now? Well, technically, my new place is only about a ten-minute walk from Tokyo proper, so maybe I can keep pretending I’m a Tokyoite? No? You’re not buying it?


      Now it’s time for the acknowledgments.


      As always, thank you so much to Yasutaka Isegawa-sama, who once again provided the illustrations for this volume, to my editor I-san, and everyone else involved in the publication of this book. I’m so grateful for all your hard work.


      And of course, thank you so much to all my readers who have continued supporting this series up until now. I hope to see you again in the next volume.


      Shichio Kuzu




      PS: Volume 1 of The Amazing Village Creator manga is on sale now. Please check it out!
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