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      Prologue: The Old Guy’s Slow Drive Home


      Having reunited Ado and Yui—and dealt with the aftermath—Zelos and the others had safely wrapped up their time in the village of Hasam. Now, they were on their way to the city of Santor.


      Given the top speeds of Zelos’s Harley-Sanders Model 13 and Ado’s kei car, the group probably could’ve made it from Hasam to Santor in two days. However, they’d set aside three days for the trip. Yui—technically Ado’s fiancée, but his wife in all but name—was pregnant, so the group had decided to go slow and steady to be safe.


      After all, Ado’s kei car was a stripped-down version of what you’d find on Earth. The seats were soft, sure, but the suspension was so stiff that passengers felt every bump in the road. In short, it wasn’t the smoothest ride.


      Plus, the local infrastructure—although maintained—wasn’t the best.


      All that in mind, the group had figured that traveling slowly was the best way to minimize the burden on Yui.


      As they began approaching Santor, they decided to set up camp for the second time.


      “We’re having curry, Toshi! Curry! I haven’t had curry in so long!” Yui exclaimed.


      “Yeah. Me too. Damn, that’s good,” Ado said.


      “We’re lucky we have Zelos with us,” Shakti said. “Even if I am a bit curious about the meat he used.”


      “Don’t even start, Shakti...” Lisa groaned. “It does taste good, though, yeah.”


      The trio was deeply troubled about what Zelos might have put in this curry. They still hadn’t gotten the trauma of Zelos’s crazy tempura don out of their heads.


      They hadn’t wanted to go without food until they reached Santor, though, so they’d figured beggars couldn’t be choosers. Hunger would’ve just distracted them, which would’ve been especially dangerous behind the wheels of their car and motorbike. Those forms of transportation weren’t a thing here, so they had to be extra careful to avoid getting into an accident.


      “Hmm... The flavor’s still not quite right,” Zelos muttered. “It’s better than last time, but I’m not there yet. There sure is a lot that goes into perfecting a curry powder’s ratios...”


      Zelos had put a lot of time and effort into replicating the aroma, flavor, and experience of the curry flavor he remembered from Japan, but he still wasn’t satisfied with his results. He was using an herb called averahu, but its fragrance and flavor were only similar to those Zelos was familiar with. It just wasn’t the same, and the story was no different for the other spices Zelos had been using. So while today’s curry was a little closer to what he was aiming for, he still wasn’t entirely happy with it.


      In actuality, though, his curries already tasted exactly like the ones he’d eaten back on Earth. He was just so fussy that he hadn’t realized he was already there. Once someone like him started obsessing over something, they’d never stop.


      “C’mon, Zelos... It tastes amazing, and you’ve still got a problem with it?” Ado asked incredulously. “What about this isn’t curry-ish enough to you?”


      “Mmm... I tried adding some yogurt in, but I feel like it just diluted the curry flavor,” he replied. “Plus, I don’t think it’s spicy enough. Maybe if I tried adding a deathapeño...”


      “Aren’t those chilis so spicy you can die from a single lick?” Ado retorted. “Pretty sure your curry would be inedible if you used even a sprinkle of that stuff...”


      “I suppose it is pretty potent. I remember one time, I blinded a dragon ruler by throwing some in its eyes... Heh. Maybe it’d be okay if I just added just a tiny bit—no more than the tip of my pinky—to a big batch of curry...but then I’d have to figure out how to safely dispose of the rest of the chili. Still... Better than a demon pepper, eh?”


      Even though they were the fruits of totally different plants, deathapeños and demon peppers were both monstrously spicy—and even that was an understatement.


      Touching either fruit was fine if they were fresh, but if you dried them and ground them into powder, or smashed them, you’d release their viciously irritating compounds. The compounds did improve blood circulation, but they were so agonizing to ingest that that wasn’t a practical use.


      Apothecaries and alchemists treated them as toxic substances. A single fruit contained enough of the active compound, in fact, to turn a whole area into something straight out of hell. They were hazardous enough that every country had strict regulations on them.


      These peppers could’ve made the ultimate weapon. The irritants broke down organically, so the contamination was only ever temporary—yet, for whatever reason, there was no record of any country having ever used them in war.


      Most likely, countries saw them as such effective weapons that they’d agreed to outlaw them from the battlefield.


      The point being, these things were not your average peppers.


      “You’re splitting hairs now,” Ado replied. “They’re both bad enough to make you think you’re burning in hell. Oh, uh, by the way... What’s with that sketch board you’re holding?”


      “Oh, this little thing? It’s a blueprint for that car we were talking about. It’s based on the Daimler Motorized Carriage. The design’s pretty rough around the— I mean, it’s pretty simple. Can’t go introducing something like your kei car into this world all of a sudden, now, can we?”


      “You were about to call it ‘rough around the edges,’ weren’t you? Still... I’m gonna be trading with a duke for real, huh? Just thinking about it’s gonna give me an ulcer...”
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      “What other options do you have?” Zelos shrugged. “You can’t exactly take Yui back to Isalas, can you? If you had your kid there, they’d probably be dead before long. You get that, right? Remember, Isalas is up in the mountains. The air’s pretty thin up there. What would you do if you got altitude sickness? No, you’re better off staying here, dealing with someone you can trust, and trying to improve Isalas’s national economy. And that’s not just what’s best for you—it’s also the best way to ingratiate yourself with Isalas.”


      “I’ve heard rumors about the Duke of Solistia, and honestly, they make me kinda scared to meet him. Isn’t he, like, superhuman at everything he does? I’m not exactly a master negotiator, y’know?”


      Ado might have had less to worry about now that he’d found Yui, but now he had to tackle another challenge: negotiating with Delthasis von Solistia. He was far from confident about the prospect.


      When he’d first heard Zelos’s plan for an auto industry, he’d thought it was a good idea. But the closer they got to Santor, the more rumors about the Duke that Ado recalled. At this point, he couldn’t even fathom holding his own in business discussions with the man.


      Despite his status as a noble, Delthasis had tried his hand at commerce too and, before long, had become one of the country’s leading businessmen, all while managing his territory at the same time. He was a scrappy fighter who used aboveboard and underhanded tactics alike to crush rival merchants who’d crossed him, and he’d single-handedly dismantled more than one criminal organization.


      In his personal life, he had two wives and a steady stream of mistresses; he was a harem king, intent on loving all women the same. And his reputation as a fascinating, dangerous gentleman had made him the subject of special features in various publications. All in all, his résumé was so extensive that it was a mystery how he even found time for his duties as a noble.


      What was clear, at least, was that he was a smooth operator and someone you could never underestimate.


      Ado had no idea how he’d ever get on equal footing with someone like that.


      “Well, I’m sure it’ll all work out,” Zelos said, clearly flippant. “Besides, I’ll be there too. Just pretend I’m your lifeboat when the ship goes down.”


      “Why are you comparing it to a sinking ship?!” Ado cried. “You’re only making me more worried! You make it sound like I’m completely screwed!”


      “Well, I would’ve said a Yamato battleship, but then you’d get blasted by bombs and torpedoes. Then the fires would start, and your magazines would explode, and you’d flood, capsize, and split into two as you sank beneath the waves. It’d be a memorable way to go, at least.”


      “Wait—you’re talking about the real Yamato?! And are we really going into this assuming I’m gonna end up as a shipwreck?!”


      “If you’re ready to do what it takes, come aboard my ship, Ado.”


      “I don’t wanna board any ship going up against that guy! And hang on—you’re not even quoting the right captain there, are you?!”


      Ado had always been an average Joe. Negotiating with a noble, let alone a duke and member of the royal family, seemed far beyond him. He couldn’t help but worry.


      Isalas’s royals were a timid bunch, so pessimistic and spineless that even Ado got fed up with them. They weren’t terrifying the way Delthasis was, though, so Ado found it easier to talk to them.


      But Delthasis was another matter entirely. He was dangerous. And if Ado didn’t come prepared, he’d be eaten alive.


      “Now, Ado,” Zelos said, “I might’ve filled in the details, but didn’t you come up with the idea to sell cars in the first place? What’s happened to all your drive? Did reuniting with Yui make you lose your nerve?”


      “I’m scared shitless that the duke will try to use Yui against me, okay?! Or that he’ll use our whereabouts as a bargaining chip in some negotiation with Isalas’s war hawks...”


      “Ah, I don’t think you have to worry about that. The duke would get much more from keeping you close at hand and reaping the benefits than he would from selling you out to Isalas. Besides, he’s a royal. He’ll act in the country’s best interests.”


      As both an almighty Sage and a state guest of the Kingdom of Isalas, Ado would be screwed if Yui were taken hostage. Any country would be tempted to turn him into its ultimate weapon, militarily and beyond, and the most effective way of extorting someone was taking their loved ones hostage.


      While Lisa and Shakti were also potential targets, they were strong by this world’s standards, so they wouldn’t be easy to kidnap. Sure, they might’ve hesitated to take other people’s lives, but they’d probably get over that in a life-or-death situation.


      Yui, however, was an easy target. As long as the Kingdom of Isalas had a faction pushing for war, Ado would have to hide her, or she’d be in danger. And the best way of doing that would be to rely on people he could trust: Zelos and Duke Delthasis, their potential new business partner.


      Delthasis wouldn’t stoop to kidnapping. If he wanted someone to do something for him, he’d reward them handsomely—and if he wanted to undermine a foe, he’d discover their weaknesses and exploit them without getting innocents involved.


      As long as you didn’t antagonize him, he’d treat you fairly. He was a dangerous man, yes, but he was also a gentleman.


      It made him reliable, in a way.


      “He’s a man who lives his life with style,” Zelos said. “He’s not a buffoon who’ll get roped in by the first half-baked plan that comes across his desk. He’s reasonable. It’ll all come down to how the negotiations go.”


      “Yeah, and that’s what’s got me terrified. How are you so calm? I feel like I’m gonna get stomach ulcers just from thinking about it...”


      “Aha ha ha... Honestly, all you have to do is ask him, ‘How about we build some cars together?’ What’s so scary about that? Besides, I thought you said you’d resolved yourself already?”


      “I did, but, like... We’re talking about a noble here, y’know? And he’s not just any noble—the guy’s a royal! Anyone in my shoes would get nervous, right?!”


      Ado felt like he was getting ready to walk into parliament and debate politics with a bunch of career politicians. Of course he was nervous.


      Duke Delthasis, in this scenario, would be a particularly quick-witted parliamentarian. He’d be a terrifying adversary for a young guy whose résumé consisted of dropping out of university and flitting between part-time jobs.


      Ado couldn’t help but envy Zelos, who seemed utterly unfazed by the thought of what lay ahead. Whether that was because Zelos was used to negotiating after his years of corporate experience, or just because he had nerves of steel, Ado wasn’t sure.


      “Anyway, would you hurry up and finish eating?” Zelos said. “I can’t clean up until you’re done. Plus, if you keep dawdling, the others might just eat the whole pot of curry themselves at the rate they’re going...”


      Ado paused for a moment. “O-Oh. Right.”


      While Zelos and Ado talked, Yui, Lisa, and Shakti had been shoveling curry down their gobs at breakneck speed. Zelos had made a big batch, but more than half was gone already.


      The women had been starving for another taste of Earth’s cuisine. And now that it was within reach, they’d descended on it like hyenas on a carcass. They were so absorbed that they didn’t utter a single word. Tears of joy streamed down their cheeks.


      Gone was any trace of manners, class, or modesty.


      “Yeah, the food in Isalas is pretty nasty...” Ado said. “And while the stuff here’s pretty good, you get sick of it eventually. It doesn’t exactly match the Japanese palate either. I can’t bring myself to get excited about eating it day in and day out.”


      “So you were all pretty desperate for Japanese food, eh? Sounds like going without it was doing a real number on your mental states,” Zelos said, watching the women thoughtlessly gulp down mouthful after mouthful of curry.


      It was like they had black holes for stomachs, their nostalgia and longing for Japanese food culture having turned them into competitive eaters. Zelos shed a tear in spite of himself.


      He could hardly blame them, though. He’d often felt the exact same way on overseas business trips in his younger years. Whenever he’d struggled to adapt to the local cuisine, he’d sought out a Japanese restaurant. Most of the time, though, the chefs hadn’t been Japanese, and the food had been some kind of fusion cuisine. He’d only ever found proper Japanese food at restaurants with three Michelin stars; frankly, he’d been better off relying on instant miso soup and rice.


      What was more, the curry Zelos had made today was specifically tailored to Japanese tastes. It was the quintessential Japanese home cooking they all knew and loved.


      Given the circumstances, Zelos couldn’t bring himself to snap the three young women out of their feeding frenzy. Even if he’d wanted to, he wouldn’t have been able to stop the perpetual motion machines that were their spoons right now. Nobody could’ve, honestly.


      All three were beauties, but as they gorged themselves right now, they looked anything but.


      “Anyway,” Zelos said to Ado, “once we’re done eating, help me make some parts. If we can prepare a few bits and bobs before we get to my place, we should have a finished product ready to bring to the negotiating table in just a few days’ time. And remember, your future’s on the line here.”


      “Y-Yeah... Right.” Ado sighed. “You’re still as much of a slave driver as ever, huh? I’m not a crafter, y’know?”


      “Says the man who built his own kei car? Hah! I know you can use transmutation, so I’ll leave hardware to you. You can at least make fasteners, right?”


      “Who’s gonna make the mana motor? The design’s pretty simple, but won’t it be hard to get all the materials and stuff?”


      “We can leave that to Solistia’s crafters. They have plenty of alchemists, after all. No need for us to hand them everything on a silver platter, now, is there?”


      Zelos and Ado’s design was tentatively named the Magitech Motor Carriage. They’d need a fair amount of manual labor to create the mana motor that served as the core of the vehicle. Spell scrolls would provide an easy enough way of reproducing the magic formula that used magnetism to propel the car. However, more advanced crafting techniques would be needed to produce many of the vehicle’s smaller components. This world didn’t have Earth’s modern factories, so blacksmiths would need to hand make most of those parts, for starters.


      On top of that, any parts that used magic—like lights, the motor, and the magic tank—would require input from alchemists. That meant the country’s alchemy sector would have to advance as well.


      Until production lines were up and running, any stimulation to the economy would be insignificant. But given that the project would require crafters to improve on multiple fronts, the long-term outcome would be higher employment rates for alchemists and other crafters.


      “They’ll just have to work at it bit by bit,” Zelos said. “I mean, we obviously can’t expect them to reach our level overnight, you know? They’ll need time to improve. There’s no getting around that.”


      “I know Isalas doesn’t have that many mages. It’ll probably take a while to put together enough production capacity for magic parts...” Ado said. “I’m guessing it’ll be, like, twenty years or more until they can actually start producing these things in full, yeah?”


      “Hmm... I’m not even sure about that. One thing’s for sure: The mages in this world are low-level in more ways than one. Sure, we could give them scrolls to inject the parts with all the necessary formulas, but then how would they get any better? At the end of the day, if we want to see development, the craftsmen are going to have to level up, full stop. And if they want to get there, they’ll have to put in the hard work.”


      “So we can’t expect to see this world’s version of the Enlightenment anytime soon, then, huh... Uh, is it just me, or does it feel like our roles in this are only gonna get more and more important as things go on?”


      “That’s why we’re going to negotiate. Solistia is the world leader in magic, and regardless of how far ahead you and I are, we’re just individuals. Unless we want to do everything ourselves, we will have to do something to get Solistia alchemists competent enough to make the key components. I say we show them our prototype first, as an example of how it’s done, and then let them figure out the rest.”


      “Wait—so we’re gonna off-load almost everything to other people? You sure that’ll work out?”


      “What’s your alternative? Personally training all these alchemists ourselves? That won’t end well, I can tell you that now.”


      These two—Sage and Great Sage—stood at the pinnacle of magical knowledge. Mages everywhere looked up to the Sages of legend, strove to be like them...and ultimately failed, leaving them frustrated.


      If any mage saw an opportunity to learn from such an eminent mage, they’d apply in a heartbeat. The list of applicants would be endless.


      What was more, Ado would attract attention from nations around the entire world. He’d be in the spotlight wherever he went, making it hard for him to ever live freely again. Another country might even pull a dirty trick to make him work for them instead.


      “People and civilizations are supposed to improve incrementally,” Zelos said. “Guys like us, who wake up one day with crazy powers, are the exceptions—and exceptions are better off helping from the shadows.”


      “Yeah. You’re not wrong. People already expect too much out of me.” Ado sighed. “And Isalas does need to keep developing itself. At the same time, we can’t just take civilization from zero to a hundred all at once. And, well, it’s not like we’d have enough experts to start up production lines yet anyway.”


      “The only way to get better at something is experience—you need to fail over and over again. Maybe transmutation will still be a no-go, but we will need alchemists to create all sorts of little parts. That shouldn’t be a problem, though. I’m expecting plenty of students to come swarming, eager to pick up new skills and knowledge. Isalas, for its part, is going to want to strengthen its ties with its allies, which means—”


      “Um...” Lisa interjected, looking a little apologetic. She meekly held out her plate, an embarrassed look on her face.


      Soon, Yui and Shakti also held out their plates in the same way.


      “C-Could you make us some more, please?” they asked together.


      “You’re still hungry?!” the men shot back, stunned.


      Zelos was sure he’d made a huge pot of curry, but it was all gone.


      He didn’t know exactly how much the women had eaten—a minimum of four plates each, he figured—but here they were holding their spoons to their mouths, embarrassed stares flickering between Zelos and their plates, like they were urging him to give them more.


      Ultimately, figuring he didn’t have much of a choice, Zelos made a second batch of curry.


      By the end of the night, the nostalgic taste of home had left the trio with painfully full bellies.


      Starvation was the least of their worries now—the real danger was getting fat.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1: The Dangers Above


      “Haah... Haah...”


      “WHEEZE...”


      Celestina and Carosty had secretly followed Eromura and Anzu through a hidden entrance that led into an enormous pillar in Isa Lante. They’d quickly learned, however, that ascending the pillar would be no small task.


      The path was so incredibly complicated that it was basically a maze. They couldn’t just climb one big staircase—nope, each floor’s staircase was in a different location, so they had to locate the next one each time they climbed to the next level.


      The architecture was so inhospitable that countless times now, Celestina and Carosty had nearly lost sight of Eromura and Anzu, or had needed to dip out of sight to avoid being seen. It was exhausting.


      The smart idea would’ve been to call out to the other two, team up, and search together. But for whatever reason, these noble girls refused to abandon their subterfuge.


      “Th-The gentleman is one thing, but how is... How is little Anzu not tired from all of this?” Carosty panted. “She certainly does not look like somebody who should have such considerable stamina...”


      “I know... But I’ve heard she’s definitely stronger than Entropy,” Celestina said. “H-Haah... My... My breath’s all...”


      To make matters worse, each staircase was usually on the opposite side of the structure from the last one. The pillar’s layout made ascending it far more arduous than it had to be, and it was taking Celestina and Carosty—who’d never been here before—everything they had to avoid losing sight of Eromura and Anzu.


      “How do they know where to go?” Carosty wondered.


      “Maybe... Maybe they’re familiar with the layout?” Celestina replied tentatively. “But...how could they be? These ruins were discovered only recently...”


      “That they were. But what other explanation do we have? And there was that time they appeared to think they were heading toward an exit, only to seem very much surprised and dismayed to find the path blocked by rubble...”


      “Perhaps they’ve seen a similar structure in a different ruin before? It almost looks like they’re trying to determine whether their memories match up to this building...”


      Eromura and Anzu seemed confident with their route. Whatever direction they headed in, they inevitably reached the next staircase before long.


      Occasionally, they’d consult with each other, and they’d press on once they agreed—even if it meant they had to move a heap of rubble out of the way.
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      In other words, they were moving with purpose.


      “Ugh... Another pile of crap in our way,” Eromura groaned. “Think we should just burn it?”


      “I think it’s part of the ceiling that collapsed, so no. Total fire ban,” Anzu replied.


      “Yeah... Guess it’d be no laughing matter if we set this whole place on fire, huh? By the way... I wonder if the upper floors of this thing get their power from a different source than the rest of Isa Lante? It suddenly turned pitch-black the moment we got up to this floor.”


      “Maybe the central control system broke, and...that’s why everyone down here died? I heard they all starved to death. It sounds like hell.”


      “They would’ve had so many mages and magic tools and stuff, though... Even if the control system broke, they should’ve been able to find other ways out, right?”


      “During the panic, apparently, a mob formed and started lynching anyone who tried to calm them down. Things just spiraled from there.”


      “Makes sense.”


      “I think there must have been a system failure in Isa Lante. The resulting chaos only made things worse. The mob culled everyone in charge, including the mayor. Anyone scared the same would happen to them probably used their knowledge of the city’s layout to escape.”


      “So...you’re saying everyone who maintained the systems either got lynched or escaped through the construction tunnels, which just left a hysterical mob that didn’t know what to do. And...I suppose the ones who escaped locked the exits behind them to make sure the mob couldn’t catch them?”


      “The construction tunnels here require an ID or password. The doors have backup batteries, so anyone with the know-how would’ve been able to open and close them even if the system was down. But once those people were out, everyone else would’ve been trapped. RIP.”


      “Sounds like maybe they could’ve all lived if they hadn’t started panicking, then, huh? O-Oh! The lights are on up ahead!”


      “The people who got out probably hit the breaker to the lower floors. They might have gotten killed if the others had found them.”


      Celestina and Carosty were trying their best to make out the pair’s conversation from afar. They couldn’t quite hear everything, but they knew the pair was theorizing how the undercity had met its doom.


      If Eromura and Anzu were right, only the people in charge of the city’s upkeep had escaped—and then, afraid of being pursued by the angry mob, they’d cut the lights behind them on the escape route. If they hadn’t, they would’ve risked the mob catching up with them.


      Mass hysteria could begin among a small group and spread until, eventually, it consumed an entire population of otherwise rational people.


      Even if the escapees had fled for no other reason than to protect their families, the angry mob would have seen them as nothing but traitors. With no one left to speak out against their closed-minded thinking, the mob would’ve been totally devoured by its own negativity and hatred.


      It was hard to imagine anything scarier.


      Their refusal to hear people out and their willingness to resort to violence made them similar to terrorists.


      “How could they possibly know so much?” Carosty said. “Just...who are they?”


      “From the way they’re talking, they seem to know so much more than we do. They almost remind me of Master...”


      Anzu and Eromura gave Celestina the same vibe that she got from her teacher, Zelos.


      And she was right. Like Zelos, they’d largely based their assumptions of this world on Swords & Sorceries. And they’d been here countless times before as part of an in-game event.


      Even if they remembered the occasional thing wrong, the general layout was still somewhere in the corner of their minds.


      Of course, Celestina and Carosty had no way of knowing that. But it made sense that Celestina would have noticed the similarities between Zelos and the pair ahead—both in terms of what they knew, and in terms of how they made decisions.


      There was just something mysterious about the pair that reminded her of her teacher that she couldn’t help but notice.


      * * *


      Eromura and Anzu made their way along a passageway lit by what resembled fluorescent lights.


      If they could trust their memories, this pillar supporting the ceiling above Isa Lante was also a ventilation shaft and an enormous circuit for transmitting mana.


      That, of course, meant that there were passageways for maintenance workers to come and go. And since this was just one part of a massive system, places like this were dotted around everywhere.


      “So the light was coming from this floor... I guess we should count ourselves lucky the lighting still works at all,” Eromura said. “If the whole rest of the path had been pitch-black, that would’ve been shit.”


      “It’s...annoying that the elevator is dead, though.”


      “I mean, the platform itself might’ve been fine. But yeah, the traction cables snapped at some point, so the whole thing’s useless now. Guess it makes sense. The place has been abandoned for ages.”


      It made sense to have both stairways and an elevator to make it easier for maintenance workers to do their jobs. Unfortunately, though, both had deteriorated over the years, starting from the least durable parts.


      They knew there wasn’t much to do about it, but each time they went off to find the next staircase, they couldn’t help but grumble a bit.


      Urgh, if only we could’ve used the elevator...


      At least the ventilation system seemed to still be alive and ticking. As the explorers got closer to the surface, the sound of machinery grew louder and louder.


      “Hey, Anzu. How far up do you think we are?”


      “Mmm... I think we’re already past the bedrock. All we have to do now is aim for the surface. It should be...about three more floors?”


      “From memory, the surface above here is a basin, right? Like...I think I remember it being a cave full of kobolds or something.”


      “Mm. It was really helpful in the early game. It’d be the perfect place to train Zweit and the others.”


      The information came from Swords & Sorceries. It wasn’t clear yet how much of it actually applied to this situation, but seeing as their info had already gotten them this far, it wasn’t too far off the mark.


      The main difference was that, in the game, there’d been a separate underground path that led to the Far-Flung Green Depths. While the escape route they were currently ascending existed, that other one didn’t seem to be a thing in this world.


      “What about that big city to the east? Meza si Leuva? Did that exist here?” Eromura mused.


      “We shouldn’t speculate too much,” Anzu chided him. “But if I had to guess...it probably just fell before this place did.”


      “I guess that’d make sense. If this world’s version fell to ruin before it got an underground connection with Isa Lante, that’d explain the missing path.”


      “Mm. More importantly, have you noticed yet?”


      “Oh—our tails? Yeah. I think it’s probably some of the students.”


      They’d been feeling eyes on their backs for a while now. They’d been fairly certain those eyes didn’t belong to monsters, at least, so they’d put it out of mind. Now, though, they were approaching unfamiliar territory.


      If they let their stalkers fall too far behind, said stalkers might get attacked by monsters or something, and Eromura and Anzu would be partly to blame.


      That was especially a concern for Eromura, who’d already been sentenced to criminal slavery once. He’d gotten a pardon the first time, but he couldn’t count on getting another one.


      “Reckon we call out to them? If something happens, I can see us getting blamed for ‘being negligent as guards’...”


      “Mm... That’s probably smart. A ninja doesn’t leave people dead if she doesn’t have to. Nin nin.”


      “Y’know, Anzu, you don’t really act like a kid.”


      “I get that a lot. I’m just myself. Nothing more.”


      “What kind of life did you have to make you like this?”


      “You asking a little girl to expose her secrets? You really are a pedo, huh? A lolicon? A sex offender majoring in minors?”


      “So we’re back to that again, huh... Can’t you just give it a rest? Ah, whatever...”


      Internally crying over being at the mercy of a little girl, Eromura gave up on the topic, turned around, and called out to whoever was following them. “Hey! How much longer do you plan on tailing us? We’ve been onto you for ages, y’know?!”


      No one replied.


      That made sense. Their stalkers were probably panicking right now.


      Things could end badly if they bolted and got lost, though, so he had to encourage them to get closer.


      “Look—I don’t think you wanna run. You don’t know this place. I haven’t seen any monsters around yet, but I don’t want you getting attacked by any that might be lurking. Can you just show yourselves already?”


      Still, there was no reply.


      “They’re not answering,” Anzu noted. “Maybe they’re suspicious.”


      “Maybe,” Eromura shrugged. “Should I fire an Explode spell at them and see how they react? If it kills them, it’d be their fault for being so suspicious. Reap what you sow, y’know?”


      “Yeah. We did warn them. It’s their fault for not answering. Do it.”


      This ninja girl was merciless.


      Eromura got into position to fire off a spell and—


      “W-Wait! Please! We’re heading over!” Celestina cried out frantically from a distance.


      “Casting Explode here would be most dangerous!” Carosty shouted. “Cease your foolishness at once!”


      Eromura had probably never planned on actually firing the spell; even he knew better than to cast something like that in here. It had just been a bluff to draw the others out.


      Anzu watched as the pair revealed themselves. “Tina-pie? Caro-Caro? Are you stalking me?”


      “‘Tina-pie’?!”


      “‘Caro-Caro’?!”


      Anzu had given each of them a weird nickname.


      “I mean, I can’t say I approve of you guys stalking us out of curiosity, but I guess it’s whatever,” Eromura said. “What if something had happened?”


      “Mm. Exploring mysterious ruins unarmed is reckless,” Anzu agreed. “You need to reflect.”


      “Ngh... To be lectured by a girl younger than us...” Carosty winced.


      “And she’s right, so we can’t even defend ourselves...” Celestina said.


      They only had their uniforms and the bare minimum in terms of self-defense items. They were not equipped to venture into danger like this.


      “But this ground is unbroken!” Carosty exclaimed. “As researchers dedicated to pursuing the truth, how could we possibly let this opp—”


      “If you’d died following us, we would’ve taken the blame. You get that, right?” Eromura shot back.


      “Y-You... You’re supposed to report any new areas you find!” Celestina said.


      “Then you should’ve reported it,” Anzu retorted. “But you followed us. You put your lives at risk.”


      Both Celestina and Carosty winced. They’d come to Isa Lante as part of a larger research group, and they were obliged to report any new areas they found to the rest of the group.


      Eromura and Anzu, in contrast, were mercenaries; they were only here as guards. They didn’t have the same obligation.


      Their position was completely different from Celestina and Carosty’s.


      “Still... Now that you’ve followed us all the way here, I guess we can’t just send you back on your own, huh?” Eromura said. “Don’t want you getting lost.”


      “Mm... What a pain,” Anzu sighed. “Eromura? Guard them.”


      “Why me?! Urgh... C’mon! If only you two hadn’t felt the need to snoop around...”


      “Why, don’t you think you are being rather rude?!” Carosty said. “You speak as though we will merely be in your way!”


      “Yeah, ’cause it’s true. It’d be fine if you were as strong as Anzu, but you’re not.”


      “From my perspective, you’re in the way too, Eromura,” Anzu said. “You’re weak.”


      “Hey! Was that really called for?!”


      While Anzu wasn’t on the level of a certain Great Sage, she was a pretty impressive ninja in her own right.


      Generally, the top-tier ninja job skill was Ultimate Ninja, but clearing certain events in the game could earn you aliases like Koji Kashin, Jiraiya, or Danzo Kato. Anzu’s job skill was another such alias: Sasuke Sarutobi.


      There were other variants too—like Turtle Ninja or Red Shadow—but those required you to do things like wear a turtle shell or a weird mask.


      “Anyway, guess we don’t have much of a choice when you’ve already made it this far. You got any spare gear, Anzu?”


      “None they could use. I’m not a mage. I have some consumables, though.”


      “Hmm. I mean, I’ve got staves and stuff, but...yeah, no armor or anything for mages. Even if I did, it’d be for guys. It wouldn’t be the right size.”


      Seeing as they were about to head up to the surface, they didn’t want to bring Celestina and Carosty along without armor.


      Eromura and Anzu had next to no idea what awaited them aboveground, so armor would be essential.


      Anzu was a ninja, though, and Eromura was a Brave Knight. Neither had any mage gear sitting around.


      Eromura sighed. “I bet that old Destroyer guy’d have spare gear if he were here...”


      “No point thinking about how someone who’s not here could help,” Anzu said. “We need to think about what we can do. That’s life.”


      “Y’know, on second thought, I dunno if we’d want to use his gear anyway. I bet every piece is some weapon of mass destruction.”


      “Yeah. He’s a crafter, and he pushes things to the limits in weird ways just for fun. He’s kind of obsessed with it. Still, he’s not as bad as the rest of them...”


      As Eromura and Anzu bad-mouthed Zelos, they each handed one of the girls a substitution doll—an item resembling a bisque doll, but with the ability to let its user escape from imminent death. They looked creepy enough to begin with, but their strange enchantments only made them worse.


      The picture of the two girls in their uniforms hugging these creepy dolls made this look less like a fantasy setting and more like a horror setting. It was surreal.


      “Um... We can’t fight if we’re holding these...” Celestina said.


      “We are perfectly capable of protecting ourselves!” Carosty protested.


      Anzu stared at them for a moment. “Are you expecting what’s up here to be the same as what’s in the Ramaf Woods? Don’t.”


      “She’s right,” Eromura agreed. “High-level monsters can appear in some parts. You don’t wanna let your guard down.”


      “Grr... For a man usually so unreliable, you are making a lot of valid arguments today...” Carosty said.


      “Maybe he’s not actually as incompetent as he looks?” Celestina posited.


      “D-Don’t you think you two are being a little rude?!”


      Given Eromura’s usual stupidity, most people didn’t see him as particularly competent.


      He had nobody to blame but himself, really. Still, hearing it straight from the horses’ mouths—in this case, two beautiful girls—had dealt a critical hit to his heart of glass.


      “Look. I get it,” he said. “Yeah, I tried to make a slave harem. Yeah, I messed up. Then I became a slave myself, and some bad guy almost turned me into his pawn, and at the end of it all, it felt like I got pardoned out of pity more than anything else... Argh, dammit!”


      “You were an idiot,” Anzu said, “and you got your ‘just desserts.’ Then you ate so many of those desserts you got sick... I don’t remember raising you to be such a naughty boy. Go think about what you’ve done.”


      “Not gonna console me?!” Eromura wailed. “Why are you rubbing salt in my wounds?!”


      “Why would I console you? Like I said, you need to think about what you’ve done. You can’t just treat girls like objects. People have rights. This isn’t an ero manga or an eroge.”


      “How do you even know about that stuff?! Are you sure you’re a kid?!”


      “My idiot brother recommended me an eroge. A really hardcore one too. With NTR. And lolis. He was probably planning something...”


      “OFFICER! Over here! This girl’s brother’s a pervert!”


      As bad as Eromura was, even he wouldn’t recommend R-18 eroge to a little kid.


      Anzu’s brother had clearly had some unhinged plan in mind. No matter how you sliced it, the guy sounded dangerous.


      “When he showed me,” Anzu said, “I asked him, ‘This is the kind of stuff you’re into? This’d never happen in real life. Aren’t you too old to be fantasizing like this? How about you go and get a job instead? You’re making Mom cry, you know? You parasite.’ He cried.”


      “Jeez, Anzu, you’re brutal! And your brother sounds like a wuss!”


      “Afterward, I handed his eroge to my dad. Three days later, dad kicked him out of the house... Serves him right.”


      “Yeah. That makes sense. Sounds like he should consider himself lucky you didn’t hand him over to the cops.”


      “He held a grudge against me. One day, he found me and tried to assault me, but I beat him up instead. I think that was the end of any love my parents still had for him.”


      “You overpowered your older brother?! Just how weak was this guy?!”


      “He was fat and slow. It was easy.”


      It sounded like Anzu’s brother had been every bad NEET stereotype rolled into one.


      The more Eromura heard about Anzu’s home environment, the crazier it sounded. He got the impression he shouldn’t pry any further than he already had, though.


      “By the way... You have the same brand of stupidity my brother had, Eromura.”


      “You’re kidding! That’s why you’re always so mean to me?! I’d never lay my hands on a kid, though, okay?!”


      “Pff... Says the criminal. Did you forget how you tried to make a harem of slaves?”


      “Mommy! Mommy, this girl’s being mean to me! She’s opening up my old wounds! Anyway, look—I’m not into kids!”


      “Liar. You said once that violating little girls has a ‘certain appeal.’”


      “It was a bad joke, that’s all! I wasn’t thinking!”


      But even if it was in the past, that didn’t change the fact he’d said it.


      And now, he was paying the price for it.


      Disaster always starts with someone running their mouth.


      “E-Eromoeluv... I didn’t know you were such a...” Celestina stammered.


      “Y-You... You wish to take out your lust upon children?! You sickening deviant!” Carosty shouted.


      Their cold looks hurt him.


      But there was no changing the past. Even if all he’d said and done really had been a few isolated moments of stupidity, and he’d had no ill will, others weren’t just going to forget about his actions. They’d already labeled him a failure, and it seemed like that was now set in stone.


      He’d dug his own grave.


      “Actions have consequences,” Anzu said.


      “Yeah... Yeah. I’m fully aware of that now,” Eromura said. “I’ve felt it all too well... Right. I’ve decided. From now on, I’m gonna devote myself to elves and elves alone. Ones with smoking hot bodies, and—”


      “You’re the worst,” Celestina said.


      “You irredeemable pervert,” Carosty echoed.


      At this point, Eromura wasn’t outrunning his reputation.


      The path ahead seemed dark for him.


      “Come on. Stop messing around,” Anzu said. “Stand up. You’re wasting time.”


      “Why are you talking like this is my fault?!”


      “Making excuses? That’s not very manly of you.”


      “Goddammit...”


      Between Anzu’s merciless teasing and the two sets of scornful eyes on his back, Eromura couldn’t help but tear up as he pressed onward with the group.


      Only time would tell whether the dejected young man would ever find happiness.


      * * *


      After many detours that saw them doubling back on maintenance routes after hitting dead ends or stopping to clear debris, the four explorers—Anzu, Eromura, Carosty, and Celestina—emerged in a huge, circular building. It was probably the ventilation duct.


      “Finally above ground, then, huh?” Eromura mused. “But I gotta say...”


      Anzu nodded. “Mm. It’s all in ruins. Nature’s overrun the civilization that used to be here.”


      “So there were more ruins above the city. I can hardly believe it...” Carosty marveled. “They are in quite a sad state, though, aren’t they?”


      “And look at all that snow,” Celestina said. “We really should’ve made sure we had the proper equipment before we came here.”


      Peering through a window, the group saw structures that resembled the ones in Isa Lante—except nature had reclaimed most of these.


      Plus, because they were up in the mountains, there was a layer of snow at least three meters high.


      If they went out outside, they’d be buried past their heads in snow, that much was obvious.


      “Lucky for us, this big vent’s exterior is made of concrete. I guess that’s why it hasn’t collapsed,” Eromura said. “And I dunno if this window’s made from tempered glass or something, but it’s perfectly fine. Not even a single cracked layer. Anyway, the question is... Can we actually go out there?”


      “No problem,” Anzu assured him. “This door swings inward. Then we’ll just have to deal with the wall of snow. Easy.”


      “That sounds like we can’t actually venture outside...” Carosty said.


      “Don’t tell me you’re planning to blast it all away with magic?” Celestina asked, concerned.


      Anzu had a tendency to say crazy things like this.


      Even Eromura was reluctant to go along with this one. “H-Hey! Hold your horses! How do we even know it’s gonna be safe out there?! What if we open the door and get immediately swarmed by monsters?!”


      “Don’t worry. We’ll escape. We can use you as a sacrifice.”


      “How could you, Anzu?! What am I to you?!”


      “A sex pest.”


      Apparently, Anzu was the type to hold a grudge.


      “I... I just saw something in the distance,” Carosty said. “In the forest.”


      “What? Where?” Celestina asked.


      “In the shadow of those trees. The ones growing out of that building. It...might have been a goblin, perhaps?”


      As the others peered out the window, they realized she was right: There was something moving in the shadows.


      Gradually, they managed to make out a creature with a head that resembled a pig’s or a boar’s and a body so overweight it’d have to be slow. But as they watched it move from shadow to shadow, they realized it was far more agile than they would’ve thought.


      “W-Wait a minute... Isn’t that a high orc knight?!” Eromura exclaimed. “From memory, an orc’s gotta be Level 300 to evolve into one of those. We could even run into one the same level as me... Are we sure it’s safe out there?”


      “L-Level— What?! Are you certain about that?” Carosty exclaimed. “We wouldn’t be able to defeat even one of them, then!”


      “Wait! Look!” Celestina said. “There are more!”


      Several high orcs and high orc knights littered the forest. They all had weapons, and they seemed to be following orders. They almost looked like soldiers preparing for a charge.


      They never acted like this unless a high orc lord or high orc general was in command.


      “Mm. Look over there too,” Anzu said, pointing.


      “Over— Hang on, lemme see...” Eromura said. “Shit. Those are...”


      Farther in the distance, humanoid monsters with canine heads and furry bodies were attacking the high orcs with swords and spears.


      “Greater kobolds?! You’re kidding!” Eromura shouted. “And there are a bunch of big ones in there too...”


      “Easy pickings,” Anzu remarked.


      “Yeah, maybe for you!” Eromura shot back. “But there’s no way we can deal with those!”


      By Swords & Sorceries standards, regular high kobolds could evolve into several different forms upon reaching Level 300. Some of those forms were rarer than others—and greater kobold was one of the rare ones. Some greater kobolds could be higher than Level 600, and while Eromura was strong, even he’d probably lose if he had to fight several of them at once.


      Maybe it would be a cakewalk for Anzu, who’d unlocked Zenith Breaker, but this was no place for anyone at a low level.


      Celestina and Carosty, at the very least, would practically be asking for death if they joined the fray.


      “So, Erobsesiv... Are you admitting you’re weaker than a girl?” Celestina asked.


      “I’m surprised to learn what a coward you are,” Carosty said. “Do you truly mean to let a little girl fight for you?”


      “Her level’s in a whole other realm from mine, okay?!” Eromura protested. “She’s like twice my level, at least!”


      “How do you possibly expect me to believe that?!” Carosty shouted.


      “Exactly!” Celestina agreed. “And it isn’t very manly to make excuses like that!”


      “Look, she’s somewhere over Level 1,000! Do you know how long it’s taken me to get even half that high?!”


      Both noble girls were shocked. “What?!”


      “No. You’re thinking of my big sisters,” Anzu corrected Eromura. “I’m Level 913. I was lower before, but I got hungry, so I ate seven Fruits of the World Tree. They made me level up.”


      As the two noble girls spun to face Anzu, they saw the little ninja puffing out her chest in pride.


      Mm-hmm. Anzu was, indeed, the strongest one here.


      Swords & Sorceries had items that could give you twenty or thirty levels just by consuming them. Specifically, the Fruits of the World Tree, which were legendary items used as ingredients to make elixirs. It wasn’t clear whether they even existed in this world, though.


      Anzu revealing the existence of something like that—and so casually too—made Eromura incredibly nervous.


      If that info got out, mercenaries would search for the fruit en masse, even though it may or may not exist here. Every world had plenty of people looking for a way to get rich quick.


      There was even a chance that state-backed mercenaries would swarm across the entire continent to find these legendary items, engulfing the globe in some world-ending age of adventure.


      “See, Anzu’s in this party called the Six Shadows. It’s one of the next strongest parties after that old guy and his Destroyer buddies,” Eromura explained, trying to change the topic. “She’s way stronger than I am! If I fought her, I’d die in the blink of an eye. Besides, just look at her gear! It’s clear she— Wait. Anzu? Did you say you had older sisters?!”


      “Mm. Two of my party members were my older sisters from real life. How else would a kid like me have gotten to this level? I wouldn’t have had the time.”


      “So they boosted you by hunting down big enemies for the XP bonus, huh?” Eromura said. “Damn, that’s hardcore. A single mistake could’ve gotten you one-shot. Anyway, I have an important question for you... Can you introduce me to these sisters of yours?”


      Anzu gave him a look. “What happened to ‘devoting yourself to elves and elves alone’?”


      Anzu was the youngest of seven siblings, and her two oldest sisters both doted on the expressionless young girl.


      One sister was a freelance programmer, while the other was a musician. They were both gamers too—and most notable of all, they made original animated music videos, uploading them online and selling the songs. Otaku regarded their works as “god-tier,” and it earned them a decent income.


      The next oldest siblings were two brothers, both high school graduates. One was the shut-in Anzu had dealt with, and he’d always struggled being in his older sisters’ shadows. Resented it, even. The other had no interest in games to begin with; he was a cheerful, sports-loving guy who lived for soccer. Upon entering the workforce, he’d joined his company’s soccer team, where he’d quickly become indispensable.


      Then there was another high schooler who made his way by writing novels, and a middle school girl regarded as a revolutionary figure in the fujoshi world. It really was quite the array of siblings.


      Anzu herself had excelled at every sport, and been an otaku and a gamer girl.


      It was clear her family had influenced her—and lavished her with affection.


      “Sh-She’s one of the next strongest behind Master?! You must be joking! She’s so little!” Celestina said.


      “Nah. I’m serious,” Eromura said. “I’m Level 621, and even from my perspective, the gap between us is night and day. I’m telling you—she’s inhuman. She’s an Ultimate Ninja who could rival the Great Sages.”


      Anzu looked proud. “Heh. I’m a Sasuke Sarutobi, technically. And I’m not called that for nothing. But...I think the Destroyers are still a lot stronger than me. Until recently, I was helping them hunt some calamity-tier monsters to farm materials. They—”


      “Wait, Anzu...” Eromura paled. “Don’t tell me you actually helped out with those crazy hunts of theirs?!”


      She nodded. “Mm. Just a bit. They paid well. There were lots of other parties there too. It was a big thing.”


      “Hold on a moment... So Anzu could ‘rival the Great Sages’? And the Sages are also ‘Destroyers’?” Carosty asked. “And... Celestina, just a moment ago, when they were talking about these ‘Destroyers,’ you called one of them your ‘Master.’ P-Putting all of that together, does that mean that the person who taught you magic was...was a...”


      “Ah.”


      Celestina’s expression made it clear: She’d let the cat out of the bag.


      “That is utterly unfair!” Carosty cried. “You’ve been studying under such an eminent individual this whole time? And you’ve kept the opportunity to yourself, despite being fully aware how much I look up to the Sages?”


      “N-No...” Celestina protested. “It’s not that I didn’t tell you, it’s that I couldn’t tell you. It... It’s complicated...”


      “Nonsense! Any mage outstanding enough to be classed as a Great Sage deserves a grand welcome from the entire nation! I cannot even believe you would keep an individual like that hidden!”


      “The Destroyers don’t care about high positions or state welcomes,” Anzu interjected. “That’s all just a hassle to them. They live how they want to: obsessing over their hobbies. And any country that tries to make them fit its mold would perish.”


      “You sound rather knowledgeable about these Great Sages, Anzu...” Carosty said.


      “Mm. I got them to make me a lot of weapons. They made the sword I have on my back. It’s called the Type 86 Muramasa Special. It has a ton of on-hit status effects: paralysis, poison, confusion, curses, instant death...”


      “Jeez... C’mon, old guy, don’t you think that’s overkill?” Eromura muttered.


      Those certainly were some crazy effects.


      Ninjas got a job skill bonus called Enhanced Debuffs, significantly increasing their chance to apply status effects to their targets.


      And Anzu wasn’t just a ninja, or an Ultimate Ninja for that matter; clearing a certain event in the game had changed her job skill to the rare Sasuke Sarutobi, which both improved sword-based attacks and increased her critical hit rate.


      The job skill also significantly boosted speed and agility, and allowed her to set traps instantaneously. It made her a very troublesome, very deadly ninja.


      “The Destroyers are amazing in physical combat too,” Anzu said. “Your average warrior wouldn’t stand a chance.”


      “Damn. Well, guess I was right to betray Sharanla, then. I mean, I knew the Destroyers were something else, but apparently, it’s way beyond what I thought...”


      “Um... Isn’t this man a mage? A Great Sage, specifically?” Carosty asked.


      “He’s definitely a mage,” Anzu and Eromura said together. “Just not one who fits within any idea of common sense...”


      The Sages Carosty admired were righteous individuals, full of wisdom and conviction, who guided the heroes and champions of legend. Zelos, on the other hand, seemed...lacking on those fronts.


      If anything, he was the exact opposite of all that. It was pointless to expect any lofty ideals out of him.


      “I don’t think Master is anything like the Sages you speak of, Carosty. In fact, I think he’d more resemble the archetype of the chaotic evil mage who sides with a demon lord simply because he thinks it might be interesting...”


      Anzu and Eromura nodded vigorously. “Yes! Exactly!”


      “But... Why is somebody like that a Great Sage? It simply makes no sense!” Carosty shouted.


      “Personality has nothing to do with becoming a Sage,” Anzu said. “Even a villain can become a Sage if they’re talented enough. That’s just how it works. Having dreams is fine, but real life isn’t a story. There’s no poetic justice.”


      “That’s certainly a blunt way of putting it, Anzu... You’re right, though,” Celestina said. “I have heard tales of Master causing all sorts of trouble wherever he goes...”


      “I-I refuse to accept it!”


      Each of the Destroyers had started the game with different jobs, but all had eventually become Great Sages after getting involved in crafting. Indeed, obtaining the Great Sage job skill had simply been the natural destination of the paths they’d taken.


      And, at least in Swords & Sorceries, all five of the Destroyers had created mayhem just for the fun of it. They’d gotten into all sorts of crazy situations—many of which they’d caused themselves. Still, they could also be good folks to their friends and their customers.


      That same mix of good and bad could be seen in how they treated new players. Once, the Destroyers had sold some beginners an assortment of healing items at ultra-discounted prices, saying that this was the beginners “volunteering themselves for a human experiment.” It had been a bargain for some of the players—and the start of a horrific ordeal for others.


      Generally, the Destroyers created more victims than beneficiaries. In raids, especially, their actions inevitably led to casualties.


      They weren’t all that different from terrorists.


      “Regardless,” Celestina said, “he wants to live life at his own pace. If he heard he’d be getting some grand national welcome, I think he’d disappear without warning. He said he’s not good at dealing with people in authority.”


      “N-Ngh... Still, he is a Great Sage,” Carosty said. “Wicked though he may be, I find myself wanting to beg for his tutelage. Even just one lesson...”


      “I think he’d be okay with meeting you as an individual. But yes, you should avoid anything involving a crowd of people gathering to welcome him. He’s a self-proclaimed hermit, after all,” Celestina explained.


      “Huh. Honestly, the guy didn’t exactly look like a shut-in to me,” Eromura said. “Although it did seem like he spent all his time messing around with whatever he found interesting...”


      “Mm. The Destroyers hate being tied down,” Anzu said. “They’re free spirits.”


      Twisted as they might have been, they still held the fabled title of Great Sage. And as a member of the research-first Saint-Germain faction, there was no way Carosty could leave someone like that alone. She felt an irresistible urge to gather a grand entourage to greet him at this very moment.


      From how the others described him, though, he was an oddball who’d never in a million years agree to a state position and the restrictions it entailed.


      Approaching him carelessly risked making him an enemy—and that could have immensely bad consequences. Ultimately, Carosty had no choice but to give up.


      It gave her a lot of feelings she was struggling to process. She’d spent her life romanticizing the idea of Sages.


      “Anyway, we can’t stand around yapping forever, right?” Eromura said. “Plus, I’m getting cold.”


      “The group came out of the big building into the snow country...” Anzu narrated.


      “That’s probably not a good idea,” Celestina said. “I think we should head back for now.”


      “That sounds wise,” Carosty agreed. “If monsters were to make it inside, then— Oh?”


      At the far end of the passage, several shadows shifted.


      “Everyone. I believe we are not alone.”


      “Wh-What?!” Celestina exclaimed.


      Anzu’s eyes widened. “Oh. That’s a—”


      What Carosty had spotted were kobolds—two of them, in fact, two meters tall and covered in gray fur.


      “C’mon... I suppose we did kinda jinx it, but damn, that was quick! We only just said it!” Eromura exclaimed. “And I mean... That’s a high kobold! I guess we must have stumbled into their turf...”


      “This is bad,” Anzu muttered. “It’ll be hard to fight with three burdens by my side. Should we run?”


      The four of them realized now that the facility was so dilapidated that monsters had already crept in and claimed it as their territory.


      Eromura drew his sword from his waist, brandished it in front of him, and prepared for combat.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: New Objective—Survive


      Kobolds were canine, humanoid monsters that hunted in packs, like dogs. They were organized, highly intelligent monsters synchronized by the pack leader, and their ability to fight so well as a group made them tough to deal with.


      Plus, they could evolve into specimens like kobold warriors and generals, which acquired abilities similar to the job skills non-monsters had. Those abilities further improved their talent for fighting as a group; the presence of even a single evolved specimen made the entire pack fight more cohesively. They could even use traps and tactics to deceive and trick their enemy.


      This wasn’t just true of kobolds, by the way. You’d see the same behavior in goblins, orcs, and other monsters that worked together.


      Making matters worse, kobolds were stronger and possessed keener senses than humans. Needless to say, facing off against a group of monsters like that would be so much more dangerous than your average fight.


      All of that made it crucial to take out any pack or settlement of such monsters ASAP.


      “Seriously, though... How’d they get in here?” Eromura wondered. “Is there some huge hole somewhere?”


      “They haven’t noticed us yet,” Anzu observed. “I’ll take them out before they use Farhowl to alert their allies.”


      “I guess we should use Appraisal first,” Eromura said. My Appraisal’s been working weird ever since I came to this world, but it’s still better than nothing. Every bit of info helps.


      Eromura wasted no time carrying out the action he was so used to from Swords & Sorceries.




      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Species: High Kobold (Thief)


      Level: 457


      Skills: Shortsword Expertise (Elite), Poisoner, Trapper (Elite), Scouting, Physical Enhancement


      >ERROR




      Species: Kobold (Ranger)


      Level: 58


      Skills: Throwing, Swordsmanship, Enhanced Senses, Archery, Night Vision, Hawk Eye


      >ERROR


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *




      “It’s just a basic Level 58 kobold?!” Eromura exclaimed. “And what the hell is this ‘error’?! Ugh, it should be weak at that low of a level, but it sure doesn’t look like it is. Not to mention...”


      Eromura’s Appraisal skill was low-level, but even then, it shouldn’t have been returning a result like this.


      It had worked properly in Swords & Sorceries, at least, but he hadn’t been able to rely on it for information ever since he’d arrived in this world. And an error? That shouldn’t have even been possible.


      “Hey, Anzu... There’s something wrong with this world, don’t you think? My Appraisal gave me an error!”


      “Reality isn’t a game. You’d be smart to throw away all the gamey things you remember, and just use the practical stuff.”


      “I mean, sure, but, like... It should at least be a starting point for making strategies and stuff, right?”


      “It’s dangerous to rely on it too much. Anyway—let’s hurry up and take them out. We’re in big trouble if they call for help.”


      Eromura and Anzu broke into a run.


      The kobold and the high kobold—apparently sensing danger—immediately turned around and started running away as fast as their legs would take them.


      Kobolds didn’t use Farhowl just to call for reinforcements—they also used it as a warning, alerting nearby comrades to danger.


      They could use Farhowl while running too. And with Celestina and Carosty here, it would be dangerous to let them summon reinforcements.


      “Lightning Strike!”


      “Divine Wind.”


      Both of these were warrior skills that combined Shukuchi with a slashing attack. Each allowed its user to rapidly accelerate and deal a fatal blow to their target...but Lightning Strike, at least, was not meant for use in narrow passageways like this.


      “AK—!”


      Anzu beheaded one kobold, cutting its cry for help short. Then she kicked off the wall, spun through the air to bleed off some momentum, and landed gracefully.


      Eromura struck his kobold—but then promptly lost control midair and slammed right into a wall.


      The kobold survived his initial strike, but the moment it spun around to counterattack, lightning coursed through its body and killed it. This was the delayed effect from Lightning Strike.


      Eromura’s attack was meant for high-speed swordsmanship on a battlefield; Anzu’s, for assassination.


      Unlike Divine Wind, which made it easy for the user to adjust their speed at will, Lightning Strike was all acceleration, no deceleration. That was why it wasn’t great to use in narrow spaces.


      Anzu had accelerated too much as well, but she’d managed to kick off the wall to stay completely in control. Eromura’s straight-line Lightning Strike, in contrast, had left him with a faceful of wall.


      Even humans were subject to the law of inertia.


      “God, that hurt...”


      “You stupidhead. You should’ve chosen a better move.”


      “As if I had the time to think about that!”


      “Only amateurs start off with something so big and flashy. A true warrior masters the basics.”


      “Uh... Anzu, you are a ninja, right? More of a spy than a soldier? So why are you lecturing me about the warrior spirit?”


      Anzu, her back straight, head held high, arms folded, coolly turned her back on him. “Once you draw your blade, only hell awaits. A samurai must be prepared for that.”


      That wasn’t the kind of line you expected a kid to say. And yet here was a girl only about ten years of age giving off the air of an elderly master as she dispensed life lessons. She was angled perfectly, the corner of her nihilistic grin peeking above her turned shoulder.


      This was one manly little girl.


      “What kid says that kinda stuff? Why are you, like, the perfect definition of a chivalrous warrior? Why are you talking with your back turned?!”


      Anzu had Eromura well and truly beat when it came to being manly.


      * * *


      After salvaging the magic stones and other parts from the kobolds’ corpses, Eromura burned the remains with magic.


      The smell of burning flesh filling the narrow passageway made the group feel like they were in a crematorium. It wasn’t pleasant.


      Eromura hadn’t wanted to waste anything he might be able to sell.


      “It’s weird. I’ve always been bad with gore, but I didn’t wanna throw up while butchering those things just now,” Eromura said.


      “I don’t know what part of that to respond to first,” Anzu replied. “But anyway... For now, we should block off the spot they’re getting in, then retreat.”


      “For a kid, you, uh... You sure are farsighted, huh?”


      “Age matters not to a ninja, and a ninja thrives when underestimated.”


      “Well, you definitely act like a proper ninja... Apart from the ‘hiding’ part.”


      Back on Earth, even watching someone butcher a corpse would’ve made Eromura nauseous. But here, somehow, he could process a carcass himself without a hint of bother. He found it strange.


      Almost anyone born and raised in modern-day Japan would be revolted by the prospect of killing a living being and hacking its body apart. The smell alone could gag people who weren’t good with blood.


      Yet since arriving in this world, Eromura hadn’t once felt discomfort at killing something and cutting its body apart for materials.


      He’d done this kind of thing plenty of times by now, but only after getting a fellow reincarnator by his side had he finally noticed how odd it was. After all, Anzu had been taking lives without issue as well.


      Is this that thing that happens in light novels where people’s notions of what’s normal get totally rewired? Or...no, maybe it’s more like...the impact of being brought to another world has forced me to adapt? There’s gotta be something at play here, at least. I know that much. There’s no way I would’ve been able to deal with this before.


      Eromura couldn’t get over the fact that he didn’t know the cause.


      You could say this was the beginning of his awareness that something was fishy.


      Even people who worked in meatpacking went through a rough time until they got used to butchering animals for consumption.


      And someone with zero experience would inevitably feel a clear sense of aversion. The average person did, at least, and that had been the case where Eromura and Anzu had grown up.


      Yet here they both were, showing zero hesitation toward the very thing they should have left them nauseous.


      Eromura was becoming uncomfortable about the fact he wasn’t uncomfortable.


      “B-Bler...”


      “Are you all right, Carosty?”


      “I... I didn’t think that... That the smell of blood would be quite so horrendous...”


      Yeah. That’s the normal reaction. Our sense of normality must have changed somehow. The old me would’ve puked, I’m confident. But how’d it take me so long to notice?


      “Because you’re a naive little boy.”


      “Anzuuuuuu! Don’t read my mind like that!”


      Eromura was easy to read. One look at his face made it clear what he was thinking.


      And Anzu was very perceptive.


      “So I’ve got the pelts, the magic stones, the fangs, the claws... Yeah, that should be about everything. Y’know, it’s weird to think how stuff that came from a living creature can be used to make weapons and tools.”


      “Mm. We don’t need them anymore, but we could get some pocket money if we sell them.”


      “Say, Anzu... Is none of this making you feel a bit queasy? In normal circumstances, we’d be spewing our guts out, yeah?”


      “I’m fine. I didn’t even throw up when I beat my brother into a pulp. No issue.”


      “Uh... Are you sure you didn’t go a bit further than ‘beating him into a pulp’?”


      “Mm... Not telling.”


      Eromura had heard a little about Anzu’s home environment by now, but he couldn’t help but feel like there must be something more he didn’t know about yet.


      All he knew for sure was that she loathed her shut-in of an older brother.


      After all, she usually looked so emotionless, yet right now, Eromura could feel an intense bloodlust emanating from her. At the same time, he knew that if he pried too far, Anzu might retaliate with a ‘lighthearted’ jab that could very well kill him. She was just that much stronger than him.


      Plus, ninjas and assassins had a higher chance of dealing one-hit kills to begin with. If Eromura ran his mouth like an idiot and got blasted with a crit, it’d be no laughing matter. He quickly changed the topic, desperate to get out of danger ASAP.


      “Anyway, jokes aside—”


      “Your face is the only joke here.”


      “Oh, leave me alone! I was only trying to say—what do we do now?! Monsters are getting into this building from somewhere! But can we actually go look for it when we’ve got Tina-pie and Caro-Caro in tow?!”


      The noble girls sighed. “Enough with those nicknames already...”


      “Calm down,” Anzu told Eromura. “I don’t think there are many monsters in here. So sealing off their entrance comes first. I’ll take out all the trash. No problem.”


      “And me?”


      “Guard the others. You should be capable of acting as a meat shield, at least. Protect them with your lives. If you fail, I’ll cut your head off.”


      Eromura was becoming less and less able to go against this little girl.


      What was more, he was being treated as nothing more than a meat shield for the girls to stay behind—and if he wasn’t a good enough wall, he’d be dead.


      “Are you really putting me in this spot? Do you really have to treat me so harshly? Are we really just gonna forget that I have rights too?”


      “Mm. A real man would shut his mouth and jump at the chance to be a meat shield. Then everyone’d be happy.”


      “I wouldn’t! I’m not! I could die!”


      Anzu was harsh toward all men, but she had a particular, relentless hatred for playboys and gross, fat shut-ins. She saw Eromura, who was just a bit of a playboy, as nothing but a toy to help her pass the time.


      Her habit of doing as she pleased, without the slightest regard for others, was something she had in common with the Destroyers.


      “Well. I’ll take the lead, then.”


      “W-Wait!” Celestina cried. “Should... Should we join you?”


      “Do you think you could get back by yourselves?” Anzu asked.


      “N-Not a chance,” Carosty said. “We wouldn’t even remember the path we took to get here.”


      “Mm. So you stay with us. With Eromura as the sacrif—the meat shield. I’ll do the fighting.”


      “Hey! I heard that! You were just about to call me the ‘sacrifice,’ weren’t you?! You’re completely willing to leave me behind if you need to! I can tell! Waaaaaah!”


      Anzu had made him cry. Again.


      As Anzu took the lead, walking with confidence and dignity, the “Brave Knight” shuffled along behind, sniffling.


      Would Eromura make it back alive?


      Only time would tell.


      * * *


      The pillars that sent mana to the ceiling of the undercity also served as huge ventilation ducts, as well as service routes that connected the underground to the surface.


      The elevators within the pillars were also used to bring in food to sustain the undercity’s population, making them indispensable.


      By now, the four explorers had arrived at the surface exit of the service route, taken detours around any paths blocked by shutters or bulwarks, and reached the third floor of the building they’d emerged into. As they quietly surveyed their surroundings from above, they were at a loss for words.


      It didn’t take them long to see how the kobolds had gotten in.


      The bulwark at a service entrance was damaged, and the kobolds had forcibly expanded the small crack to break their way in. Usually, a defensive bulwark like this would’ve consisted of two doors, with an airlock between them—but with nobody left to keep the inner one shut, the kobolds had gotten in at some point, and now they were strutting about like they owned the place.


      The group had been making another detour when they’d just so happened to spot a broken door that led to an external ladder on the side of the building. Most likely, they figured, a monster had made some mighty leap to get up to the ladder, grabbed on, then climbed inside through the hole in the door.


      Just to be safe, the group had already closed a wide-open fire door behind them as they’d passed through it, in the hope of stopping any monsters from tracing their footsteps back to Isa Lante.


      “Jeez... Look at how much the hole in the shutter’s been forced open!” Eromura said. “Just blocking it off a little ain’t gonna cut it...”


      “Mm. Maybe we should wipe out all the kobolds,” Anzu said. “The greater kobolds might not be able to fit inside, but the trash mobs could fit easily.”


      “With that inner bulwark wide open, it’s bad news if more of those things make it in. From memory, we can close it by, uh...pulling a lever on one of the lower floors? Was that right? But when it’s just us here, we’re screwed if more of those things find us and manage to call for backup.”


      The hole in the external shutter, paired with the open bulwark, allowed the kobolds to enter through the former and roam about the facility.


      Closing the bulwark would require heading down and pulling an emergency lever. But given the number of kobolds around, the group had to be careful if they wanted to mount an attack.


      “What do we do?” Eromura asked. “The path we used to get here, through the pillar—you can open that from the inside to get back into Isa Lante. And these things are pretty smart. Isa Lante could end up swarmed by monsters.”


      “Mm... For now, the kobolds are in the middle of a war with the orcs outside. And this is a good place for them to barricade themselves. But if the orcs gain the upper hand, open the hole up further, and make it inside, the kobolds might fall back until they reach—”


      “Guess we have to close the bulwark while we can. How do we even activate it, though?”


      “The lever is... I think it was in a box on that wall. To the left of the barricade. Can you use any sleep magic?”


      “I can, but...not as well as a mage, just so you know. And if they spot us before it takes effect, we’ll have a whole horde bearing down on us.”


      “No problem. Easy peasy.”


      Anzu was brimming with confidence.


      Celestina and Carosty, however, were pale.


      If monsters managed to breach Isa Lante, a battle to defend the undercity would inevitably ensue. And considering the level of these monsters, it’d probably end with quite a few casualties.


      They were laying low for now, but if the kobolds found out where they were, they’d be attacked for sure. And in their current state, they’d have no chance of winning.


      It wasn’t clear whether they’d even be able to make it out alive.


      “For now, we bide our time and wait,” Anzu said. “Then, I sneak up like a shadow and kill them all before they know I’m there.”


      “Won’t they notice you by smell?” Eromura asked. “They’re supposed to have a real keen sense of smell, aren’t they?”


      “It shouldn’t be easy for them. I put up a Deodorization and Soundproofing Field.”


      “When did you get to the time to— Actually, hang on. What even is that? I’ve never even heard of something like that before.”


      “It’s a ninja secret. Don’t tell anyone.”


      Monsters in Swords & Sorceries had pretty realistic abilities. For example, monsters with keen senses of sight, hearing, or smell were more likely to detect and attack nearby players.


      Occasionally, if you fought against enough monsters like that, you could acquire new skills yourself. Examples were Stealth, Detect Presence (Lesser), Strike, and Basic Swordsmanship.


      And on occasion, when certain conditions were met, those skills could manifest as rare special skills known as hidden moves.


      Deodorization and Soundproofing Field was a composite technique that combined witchcraft’s Boundary with a mage’s Silence spell and a crafter’s deodorizer.


      Every party and guild in Swords & Sorceries had techniques and knowledge like this that they’d developed using the powers and skills they’d acquired and kept hidden thereafter. What Anzu had used here was no exception; it was a hidden move known only to her ninja party.


      Clearly anxious, Celestina pointed at the stairs leading to the elevated platform they were on and asked: “Um... What are we going to do if they spot us and climb the stairs?”


      “I was meaning to ask the same,” Carosty said. “Even if we can fool their senses of hearing and smell, we cannot do anything about them seeing us, can we?”


      “If they see us...we deliver their final moments,” Anzu said.


      “The path from here leads to the control room,” Eromura said, “but beyond that’s blocked by the fire door, so I think it should be fine, yeah?”


      Unlike in Swords & Sorceries, people would simply die if you snapped their neck. In other words, the laws of physics applied here.


      You could use Appraisal to, say, check how much health a goblin had, but if you hit that goblin with a mighty enough blow to its head or some other vital point, then that alone might just kill it, regardless of how much health it had. The point is, mechanics like health weren’t always reliable.


      Deal enough damage to a creature’s brain, and it simply wouldn’t be able to survive. Yes, there were things like levels here, but sometimes they didn’t mean much; that was the strange thing about being in a world where concepts like those existed alongside reality.


      “It’s kinda weird, isn’t it?” Eromura said to Anzu.


      “Mm. You should just treat health as a general idea of something’s life force. It can still die outright if you crush its head.”


      “Most of the time, my Appraisal doesn’t show me HP anyway, but I guess it’d be wise to not rely on it too much even when it is there... Realistically, yeah, I’ll just have to target something’s vitals if I want to kill it.”


      Anzu paused for a moment. “Mm? They’re...moving differently now.”


      Then, the group heard a howl from the distance, and the kobolds suddenly began moving all at once.


      However, the hole they’d used to get in here was so narrow that they had to squeeze through one at a time. It took no time at all for the kobolds’ entrance route to turn into a traffic jam.


      “I guess the kobolds outside are struggling enough that they need to call for reinforcements then, huh?” Eromura said. “Which means the orcs must be pretty strong too... Damn.”


      “Look—they’re all forcing their way out through the hole,” Celestina said. “Does that mean the situation is so dire that they have to run to help, even knowing they’ll get injured?”


      “This is our chance!” Carosty proclaimed. “We should close the bulwark while the kobolds are gone!”


      “I don’t think it’ll be that easy,” Anzu said. “They’ll probably leave some troops behind.”


      And Anzu was right: While the bulk of the kobolds left to aid their allies outside, seventeen remained behind. If they’d left fewer than ten, things would’ve been easy. But with this many, there was a decent chance that at least one of them would escape or resist the effects of the sleep magic.


      “Eromura. Do it,” Anzu said.


      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. I know. Sleep Mist!”


      “One ‘yeah’ is enough.”


      “What are you, my teacher?!”


      A white mist enveloped the service entrance. As the kobolds breathed it in, they were rapidly hit by a wave of drowsiness and collapsed on the spot.


      But as the group had worried might happen, a handful of the kobolds remained awake.


      “I’ll get them,” Anzu said under her breath—before promptly throwing herself off the edge of a platform. It was a long drop down to the three-story building below.


      As she fell, she threw some kunai, each lodging itself firmly in a kobold’s head.


      Something feels wrong about this. It’s not their strength. Is it their levels? No, not that either... Whatever I’m missing, it’s much more fundamental than that. And this black fog has started coming out of them... What is it?


      From Anzu’s perspective, they still didn’t seem that strong, but she got the feeling Eromura would have a tough time taking them on.


      She didn’t have the Appraisal skill, but she was good at judging her enemies’ strength through intuition. And that intuition was making her uneasy about how strong these kobolds really were.


      Right now, though, she had a job to do. She shelved her growing sense of unease in a corner of her mind.


      “She’s incredible!” Celestina exclaimed.


      “Each of her strikes hits its target! And each one is lethal!” Carosty said.


      “Yeah—and the scary thing is, what you’re seeing still isn’t her going all out,” Eromura said. “If I made an enemy out of her, my head would be gone before I even knew what had happened.”


      “I see now why you were comparing her to Master. She’s just amazing.”


      “How did such a young girl get so formidable? It is simply beyond me!”


      Anzu promptly finished off the kobolds remaining, then reached out to the box fitted to the left of the bulwark. However...


      “I can’t reach...”


      She’d managed to open the box’s cover, but the lever—which was angled upward—was too high.


      From where the others were, it didn’t seem as if the box was very high up.


      In reality, however, it was fitted well above Anzu’s head. Even the bottom of the box was probably about 170 centimeters off the ground.


      For Anzu, who was only about 140 centimeters tall, getting the box open had been doable enough, but she couldn’t quite reach the lever to pull it down. Clearly, someone back in the ancient era had messed up and installed it too high.


      “Th-That’s so cute...” Celestina said.


      “Somehow, watching this is making me want to protect her. So this is what they call ‘moe’?” Carosty said.


      “Uh, this isn’t exactly the time to start gushing over moe...”


      It was undeniably cute, though.


      After spending a while longer desperately stretching—standing on her tippy-toes to reach the lever—Anzu eventually realized she could just jump. And so, she leaped, grabbed the lever, and used her weight to pull it down with her.

    

  

  
    [image: insert3]
  

  
    
      BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!


      “Warning: E-Emergency defense bulwark— De-De— Deployed. Bulwark closing in: Ten minutes. All personnel, please evacuate to the designated area without delay. R-R-Re— Repeat:”


      As an alarm blared over and over and a synthetic voice warned everyone in the vicinity, each door of the bulwark began closing.


      Celestina and the others breathed sighs of relief at the thought they’d just prevented an invasion of Isa Lante.


      As the bulwark slowly closed, Anzu went around and collected her kunai.


      It wasn’t easy to find ninja gear in Solistia. If Anzu needed anything new, she’d have to get it made to order directly from a blacksmith, which could be surprisingly pricey.


      At the same time, it was a pain to recover every last piece of equipment that got used in bulk, like caltrops—and that only got worse the more you used. Eastern-style weapons could be a pain like that.


      It was about now, however, that Anzu realised what they’d all missed.


      “Oh...”


      The blaring alarms had woken up the sleeping kobolds.


      Worse, a number of kobolds that had headed outside suddenly returned to investigate the commotion. They were desperately trying to squeeze back through the hole in the external shutter.


      “Crap! Anzu! Run!” Eromura shouted down to Anzu.


      “You idiot...”


      The kobolds, of course, heard him shout. All at once, they looked up and made eye contact with the enemy.


      They immediately started to scale the wall. And while it beggared belief, they were somehow digging their claws into the concrete as if it were tofu and climbing, threatening to reach the trio in no time at all.


      “Wargh! Seriously?!”


      The kobolds reached the platform Eromura and the others were on, grabbed onto the handrail, and began climbing over.


      Already, three kobolds had made it up there, each snarling and growling at the humans.


      “Ah, fuck... Guess it’s go time!”


      As Eromura swore and drew his sword, Anzu focused on taking out the other kobolds still scaling the wall.


      But for each one she took out, two more flooded in.


      Some kobolds were prying the hole in the shutter wider and wider. Gradually, the opening grew larger and larger, until it eventually reached the point where two kobolds could make it through at once.


      The bulwark, meanwhile, still hadn’t fully closed. And at the leisurely rate it was going, it didn’t seem like the group would be able to rely on it to save them.


      “Let’s settle this now,” Anzu said. “Shadow Clone.”


      Anzu used mana to summon several clones. But as quick as she was to swing the sword from her back and kill three kobolds that had reached the first floor, it was still enough time for more kobolds to appear and block her path.


      “Get out of my way, trash mobs. You’re starting to annoy me.”


      By her standards, these things were weak—but there was just no end to them. This wasn’t about to be easy.


      * * *


      “O, Holy Sword, Caliburn, grant me your strength!”


      As a Brave Knight, Eromura could recite an activation phrase to unleash the power sealed within his blade. Caliburn had been a fairly early-game item in Swords & Sorceries, as far as holy swords went. Only crafters with both alchemy and blacksmithing skills, as well as the right unique crafting materials, could make swords like these. As someone who’d wanted to play the stereotypical good guy in Swords & Sorceries, Eromura had wanted a holy sword, and Caliburn was the first one he’d obtained. When activated with the aforementioned phrase, it temporarily boosted its wielder’s physical capabilities by fifty percent.


      Next, Eromura used magic to strengthen himself further and enchanted his blade with lightning.


      “Physical Boost! Lightning Boost! Enchant: Plasma Blaze!”


      Kobolds were weak to lightning damage, meaning Eromura’s enchantment would let him deal double damage. That, combined with the sword’s bonuses, would make him a far bigger threat against these monsters.


      “Right—one-shot time. Lightning Flash!”


      Eromura surrounded himself with lightning, closed the gap between himself and the nearest kobold in the blink of an eye, and cleaved it in half with a single horizontal slash.


      Before the first kobold’s corpse hit the ground, Eromura was already on the next. His sword rose with a flash of light, blurring from low to high, and reduced the second kobold to a puddle of blood and flesh.


      “One to go. Lightning Sunder!”


      Eromura thrust his sword through the last kobold, then ripped his embedded sword upward and lopped off the monster’s right arm.


      GROAAARGH!


      “Oh, fuck!”


      Still alive, the kobold bolted straight toward Celestina and Carosty.


      They were no match for it—in fact, it might even kill them in a single hit.


      Eromura panicked. “Run!”


      But instead, they reached out their hands and launched simultaneous attack spells.


      “Lightning Lance!”


      “Plasma Ball!”


      They were both direct hits. The high kobold staggered, just for a moment.


      Celestina’s reaction speed was impressive in its own right, but Carosty’s was stunning. Unlike Celestina, she needed an incantation to cast, and it looked like she’d prepared one in advance.


      Not about to waste the opportunity, Eromura surged forward—


      “Now’s my chance—Ironcleaver!”


      —and cut the kobold in half.


      He might have spent most of his time being a nuisance, but he hadn’t been a mid-level player in Swords & Sorceries for nothing.


      He knew how to capitalize on an opening.


      “E-Estimated time unt—” BZZT. “—bulwark closed: ten minutes. All personnel, please evacuate without delay. Re-Repeat...”


      “Wai— What about Anzu?!” Eromura said, suddenly remembering that Anzu was down there with far more monsters than the three he’d just taken out. But when he scurried over to look down and see how she was faring...


      “Mm? Took you long enough.”


      GWOARGH!


      BWAKH!


      The unbeatable ninja girl was surrounded by mountains of corpses and lakes of spreading blood.


      Anzu, however, didn’t even have a speck of blood on her. She was clearly on a whole other level.


      To the kobolds, she was death incarnate.


      “You’re kidding!” Eromura shouted. “I knew she was strong, but what—is she literally invincible?! Is... Is there even any point in me being here? Jeez! Maybe I should start calling her ma’am...”


      The enormous gulf between their levels was tearing Eromura’s masculine pride apart.


      “Oh! I feel like I’ve leveled up,” Celestina said.


      “Indeed. So do I, now that you mention it,” Carosty agreed. “I am feeling somewhat lethargic all of a sudden.”


      Apparently, the little bit of support they’d provided had been enough for a level-up.


      “The bulwark’s gonna be closed soon,” Eromura noted. “Anzu looks like she could do this in her sleep, though, so I shouldn’t need to go and help h—”


      Suddenly, a huge monster burst into the facility through a closed shutter.


      ZUGREEEEEEH!


      This time it was Eromura who’d jinxed it.


      The monster had the head of a boar, the body of a colossal bear, and wings like a butterfly growing out of its back.


      Creatures like this were called chimeras.


      “What is that unsettling thing?!” Carosty exclaimed.


      “I’ve never seen anything like it in a monster manual,” Celestina said. “Is... Is it a new species?!”


      “A... A boarberfly?!” Eromura exclaimed. “Why’s something like that here?!”


      This creature was a “boar-headed butterfly bear”—commonly referred to as just a “boarberfly.”


      Between its appearance (which was about what you’d expect) and its silly-sounding name, it had been a pretty popular monster in Swords & Sorceries.


      But it was also strong.


      It was a type of chimera notable for its incredible durability and endurance. But those paled in comparison to its most powerful weapon...


      “You see that thing? Okay, so...it reeks,” Eromura explained to the girls. “Like, seriously, it stinks enough to take out a whole high-ranked party with a single fart.”


      Yup. The monster’s scariest, most potent weapon was its farts.


      Getting hit point-blank could inflict all kinds of debuffs on you—Vile Stink, Poison, Paralysis, Confusion, Unconsciousness, even Instant Death (Weak).


      It was a common story: A new player would run into a boarberfly early in their adventure, die, and the next thing they knew, they were waking up at a Temple of Rebirth.


      The Vile Stink debuff, meanwhile, could only be removed with an item called a Potent Deodorizer. Worse, the debuff aggroed nearby monsters, meaning one fart could genuinely wipe an entire raid group.


      Still, if you managed to defeat one, you could sell its loot for a pretty penny.


      At the end of the day, boarberflies were infamous for being one of the game’s most obnoxious, tough-to-handle monsters, second only to the Giant Rodriguez Panda-Hah-Hah.


      “Estimated t-t-time un— Nine minutes. All personnel, please evacuate without delay. Repeat...”


      “Mm. The bulwark’s half closed now. I’ll buy us some time.”


      While the boarberfly shredded kobolds with its sharp claws, Anzu put some distance between them and focused on the kobolds that were scaling the wall. She flung kunai to finish them before they could make their way up to Eromura and the girls.


      She no longer had the luxury of conserving her kunai.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: Eromura Gets Punished (and an Urban Legend Is Born)


      Boarberflies were savage creatures. They attacked anything that moved, and they didn’t stop attacking until their target was no longer capable of moving.


      If its boar head spotted any kind of movement, the creature would charge. While all chimera were different in their own right, this variation was a standout for being all brawn, no brain.


      Their ursine bodies allowed boarberflies to go from zero to full speed in an instant. Plus, they could use their wings to fly...sort of. They flew slower than a human child could run, so if a boarberfly went airborne, all you had to do was flee, and you’d have a pretty good chance of survival. It was hard to say why they even had wings in the first place.


      The bigger threats were their physical strength and their endurance. They were strong enough to fell a towering tree in a single strike, which meant there was no chance of using a shield to block their blows. Going on the offensive wasn’t any easier, unfortunately; your average sword slash wouldn’t even leave a scratch.


      Defeating a creature like this required a high level and a lot of skill.


      Did this thing just randomly start attacking the kobolds? Eromura wondered. ’Cause if so... C’mon, dude! The kobolds were right in the middle of a turf war with the orcs! Why’d you have to butt in at the worst possible moment? Damn party crasher!


      Even he felt the need to complain on the kobolds’ behalf.


      He’d fought a boarberfly once in Swords & Sorceries. He’d gathered two full parties before starting the fight, but the monster had still managed to kill half the players there. That was how dangerous these things were. Maybe a top player could solo one, but Eromura stood no chance alone.


      For what it was worth, the one Eromura had fought had had the Frenzy skill, which made its user enter a nigh-unstoppable rampage the moment it got a whiff of blood. Eromura couldn’t tell whether this boarberfly had the skill too, but if it did, things could get a whole lot worse.


      Only now was the reality—the awful, unwinnable reality—of that potential situation fully sinking in for Eromura... His legs started to tremble.


      He was scared of dying. It was only natural, an instinct passed down from the earliest primeval creatures.


      “E-Estima—” BZZT. “Bulwark—” BZZT. “Eight minutes—”


      A mental image of the boarberfly ripping the two noble girls to shreds suddenly entered Eromura’s head.


      “You two run back into the passageway!” he shouted to Celestina and Carosty, a panicked look on his face. “That thing should be too big to reach you back there. Don’t even think about trying to fight it! It’d be suicide. I’ll join you soon.”


      Eromura deserved some praise for having such clarity of mind despite his fear.


      He took out a kite shield from his inventory, equipped it, and stepped in front of the pair.


      “Wh-What about Anzu?!” Celestina cried.


      “Surely you do not intend to abandon her!” Carosty echoed.


      “Anzu’s strong enough to deal with this herself,” Eromura said. “And if she has to run, she can. But if you two keep insisting on standing here, we’ll just be in her way. We’re only putting her in more danger if we stay here!”


      The girls didn’t look happy about his plan, but Eromura was right: Anzu’s level was far beyond the rest of theirs. Alone, she could beat the boarberfly without breaking a sweat, but if there were others around whom she needed to protect, it would severely limit her options. That would be doubly true if those people had no idea what a threat the boarberfly could be—and if they were weak enough to get one-shot by the monster.


      The biggest danger to all of them would be them deciding to stay on the basis of some silly hang-up.


      “Look—that thing is pure evil. Once it starts chasing you, it won’t stop. So hurry up and run! Now! While it’s focused on the kobolds! We’ll just slow Anzu down if we all keep standing here!”


      “I refuse! Weak though we may be, surely there must be something we can do to—”


      “This is what I’m talking about! Look—Anzu’s strong enough to beat it by herself, okay?! But she might not be able to if she has to watch your backs at the same time! That monster isn’t some trash mob you can take down while protecting a bunch of weaklings! Stop whining and get to safety already, dammit!”


      “Wha—?!”


      Whether out of a sense of justice or a noble’s sense of obligation, Carosty refused to give up on providing support for Anzu. Knowing more than any of them how much they’d get in Anzu’s way, though, Eromura was getting increasingly harsh with his words. He worried that if this dragged on much longer, none of them would make it out alive.


      Eventually, seeing Eromura act so unlike his usual self was enough to convey the seriousness of the situation to the noble girls.


      “Carosty... Let’s retreat,” Celestina said. “It really does sound like we wouldn’t even be able to provide them with backup.”


      “It’s the level gap, that’s all,” Eromura said. “You can only do so much when you’re outleveled like this. There’s no shame in running away. And if we run, then maybe we can use the narrow tunnels to fight off anything that comes after us!”


      These remaining minutes until the bulwark finished closing would be do-or-die.


      Once it closed, it would prevent any more kobolds or other monsters from entering the facility. And even if the boarberfly that was already inside survived the battle, the narrow passageways would stop it from getting any farther.


      The safest, smartest move was to run.


      “Anzu’s using the chimera to keep the kobolds at bay,” Eromura said. “But who knows how long she’ll be able to keep that up. Sooner or later, I reckon, some kobolds are gonna get past her and make a break for it—in our direction.”


      “I... Fine. I relent,” Carosty said. “I’d never be able to live with myself if Anzu were to be injured on account of my own stubbornness.”


      “Are you... Are you positive she’ll be okay?” Celestina asked.


      “Not a doubt in my mind. She’s almost as good as that old Sage guy, remember? Freaks of nature, the two of ’em. Nothing’s impossible for those two. That’s just what the Six Shadows are like when they get serious. Anyway—we’d better hurry up and get back.”


      Down below was a bloodbath. The boarberfly was going to town on the kobolds as they ran around in hysterics.


      Anzu was watching, waiting for the perfect moment and dispatching any kobolds who tried to scramble up the wall. By keeping the kobolds on that level, she also made sure there was something to keep the boarberfly occupied.


      But as time wore on, she was throwing kunai less and less frequently.


      She was using shuriken here and there too, but she had to be sparing with her limited supply.


      As Eromura explained that to Celestina and Carosty, they broke into a run toward the passageway.


      Mm. So they finally ran. Good. I’m getting low on kunai. But this is going to cost me. Get ready, Eromura. I’m going to tear your thing off later as payback.


      It wasn’t entirely clear what “thing” Anzu was referring to, but she’d been growing annoyed by the sight of the slack-jawed trio standing uselessly above her. Keeping the monsters away from them that whole time had required her to use up a lot of kunai and shuriken—neither of which grew on trees.


      The more she used, the more replacements she’d have to buy on special order. And getting a blacksmith to make this many would not be cheap.


      The price per shuriken was bad enough, but the real kicker would be the quantity. They’d all add up to burn a real hole in her pocket. Just thinking about it made her decide to punish Eromura—physically—for standing around dawdling for so long.


      “Okay. I can get a bit more serious now. Mirage: Spectral Guillotine.”


      Anzu’s body shimmered as if she were a mirage, and then countless clones materialized nearby. A panic-stricken kobold tried to attack her, only to phase right through one of the clone’s bodies. An instant later, its head was gone.


      This special move used rapid changes in speed to create overlapping illusions, leaving attackers clueless about what to aim for. Moves like this—impossible in real life—were possible here if your level was high enough, allowing people to pull off the sorts of feats that you’d usually only see in manga or something.


      This move incorporated elements of dance as well and allowed the user to make slashing attacks while it was active.


      Anzu steadily thinned out the ranks of the kobolds inside. All the while, she kept the boarberfly’s attention fixed on the kobold reinforcements trying to flood through the service entrance.


      So far, everything was going to plan.


      Mm... Two of them got away. I’ll leave those to Eromura. Good luck, Eromura. You can keep your thing until this is over.


      Apparently, she’d determined Eromura losing his “thing” was a matter of when, not if.


      “Estimated time until bulwark closed: six mi—” BZZZZZZZT. “—out delay.”


      As the bulwark slowly closed, the gap grew smaller and smaller. Paired with Anzu’s and the boarberfly’s efforts, that meant there were no longer many kobolds around.


      Now there was just the big boss left to worry about.


      The boarberfly finished off another pack of kobolds with swipes of its forelegs. Then, it spun and set its sights on Anzu.


      There were still about ten kobolds inside, plus a few final stragglers trying to squeeze through the narrow gap before the bulwark could finish closing. With both the boarberfly and the remaining kobolds in play, Anzu couldn’t let her guard down—and staying on high alert of everything around her was starting to wear her down.


      Suddenly, the boarberfly spread its forelegs and started to strain its stomach.


      “Evacuation time,” Anzu mumbled.


      Recognizing the monster’s movement, she dashed to the wall by the service entrance, then executed a triangle kick to leap straight to the upper floor just as—


      BFRRRRRRRRRPT-PLOP!


      —the boarberfly unleashed its fart attack, filling the room with yellow gas.


      It wasn’t long before the kobolds were screaming. GYO-GAAAAAAH!


      This fart attack could one-shot targets with such a keen sense of smell.


      The kobolds writhed in agony, foamed at the mouths, and collapsed, some likely dead before they even hit the floor.


      This attack didn’t just unleash putrid gas either. Sometimes, it also sent feces splattering around. It really was disgusting.


      “Immolate.”


      Anzu formed a fireball in her hand and tossed it toward the spreading gas.


      KA-BOOOOOOOOOM!


      The boarberfly’s reeking fart cloud was flammable, as it turned out. In addition to methane, the gas contained volatile compounds produced by the creature’s scent glands. In a closed space like this, igniting that mixture would cause a massive explosion.


      An explosion that, of course, would inflict major damage upon the boarberfly, turning its secret weapon into a double-edged sword.


      It writhed on the floor, its body engulfed in flame.


      GU-ROOOOOOH!


      Boarberflies had poor fire resistance, making them weak to attacks like this. Its whole body was burning like a straw effigy.


      Now, the stench of burning boar hair filled the air.


      Anzu wrinkled her nose in displeasure.


      I screwed up...


      She’d been hoping to sell its pelt and put the proceeds toward the cost of new kunai and shuriken, but that was no longer an option. Selling boar pelts could get you a handsome sum, but fire damage would cut the price in half.


      This mistake was entirely on her too—a thought that made her feel a little depressed.


      Her strategy had been a common way of defeating boarberflies in Swords & Sorceries, but she wasn’t in a game anymore. In real life, setting your target on fire would obviously damage it. She’d need to fight some other way if she wanted to sell the body parts of defeated monsters for a profit.


      It was a pain. Still, perhaps she was lucky—she’d just learned another difference between this world and Swords & Sorceries. She decided that, from now on, she’d end every enemy with a single strike from her blade.


      The charred boarberfly was still standing, glowering murderously at her—but in its current state, Anzu didn’t consider it much of a threat.


      “Is it over? I thought it’d be stronger,” she muttered. “Was it really that simple?”


      Judging by the fight, Anzu estimated it to be about Level 500—easy pickings for anyone over Level 900, like her. But seeing as this world didn’t abide by Earth’s rules, she couldn’t write off the possibility that the monster was hiding some special ability.


      Her experience, and the fact that the monster was still standing, told her to keep her guard up.


      At that moment, the boarberfly stretched its wings and started to slowly rise into the sky—


      WHUFF, WHUFF, WHUFF...!


      —even though its wings looked like they could barely keep it airborne. It seemed like it had grown desperate...but then, insect scales began to slough off its body and drift through the air like a plume of pollen. The scales were toxic, with potent hallucinogenic and paralytic properties.


      Given their toxicity, the usual plan was to steer clear of an airborne boarberfly. You would probably be fine if you had a skill that made you resistant to the toxin’s effects, but anyone without such a skill had no option but to fight it from a distance.


      As for Anzu? Her resistance skills were maxed out. She’d have no issue nullifying the status effects.


      “Esti-ti-ti—” BZZT. “—closed: three m—” BZZT. “—without delay...”


      “Give up already. Stormbolt Flash.”


      Anzu kicked off the wall, launching herself above the creature. She swung her sword, creating a lightning-bright pulse of electricity, and cut the boarberfly open from its collarbone to its stomach.


      A second after her daring midair strike, blood gushed out of the wound and rained down on the floor below.


      I missed. Just by a bit.


      Given its weight, a boarberfly couldn’t remain airborne for long even in optimal conditions. Now, with the pain from Anzu’s attacks radiating through its body, the creature was struggling more and more to keep itself aloft.


      Its flight path grew erratic as it desperately beat its wings, but alas, boarberflies were no denizens of the sky; they lived almost all of their lives on the ground. Sure, they could sort of fly, but they were no birds or dragons. They simply didn’t have what it took to stay airborne in the face of an assault like Anzu’s.


      Distracted by its pain, the boarberfly drifted toward the floor.


      “Hidden move: Shadowy Salvo, Third Form: Umbral Execution.”


      Anzu changed directions and surged through the air like a peach-colored comet, intent on ending the battle for good. The next instant, she was in range, unleashing a flurry of slashes; a second later, she was distancing herself, her sword still at the ready.


      “Die.”


      Anzu stared blankly at the boarberfly as she spoke the last word it would hear.


      A moment later, another torrent of blood burst from the creature’s wounds, and it breathed its last.


      Eromura, if you haven’t finished off those kobolds by the time I’ve taken this body apart, I won’t just break your most treasured bit of equipment once—I’ll do it three times.


      For a ninja, she seemed much more “savage” than “sneaky.” But even as blood spattered everywhere, not a single drop landed on her.


      What, the question must be asked, was Eromura’s “most treasured bit of equipment” that Anzu planned on breaking three times over?


      But that was a question for later. For now, she drew her knife and got to work salvaging any of the boarberfly’s parts that might still have some value.


      She was out of danger for now. Unlike Eromura.


      * * *


      “Whoargh?!”


      Eromura suddenly felt a shiver go up his spine—and a mysterious chill in his crotch.


      Huh? What? Why’d I just feel a huge chill run through my junk?! I’m getting bad vibes from this...


      Subconsciously, he grasped his crotch and whipped his head around, trying to find the culprit behind the pang in his privates.


      He couldn’t figure it out, though, and with a different threat now approaching, there was no more time to look.


      “Eroero! A-Are those...”


      “So I’m just stuck with the ‘ero’ reputation now, huh... And yeah. High kobolds. Two of them, at that. I guess with that many, even she might’ve lost track of a few.”


      “I’ve already completed my incantation. All that remains is to activate the spell. Say when.”


      Two shadows were getting closer. Worse, these weren’t just regular kobolds—they were high kobolds, an evolved type.


      Eromura was no moron. Despite his flaws, he’d been part of a mid-tier raiding guild. Just in case something like this happened, he’d set up a trap to help buy time until Anzu got back.


      Of course, Celestina and Carosty had helped set it up.


      The only problem here would be the level gap.


      If the high kobolds were the same level as Eromura, he’d have to take on two opponents of his level at the same time, all while protecting the two girls. He’d be at a major disadvantage.


      If he wanted to overcome the odds, he’d have to strike first.


      C’mon, you bastards. Fall for it...


      The trap was laid, but if enough time passed with nothing setting it off, the mana would dissipate and the spell would disappear.


      All they could do, then, was hope the monsters activated the trap while it was still loaded.


      C’mon, c’mon, c’mon... Yes, yes, yes, yes... YEAH!


      The high kobolds snarled at the trio, saliva dripping from their mouths. They broke into a ferocious charge, picking up speed as they approached.


      Failure wasn’t an option. Eromura had to take them both out, here and now, or he’d be done for.


      If either monster got past, there’d be nothing between it and Celestina and Carosty. And the pair would be powerless against it, dead in an instant.


      The kobolds’ levels were just that much higher than theirs.


      “Now!”


      “Delay formula, release!”


      “Release mana! Activate Aegis! Activate job skill: Brave Heart!”


      Eromura’s shield, the Aegis Replica, used stored mana to deploy a barrier large enough to completely block off the passageway. The kobolds ran right into it and staggered backward. At that same instant, an array of trap spells activated—Stun Lightning, Shadow Bind, Plasma Chain, and more—each working to restrain or inflict status effects on their targets. Magic assailed the high kobolds from every direction.


      This moment—while the kobolds were immobilized and weakened—would be the trio’s one and only chance.


      “See how you like this—Thundering Sword!”


      Eromura lifted Caliburn—boosted by both the elemental bonus and a buff to slashing attacks—and swung at the head of what he thought was the stronger kobold. The blow shattered its skull, killing it instantly.


      Wait, that only... Shit, that one was the same level as me! But at least that finished it. On to the next!


      Eromura could roughly gauge an opponent’s strength and level by the resistance he felt when he hit them. That move, for example, would’ve cleaved a low-level target completely in half, while its effect would be much more moderate against a target at the same level as him.


      Even that metric wasn’t perfect, though. For example, you could still defeat a powerful foe if you managed to hit it in the eye or another weak spot with a poisoned blade.


      At the end of the day, weak spots were more important in reality than in video games.


      The traps’ restraints are starting to wear off... Right! Time for another one-shot!


      Trap spells were practical, but they had their drawbacks.


      Namely, the mana put into the spell would begin dispersing back into the environment as soon as it was set. By the time the trap activated, the sigil could’ve grown much weaker. You could mitigate the issue by putting more mana into the spell in the first place or having a higher level, but ultimately, every formula started leaking mana the moment it was deployed. That was just how things worked in this world.


      It wasn’t too much of an issue for Eromura, but Celestina’s and Carosty’s magic didn’t last long. And Eromura, knowing it wouldn’t be easy for him to one-shot an enemy of his level, had put most of his mana into Brave Heart—a skill unique to Brave Knights—which had left him with less mana to spare for other things, like the trap spells.


      Brave Heart used the caster’s mana to boost their physical attributes, greatly enhancing their attacks. Once activated, though, it would burn through the user’s whole mana pool until nothing was left, so it was something of a last resort.


      It’d last for about ten minutes. The more mana the user had, the more the skill would do, potentially making a night-and-day difference if the user had enough mana.


      It was risky, but when Eromura had to take down a monster of his own level, while also protecting two practically defenseless bystanders, he figured he had no other choice.


      If he didn’t kill it in one hit, Celestina and Carosty might end up paying the price.


      “Radiant Flamecross!”


      “Delay formula, release! Plasma Lance, times three!”


      “Delay formula, release! Ice Lance, times three!”


      Eromura’s fierce attack struck the kobold, delivering a fatal wound. A moment later, the spells from the other two put it out of its misery.


      The high kobolds were dead.


      Eromura panted. “Well... That’s that. Ugh, I need a mana potion...”


      “I think I have had quite enough of this adventure,” Carosty said. “I shall stick to slow and steady training for now.”


      “Yes,” Celestina said. “I think we’ll need to reflect on all of this once we’re back. We might have won, but I’m certain we could have fought better.”


      Celestina was one thing, but Eromura and Carosty had almost zero experience fighting monsters at or above their levels. Eromura, in particular, had always had friends or other players by his side in Swords & Sorceries. Here, though, he’d taken on two foes at his level, practically by himself, and had come out the other end alive, albeit exhausted.


      Celestina had experience fighting in the Far-Flung Green Depths, but she didn’t feel like she’d performed her best in this fight. She was racking her brains, confident she could’ve gone about it a better way.


      And now, the usual level-up fatigue kicked in, washing over the girls with zero warning.


      “Hyawhah?!”


      “Fwourgh!”


      They’d been expecting it, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with the sudden dizziness or the full-body fatigue that made them slump onto the floor, all power leaving their bodies.


      “My... My level has reached 108...” Carosty wheezed.


      “And I’m at... 172,” Celestina said. “I... I wonder how many levels above us those things were?”


      If these things had been the same level as Eromura, they were probably at least five hundred levels above the two noble girls.


      The girls had used several attacks and spells in this fight, so they’d earned a considerable number of experience points. And since their levels were fairly low to begin with, it was too much for them to bear.


      If they’d somehow defeated these monsters without Eromura, the strain from leveling might have killed them on the spot. It was only thanks to Eromura fighting in the vanguard that they’d gotten away with nothing worse than some bad fatigue.


      “Uh... You two good?”


      “I... I doubt we will be able to move for the time being, at least,” Carosty said.


      “It’s been a while since I felt this fatigue,” Celestina said. “I suppose those monsters really were too much for us to handle.”


      “Huh. Well... Now what? Want me to carry you two over my shoulders?”


      “I’m...afraid I must decline,” the girls said in unison.


      They were scared Eromura would use it as an opportunity to feel them up.


      Eromura hadn’t been planning anything of the sort—he really had made the suggestion with the purest of intentions—but his antics had cemented him as a perv in their minds, and they simply couldn’t trust him. It left him a little sad.


      “Eromura? It’s time for your punishment.”


      “Wh-Whoargh?! Anzu?! When did you get— Wait. ‘Punishment’? Why?! What’d I do?!”


      “I just got here. Anyway, I see you put those two in danger. You need to be punished.”


      “I did everything I could! Right?! Are you really gonna punish me for that?!”


      “Mm. If you’d kept your calm, it would’ve been an easy win. Instead, you made the girls fight enemies much stronger than they were. That’s a demerit.”


      The stony-faced ninja girl was emanating a terrifying aura.


      Celestina and Carosty were weak, but at least Anzu could say they’d fought hard. Eromura was far stronger than them—and yet here he was, exhausted, having used up almost all his mana. Anzu thought the conclusion was obvious: He’d over-relied on brute force.


      “No, uh... Can’t you let me off the hook this time? I did my best, okay? The kobolds were the same level as me! This isn’t like the game—even enemies the same level as you can be tough here! Anyone would panic! Right?!”


      “I’ll treat that as an extenuating circumstance and only tear it off once. Consider that as me ‘letting you off the hook.’”


      “‘Tear it off’? Tear what off?!”


      “Eromura... Starting tomorrow, you will be a madam. And no, you don’t get an appeal process.”


      “You... You’re not serious, right?”


      Expression unchanging, Anzu walked up to Eromura in total silence. She was serious.


      “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before. To my brother. Now...it’s time for your new life as a lady to begin.”


      “I’m very worried! What the hell did you do to your brother?! And—is it just me, or do you look like you’re enjoying this?!”


      “Mm... It’s just you. You’re imagining it. By the way, by the time I told my parents about my brother’s fetishes...I’d already made him a madam. It’s fine. It won’t hurt. Probably.”


      “No, no, no, no, no! No way! I heard that ‘probably’! You’re seriously going to castrate me?! You’re just a merciless sadist behind that blank face!”


      Eromura felt like a small animal being stalked by a ferocious predator.


      In more ways than one, his manhood was in peril.


      “Shearing is hard work, you know,” Anzu said. “Rain or shine, you have to stand there, snipping and cutting all day long... And if the fleece isn’t perfect, you get in trouble...”


      “With who?! And you’re talking about a different kind of shearing, aren’t you?! I think you’re trying to cut something else off!”


      “But...a perv like you might even enjoy this, right?”


      “I’m not a perv! I’m an upstanding, regular dude, okay?!”


      Silence, for a moment. Then: “Since when?”


      “You don’t believe me?!” Eromura cried out, and then he promptly fled.


      Anzu followed. Who better to castrate one reincarnator than another reincarnator?


      The two disappeared into the distance of the dark passageway. It wasn’t long until Eromura’s wails and screams echoed through the facility.


      * * *


      Diio sighed. “Celestina’s still missing. She’s been gone since yesterday... Wh-What do you think happened? Don’t tell me some group of thugs dragged her off to try and—”


      “Remember, she’s stronger than you are,” Zweit replied. “A bunch of run-of-the-mill ruffians wouldn’t be a match for her.”


      “She’s your little sister, Zweit! How are you not more worried?! I know she’s strong, but she’s still a girl!”


      Zweit was trying his best to reassure Diio, but you just couldn’t expect a young guy in love to be rational. Zweit’s efforts were backfiring. By this point, Zweit was getting a little unnerved by seeing his friend with tears in his eyes.


      “Calm down,” Zweit said. “Eromura and Anzu have been gone since yesterday too. They’re probably all together, right?”


      “Sh-She’s with that shallow playboy?!” Diio sputtered. “No, no, no... Who knows what he might be planning right this very moment! We need to track them down and get rid of him! Now!”


      “Uh... Is it just me, or are your worries about Celestina almost turning into some dirty fantasy? Anyway—everyone’s already losing it. We don’t need to make it worse.”


      Celestina and Carosty had left yesterday and hadn’t returned since. Since they were the daughters of a duke and a marquess, respectively, it had sparked quite a panic among the researchers in the undercity. People were working together to organize search parties.


      Complicating matters further was the fact that this had happened in this mysterious, ancient city. The researchers couldn’t write off the possibility that there were hidden areas none of them knew about—or the possibility that those areas, if they did exist, were dangerous.


      “You know, Eromura and Anzu were saying something about trying to get to the top of a pillar...” Zweit said. “Hmm. Should we go take a look?”


      “Yeah... Yeah. If anything’s happened to her, I might just kill that guy.”


      “You haven’t even confessed to her yet, have you? Don’t you think it’s a bit too soon to be acting like you’re her boyfriend?”


      “If you don’t think I’m making any progress, why don’t you help?! Right now, it feels like she barely even knows I exist! I can’t stop worrying about it!”


      “What, and get myself killed by Grandfather?! If I help you, I’m as good as buried!”


      Zweit was being pulled in two directions at once. Would he ally with his friend Diio or his excessively doting grandfather? Friendship or family? It was no easy choice—and sitting on the fence much longer might turn both against him. He was in a delicate situation.


      “Anyway, that’s not important. Leave that for some other time,” Zweit said. “Right now, I say we head to that pillar Eromura and Anzu mentioned.”


      “It’s pretty important to me, y’know...but fine. You’re right. Celestina’s and the others’ safety comes first.”


      Having shelved the messy issue for later, Zweit and Diio started walking toward one of the huge pillars that towered over Isa Lante. On the way, they saw several merchants who’d already begun setting up shops in the old buildings cleared as safe. They scrounged for every penny, desperate to stay afloat on the first meager scraps of business in revitalized Isa Lante.


      Zweit and Diio couldn’t help but be impressed by these merchants’ grit. They’d taken no time at all to spot an opportunity, leap on it, and start up their businesses in the undercity.


      About five minutes later, Zweit and Diio arrived at the pillar. They couldn’t see anything that looked like a way in, though.


      “You sure we can even get inside?” Diio asked. “Let alone get to the top... I mean, those two seemed to think you can, but how?”


      Zweit glanced around. “There’s supposed to be some mechanism nearby, but we don’t know where it is—or if it opens the service door to begin with. Maybe there’s a hidden entrance somewhere?”


      “Hmm... I haven’t been able to find one, at least. I know the people who built this city had some impressive technology, but maybe they were even better than we were giving them credit for.”


      “Maybe getting a closer look will help. Mmm... Huh?”


      Just as Zweit began approaching the pillar’s outer wall, an entire section slid back into the wall and shifted to the side, opening an entrance.


      Moments later, Celestina, Carosty, and Anzu emerged from the passage, seemingly unscathed. The two boys breathed a sigh of relief.


      “You’ve been gone for a whole day! What were you doing?” Zweit exclaimed. He looked them over. “Hang on, where’s Eromura? Wasn’t he with you? What happened to him?”


      “Mm... He’ll catch up soon. Forget about him for now,” Anzu said.


      “I’m so glad you’re safe, Celestina!” Diio cried. “We’ve all been so worried about you!”


      “Sorry for making you all worry,” Celestina said. “We got ourselves into a bit of danger...”


      Zweit’s and Diio’s eyes shot wide open. “‘A bit of danger’?!”


      The girls proceeded to summarize their journey to the top of the pillar and what had transpired at the surface. They told them powerful monsters had been close to traveling down service passageways from the surface to Isa Lante, putting the undercity in critical danger—all without anyone down there having the slightest clue.


      As Zweit and Diio listened, their expressions grew increasingly grim.


      It sounded like Anzu and the others had saved the day, though.


      “So... So there’s an ancient city in ruins up there, and two groups of monsters were fighting a turf war over it?! Wait...” Zweit mused. “Actually, wouldn’t that be the perfect spot for some combat training?”


      “Do not even jest about that!” Carosty replied. “Those monsters are deadly! Going there for some casual training could very well get people killed!”


      “From the way you talk about it, I’m amazed you all made it back safe and sound,” Diio said. “Lady Luck must have been smiling down on you.”


      “If any ‘lady’ saved us, it was Anzu,” Celestina said. “Oh, and I suppose Masomura put his life on the line to protect us too...”


      “Speaking of Eromura... Are you sure he’s coming?” Zweit asked. “I still can’t see him.”


      Anzu pointed into the darkness of the service entrance. “There.”


      As Zweit and Diio squinted, they could barely make out Eromura approaching. But he was staggering, his face was pale, and...


      Uh... Why is he holding his crotch like that? they wondered.


      As Eromura limped out of the tunnel, quivering like a small animal, Zweit and Diio noticed tears in his eyes. They weren’t sure what had happened, but they could tell it had been tragic—and that Eromura was putting on a brave face as best he could.


      “What happened to him?” Zweit asked. “Physically, of course, but also psychologically. It, uh, looks like he’s taken some serious mental damage...”


      “He screwed up, so I punished him,” Anzu said. “I couldn’t tear it off, though. Unfortunate. He’s more durable than I thought.”


      “‘T-Tear it off’?! Wait. Did you try to—?!”


      Zweit and Diio both felt a twinge in a certain body part.


      If Anzu ever went after them, they were almost guaranteed to lose something very precious. As men, it was hard to imagine many things more terrifying.


      What scared them even more, however, was Eromura’s mental state.


      As he approached, Anzu stood off to the side and repeatedly kicked the air, like a soccer player doing shooting drills.


      “U-Uh... Hey, comrade...” Zweit started. “You okay?”


      Eromura gave a weak, dark laugh. “Hah... Aha... It was terrifying. I was this close to losing my greatest treasure—to getting turned into Madam Eromura. See little Anzu there? Turns out she’s a real sadist. Not an ounce of guilt on her face as she tried to tear off my, uh... Yeah. At some point, she gave up on ripping and tried crushing instead. It was like Char’s Zaku kick straight to my cockpit...”


      “R-Right...”


      “Like... She’s just a kid, but she was laser-focused on destroying my little guy. It hurt so bad... I kept thinking I was done for, thinking she was gonna crush it for good. All these images of me as a lady were flashing through my mind. But somehow... Hey, Mom—thanks for giving me such a tough body. If not for that, I... Heh... Hah...”


      This was scary stuff—both the fact that Eromura had been this close to having his most precious parts pulverized and, even worse, that a little girl had been merciless enough to mindbreak the young guy like this.


      Eromura fell to his knees and began weeping—half from joy at having made it back alive from that hell, and half from the terror that had been etched forever into his heart.


      “It’s a shame,” Anzu said, her disappointment carrying even through her emotionless voice. “I wanted to see Miss Eromura.”


      Zweit and Diio recoiled, finally understanding that they must never go against this girl. To make her angry would be tantamount to spitting at a god.


      As they watched her poor victim, still on his knees, they internally vowed to never defy the little pink ninja.


      Shortly thereafter, the four explorers were taken to a guard station for questioning, where they received a thorough scolding. Or, at least, three of them did—nobody knew when, but at some point, Anzu had vanished.


      Roughly three hours later, Celestina, Carosty, and Eromura were finally allowed to leave.


      For the next month or so, by the way, a strange trend emerged in Isa Lante: Mercenaries were discovered unconscious, the subjects of a sex change operation they’d never asked for. The guards investigated and found that each of these mercenaries had been causing trouble before the incident. Some had started to cross the border between “rough mercenary” and “sex offender,” and a number even had prior convictions.


      The boorish behavior of mercenaries like these had been an even bigger problem of late, as many of the merchants who’d set up shop in the undercity had female partners with them. Ultimately, then, the guards were thankful for whatever mysterious force was dealing with the problem and reducing their workloads.


      Still, it was strange. Despite turning so many lawless mercenaries into ladies, the culprit had never been caught in the act. Their identity remained a mystery.


      Whenever the guards reopened the case, the merchants invariably impeded their efforts. And as a result, the guards’ investigation went nowhere.


      In fact, others had also started to voice their gratitude for the mystery mercenary mangler.


      According to the rumors, every single victim eventually changed their ways, turning a new page in life.


      It wasn’t as if they had any other choice.


      It was a pitiful tale...even if they did deserve it.


      Eventually, the story became an urban legend in the undercity and its surrounds.


      And so, the tale of “the Madam Maker” was born...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: The Old Guy Arrives in Santor (with Ado’s Party in Tow)


      All night, Zelos and Ado had been using transmutation to craft car parts in between their turns as sentries. They’d been absorbed in the task since midnight, and they only finally drifted off to sleep as the sun began to peek above the horizon.


      By morning, the pair was woefully sleep-deprived, having managed no more than three hours of sleep apiece. Since arriving in this world, they’d learned to rest without falling into a deep sleep—a skill they’d developed to make sure they could detect and fend off any predators that attacked as they slept. Even so, three hours wasn’t enough—and with another day of traveling by car and motorbike ahead of them, fatigue was the last thing they wanted. They didn’t want to cause an accident on the roads.


      Ultimately, they decided to play it safe and rest until just before noon.


      Either way, they figured, half a day should be enough to make it the rest of the way to Santor.


      Zelos yawned. I’m pooped...


      He was fighting against his sleepiness as he zipped along the highway on his Harley-Sanders. The jet-black bike stuck out like a sore thumb among the greenery around them; it clearly didn’t belong in this fantasy world.


      Zelos couldn’t get his mind off something Yui had said earlier either. She’d come up to him with a big, exaggerated smile, saying, “You two certainly looked like you were having fun together last night, hmm?”


      Apparently, he’d unintentionally found himself in the crosshairs of Yui’s jealousy.


      He figured the two lovebirds had probably wanted to spend the night together, now that they’d finally reunited. Still, letting him shirk guard duty would’ve put the whole group at risk of a monster attack. Surely, he thought, Yui understood that. But...something about her phrasing bothered him.


      Then there were Lisa and Shakti, who were both looking at Zelos and Ado with shining eyes. He couldn’t help but feel uneasy under their gazes.


      I’ve got zero interest in doing it with a guy, you know... I really don’t get why those two are so enamored with these fantasies.


      Zelos couldn’t for the life of him understand why Lisa and Shakti would want to ship him with Ado. What did they find cute or precious about any of this? He had no clue.


      And he didn’t want to have a clue. In fact, he felt like he’d be doomed if he ever understood even a little.


      He figured it was probably akin to how some guys got really into yuri.


      Whether someone saw the appeal of a genre like that ultimately came down to their values and preferences. Whatever floats your boat, he thought. He just wished the women would stop shoving their values and preferences in his face.


      He hated feeling their excited eyes on him, desperately hoping he’d do something he had zero intention of doing.


      I wonder how the car trip’s going behind me? Half of me wants to know, and the other half wants to remain blissfully ignorant... It’s a strange feeling.


      As Zelos swiveled his head to look at the kei car, he saw Ado driving with quite the fed up expression on his face.


      He figured it was probably one of those situations where being the only guy in a conversation with three women could be utterly draining. At the same time, he couldn’t bring himself to save Ado by joining the group.


      He just knew that wouldn’t end well.


      I’m steering clear of this one. Good luck, Ado.


      He didn’t know the specifics of their conversation, but Ado’s expression alone convinced him he didn’t want to be part of it. Zelos felt very lucky to be alone on his motorbike.


      Being the only guy in a group of girls often created these kinds of situations. The women would tease him, toy with him, and turn the conversation into something that the guy would want to pretend he couldn’t hear.


      Zelos decided to turn a blind eye to his fellow Sage’s suffering and focus on leading the way.


      Zelos had never been the type to stick his nose into other people’s problems. And today, even more so than usual, he intended to keep that up.


      * * *


      “God, I’m exhausted...” Ado groaned. “Why didn’t you come save me, Zelos? I know you saw what was happening.”


      “Saw what? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Zelos shrugged. “I had enough on my plate just trying to stay focused on the road.”


      “C’mon. I know we’re both sleep-deprived, but you literally turned around and looked right at us at one point. I saw you. I was hoping you’d save me by casually suggesting we all take a break...”


      “Sorry about that. I was just focused on getting us to Santor as fast as possible. I don’t want it getting dark before we arrive.”


      “Urgh... Y’know, they weren’t just being vaguely suspicious about our relationship. They were straight up asking whether I’m secretly gay, and they wouldn’t take no for an answer! I mean, c’mon! If I were into guys, why would I have decided to get with Yui?! Why would we be having a kid?!”


      “Sounds rough.”


      Zelos’s suspicions had been on the mark.


      Ado was a hunk by most standards, but he hadn’t expected people to fantasize about him being with other men just because of that.


      But apparently, Lisa and Shakti were the types who went wild at the thought of two hot men getting entangled in a forbidden relationship. It was the sort of thing you’d see in BL manga.


      Even trying to understand how their minds worked, Zelos thought, would set him inexorably down the fujoshi rabbit hole, a bottomless pit that continued to the bowels of the earth.


      Internally, he breathed a sigh of relief. He’d been right to keep out of it.


      “Even Yui’s suspicious now,” Ado groaned. “She was holding that kitchen knife again, so I’m feeling kinda... C’mon, Zelos! Throw me a bone here!”


      Zelos let out a mocking chuckle. “None of that’s got anything to do with me, kiddo.”


      “So you’re just gonna cast me aside?! How could you, Zelos?! I trusted you! Have... Have you just been playing with me this whole time?!”


      “What are you going on about? Our relationship’s purely transactional, and that’s all it’s ever been. We aren’t close enough for me to feel obliged to help you. And that’s how I intend to keep it.”


      “Look at you, dodging the question... So that’s your move? Just stay out of the whole thing? Fine, then. Tell me: What would you actually do if Yui stabbed me?”


      “Aha ha ha... Look. Are you sure now is the time and place to have this conversation? With those girls’ eyes still boring holes right through your head? You have noticed, haven’t you? I don’t want to die here with you.”


      “H— Huh?”


      Ado turned around...and met the gazes of Lisa and Shakti.


      “So it was true, Ado?” Lisa said. “Y-You really were...”


      “And it was unrequited,” Shakti said. “Never to be...”


      And so on, and so forth. They looked utterly convinced now, and the big misunderstanding was developing into something worse...


      “S-So... So you swing both ways, Toshi? I never knew...”


      “Stop talking like you’ve learned some big secret of mine! I am NOT. INTO. GUYS. Okay?!”


      “B-But... You asked if Zelos was ‘playing’ with you, and if he was going to ‘cast you aside’... Those are exactly the lines you’d hear from a spurned man—a man who thought he was something special to someone, only to hear that his someone never even loved him in the first place!”


      “Why is that your read on the conversation?! Are you seriously that desperate for me to be into guys?! I’m straight! End of story! Why can’t you accept it?!”


      “I... I believe you, Toshi...”


      “Then why do you still have the knife in your hands?! Kind of makes it hard for me to trust you right now! And you two, behind her! Stop whispering. I can hear you asking about who’s the top and who’s the bottom, dammit!”


      “Wait, did we have it the wrong way around?” Lisa and Shakti asked.


      This treatment was the last thing Ado wanted after spending almost the whole night crafting.


      But trying to convince Lisa and Shakti was pointless. They were enjoying this far too much to stop now.


      It wasn’t easy for men to beat women in a battle of words.


      “Being passenger princesses sure must be nice, huh?” Ado muttered. “I’ve gotta focus as hard as I can up here, stressing myself out, to make sure we don’t get into an accident. And what are you two doing in the meantime? Planning our next steps? No! You’re just leaving all that to me while you fantasize! How about I leave negotiating with the duke to you two? Huh? I hear he’s real fond of women. Who knows, maybe he’ll sweeten the deal for you? Yeah! Let’s go with that! Lisa, Shakti—you can deal with all the complicated stuff, and I’ll just focus on making cars. I’m depending on you here, all right?”


      “S-Sorry!” they said. “We took it too far! So please, uh...”


      Wow, he sure is sulking right now, Zelos thought. What happened during that car ride? Or... Yeah, on second thought, I think I’m better off not knowing.


      Most likely, he figured, Lisa and Shakti had decided to kill time by inventing a twisted interpretation of the guys’ crafting session last night and using it to tease Ado. Then, Yui had joined in, her jealousy only adding to the chaos.


      All of that, Zelos thought, would have been torture for Ado, especially when he was trying to drive safely while exhausted.


      All the giggling and squeeing behind him had to have stressed him out the longer he drove.


      It sounded like a very unique kind of hell.


      “Okay, okay, enough of that,” Zelos said. “Now, everyone but Yui is going to walk the rest of the way to Santor, all right? Ado and I can pull the trailer for the most part, which’ll be most of the work—but just so you know, we might need the two of you to help out here and there.”


      Lisa looked confused. “Um... I know it’ll be perfect for taking Yui, but Zelos, why do you have a trailer in the first place?”


      “Ah, yes, yes... Allow me to answer your question, my dear Lisa! It’s very simple, really: I use it for my farming. It’s great for carrying rice straw. You can probably see how, right? It’d be a pain to carry one bundle at a time.”


      “Huh... So you grow your own rice, Zelos?” Shakti asked. “But...who’s looking after your field while you’re away, then? Don’t you live by yourself?”


      “My coccos, and some orphan kids who live at the church next door. What of it? I do share my crops with them, to make it clear. Plus, free veggies now and then, if they need them. Still...now that I think about it, I’ve spent a lot of time away from home lately. Hopefully I don’t come back to find my field’s turned into a jungle...”


      Plants in this world grew incredibly fast.


      If you left a field untended for a few days, which was easily possible back on Earth, nature would reclaim it in the blink of an eye.


      As a sidenote, Ukei and the others had vanished at some point, and Ado and the others had yet to notice.


      “So, yes, I’m worried about my field...but for now, actually getting to Santor comes first,” Zelos said. “Yui, I’ve got a cushion in the trailer for you already. Would you mind hopping in?”


      “So Zelos, you and I are gonna pull the trailer behind us, yeah?” Ado confirmed. “And I guess Lisa and Shakti can push it from behind if needed. If I trip over a stone or something, you two make sure you give a push so the trailer doesn’t tilt back and jolt Yui, okay?”


      Yui gave an apologetic bow of her head. “Sorry for the hassle. I feel kind of bad being the only one taking it easy...”


      “No, no. Don’t you worry about it,” Zelos said. “You’re pregnant. You have to take care of yourself.”


      “By the way,” Shakti asked, “why does your trailer have a suspension system? It’s admittedly great to have when we’re about to transport a pregnant woman, but...”


      “He probably just...felt like adding it, right?” Lisa said. “On a whim? For no real reason? He does seem like the kind of guy to tinker with something just because he thinks it’d be fun.”


      The two-wheel trailer was fitted with independent leaf- and coil-spring suspensions to maximize impact absorption.


      Sure, these features made for a good way of transporting Yui—but were they really necessary on a trailer Zelos used to lug stuff around on a farm?


      As far as Zelos saw it, he didn’t need them, but wasn’t having them better than not?


      “Anyway—we good to go?” Ado asked. “If word spreads that we shot our way here in a motorbike and a car, we might get nobles or something looking into us. I reckon we hightail it outta here.”


      “Bit late to start worrying about that, isn’t it?” Zelos said. “We flew right past a couple of merchant carriages our way here. Anyway, we should make it to Santor around evening if we get going now, so let’s not wait any longer. Then we can all have a nice dinner somewhere. How does that sound?”


      “Please tell me you haven’t just jinxed us with that,” Ado remarked. “Feels kinda like you’re setting a death flag for me, specifically...”


      And with that, a few kilometers out from Santor, Zelos, Ado, Lisa, and Shakti started to travel by foot along the Far-Flung Highway, all while keeping Yui steady in the trailer.


      Now that they were this close to the city, it was important to stay inconspicuous—especially with the new connection between this highway and an ancient dwarven road that led to the north. It had turned the section of road ahead of them into a bustling trade route, meaning inquisitive merchant eyes would abound.


      At the fork in the road, the group turned onto the Santor Highway, which would take them to the city’s eastern gate.


      About two hours later, they safely arrived at Santor.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: The Old Guy Shows Off His Humble Abode—and Gives the Dark God a Name


      As the sun sank over the horizon, the streets of Santor bustled with crafters and merchants returning home for the day.


      Some decided to cap off a hard day’s work with dinner at a tavern, while others joined their buddies for a night of carousing. It was a noisy atmosphere.


      Then there were those working at shops still open for business, or busy with jobs that didn’t follow the usual nine-to-five.


      All of these were signs of a thriving city.


      And then—


      “Knock it off already! You tryin’ to get yourself thrown in the slammer for another night? Huh?”


      “Agh, quit yer—HIC!—yer yammerin’ already, fuckface! You think you can boss me around?!”


      “Urgh. This guy again? How many times does that make it this week?”


      “If it’s the same guy I’m thinkin’ of, he’s been on a downward spiral since his wife left him. And when he’s such a bad drunk, I get why she did.”


      “Don’t bring up my wife! Waaaaaah!”


      —there were these sorts.


      Santor might have been thriving, but that didn’t mean it was all rainbows and sunshine.


      Anywhere people lived, you could expect to find all sorts of trouble, from minor misdemeanors to major crimes.


      “Whew. You know, I could see this being on TV,” Zelos said. “24-Hour Guards: Santor, the City That Never Sleeps—Two-Hour Special!”


      “What, like a police drama?” Ado scoffed. “But anyway, yeah... The people here seem pretty well-off, but I guess trouble still happens wherever you go.”


      “Of course it does,” Shakti said. “Wherever there are people, there will be crime. Someone’ll always find some petty little thing to start a fight over. And that’s not to mention organized crime groups smuggling, fighting turf wars... There’ll even be murders, somewhere.”


      “Even in another world, I guess people are still people, huh?” Lisa said. “The guards must have it tough.”


      They were familiar with the sorts of scenes springing up around town. The guards, meanwhile, were scrambling from one dispute to the next in an effort to keep the peace.


      This was, after all, the time of night when drunkards everywhere started getting into fights or causing trouble.


      Even here, in a different society, you could tell how competent the politicians in charge were by looking at how organized and effective law enforcement was.


      Guards here weren’t the same as modern police, of course—but the point was, it was clear the Duchy of Solistia excelled at dealing with disturbances to the peace.


      It was the result of slow and steady political efforts.


      “More importantly,” Zelos said, “let’s find ourselves a tavern. Hopefully somewhere’s got a table or two open... Things get pretty busy around this hour.”


      “You live here, don’t you, Zelos?” Ado said. “Shouldn’t you know a few good spots?”


      “Good spots, eh? Hmm... Maybe the mercenaries’ guild? They’ve got about as much dining space as a little restaurant, and I can vouch for the food.”


      Ado looked surprised. “The mercenaries’ guild? You sure it’s not just full of thugs and ruffians?”


      All the normal taverns were packed at this time of night.


      The mercenaries’ guild, in comparison, wouldn’t be nearly as busy. It was perfectly okay for regular civilians to go there and eat...but few did, so it was mostly just mercenaries who ate there. It made the place a bit of a hidden gem.


      Ado was worried about Yui, though. There’s gotta be somewhere else, right? I feel like we’re just gonna get tangled up with drunks if we go there...


      “Every regular tavern’s going to be pretty packed at this hour, I’d assume,” Zelos said. “Besides, Ado, what you’re worried about is a thing of the past. See, apparently, the mercenaries’ guild changed its contracts just recently. They made them stricter, so now any mercenaries who start fights or cause trouble lose their qualifications. They probably did it to make women and the general public feel safe, so they can come in to make requests and grab a meal. Though, well—it does mean there are a lot more guard patrols now. Anyway, what I’m saying is—the mercenaries’ guild’s not a bad spot for a meal.”


      “So the guild’s been trying to reform, huh?” Ado mused. “I suppose even the rougher mercenaries figured they’d have to straighten themselves up if they didn’t wanna end up out of a job. Tough for them, I guess.”


      “I don’t know why they ever thought people would be fine hiring the kind of pricks who harass women,” Shakti sighed. “Trust is everything in a business like that.”


      “Anyway, it’s a decent place to relax and have a meal nowadays,” Zelos said. “I’ve ended up as a bit of a regular there, actually.”


      “It sounds like you’ve been living the good life, Zelos,” Yui said. “I’m amazed you managed to come across Toshi amid all that.”


      “Nah, that was just a coincidence,” Ado said. “By the way... I’m fine to grab some dinner, but what are we gonna do with the trailer?”


      A long silence fell over the group until, finally, Zelos blinked.


      “Oh. Right.”


      Yui was still in the trailer.


      They couldn’t just leave it outside blocking the street, but Zelos also couldn’t store it back away in his inventory in the middle of a busy part of town, with all these people coming and going.


      For a moment, he considered trying to do that anyway, and passing his inventory off as a Bag of Holding—a type of item that could, on very rare occasion, be found in dungeons. But the only people who could afford a bag like that were nobles or royals, so he’d attract attention all the same.


      Zelos scratched his chin as he contemplated. “Hmm... Yeah, I don’t think we can just park it on the street with it so busy out. We can’t go blocking traffic like that.”


      “You forgot until I mentioned it, didn’t you?” Ado sighed. “But yeah—what do we do?”


      “I don’t think we have much of a choice. Let’s grab something from a stall and eat it back at my place. And I can at least bake us some bread or something.”


      “Guess that’s about all we can do, yeah... Well, do you know any stalls with good food, then?”


      “There’s this one stand that sells skewers and fried food, if you’re all good with that? It’s a go-to of mine. The kids from the church are always bugging me to bring them back something from there. I’m a regular at this point.”


      “You really have had it pretty good here, huh? Someone got lucky...”


      Thanks to the trailer, eating in at a tavern wasn’t going to be an option.


      Ultimately, Zelos decided to buy an assortment of meat skewers, fried vegetables, and other bits and bobs from his usual stand, which he intended to slap together into a haphazard meal.


      That is, if you could call it a “decision” when it was about the only choice they had.


      Sometimes, the most trivial of issues could throw a wrench into the works.


      * * *


      As Zelos guided the others to his home, he tried his best to endure the aroma of spiced meat wafting out of the paper bag—a test of willpower if there ever was one. Before heading home, however, he popped by the church to hand out some of the skewers as a gift, as he often did.


      “Luceris? I’m home.”


      “Oh, Zelos! Welcome back!”


      “I got you all some skewers on the way back. Feel free to have them with your dinner if you haven’t already eaten.”


      “Thank you so much, as alwa— Wait! Kai!”


      “Tch. She saw me...”


      As usual, Kai had stuck his hand into the paper bag, hoping to pilfer some meat early; Luceris had caught him in the act and scolded him; and he’d fled, successful, a skewer in his hand. The boy’s fixation with meat was as incredible as ever.


      Luceris bowed her head in apology. “Really, I’m so sorry about him. I don’t know how many times I’ve told him off by now... It’s like he becomes a whole different person when meat’s involved. He gets a bit...wild.”


      “Ah... Yeah, I don’t think any amount of scolding is going to fix that. You should probably just give up.”


      Zelos, at least, had already given up on getting in the way of Kai’s strange obsession.


      If you ignored the kid’s fixation with meat, he was just your average boy.


      “But who knows what could happen if we send him out into the world with that habit of his? Say he gets promoted somewhere and gets to work at a noble’s mansion, and then he starts acting like that... That wouldn’t just be considered impolite—it’d be downright insolent!”


      “I get the feeling he’s operating on pure instinct, so I don’t think words will get you far. You may need more drastic measures. Say...why not tie him to a tree and grill some meat right in front of him?”


      “Mightn’t that have the opposite effect?”


      “Ah. Yeah, I guess it probably would...”


      Kai was the most gluttonous of all the church’s orphans, and Zelos found it hard to imagine the boy ever moving on from his meat mania. After all, it seemed like it stemmed from something deep inside him.


      “Um, if you don’t mind...” Luceris paused. “Could you introduce me to those people behind you?”


      “Ah! Yes. Sorry. Slipped my mind. This is my friend, Ado. That’s his wife, Yui, next to him. This is Lisa, and that’s Shakti. They’re part of Ado’s harem.”


      “What kind of half-hearted introduction is that?!” the four of them spluttered as one. “And half of it’s lies!”


      “Oh! Nice to meet you all,” Luceris said. “My name is Luceris. I run the church here, and I’m responsible for bringing up these children. I must say, though...I’m amazed! I have to imagine there’s some intense conflict between the wife and the mistresses behind closed doors... How do you handle it all? I am itching to know!”


      “And you believed him?!” the four cried in shock. “Look—you’ve got it all wrong, okay?!”


      Zelos had no interest in explaining all the details.


      His view here was pretty simple: All that mattered was that you had his friend, and then you had his friend’s wife. He didn’t see the need to dive into the nitty-gritty beyond that.


      In his defense, giving Luceris a proper explanation would require telling her that they were all reincarnators.


      Even Iris hadn’t told Jeanne and Lena that she was a reincarnator, and the three of them were a proper party.


      “Anyway, it’d be rude of me to keep you much longer,” Zelos said. “I imagine you were just about to have dinner when I turned up. Ah, actually—Luceris, do you mind if we leave through the back door? It’d get us to my place a little faster, and with Yui being pregnant, I don’t want her walking too far.”


      “Of course you can! I’m sure the rest of you are tired from your trip too.”


      “I appreciate it. I’ll return the favor at some point.”


      “Oh, no, really. You don’t have to! If there’s a woman with child, I want her to get back and rest just as much as you do.”


      “Well, then—see you tomorrow. C’mon, Ado. Let’s go.”


      Ado was a little bewildered. Sure, this was a church, but it was still someone else’s property, and Zelos had just asked to use it as a shortcut.


      Is... Is this really okay? I mean, he asked, and she said it was fine, but...really? Even as he answered his own question, he wasn’t quite sure.


      With that settled, Luceris saw the five of them off through the church’s back door.


      Once they were gone, she sighed. “Children... Children, huh...”


      “What is it, Sister? You wanna have some kids with Pops?”


      “You wanted to get all hot and sweaty with him and...Jeanne, was it? The three of you together? Want us to help set you up?”


      “C’mon, Johnny—have a bit of tact! Sister’s a lady! If she wants to keep somethin’ secret, stop tryin’ to drag it out of her!”


      “Hah! Never thought I’d hear you talk like that, Ange. Guess someone’s grown up a bit, eh?”


      “You tryin’ to pick a fight with me, Laddie?!”


      “Now’s my chance! Time to secure myself maximum meat!”


      “Wha— Bu— I—”


      Part of Luceris did want to get married and have kids, as so many other women did, but she hadn’t expected the orphans to catch her daydreaming about it.


      Moments later, her embarrassed wailing echoed within the walls of the church.


      * * *


      After leaving through the church’s back door, it didn’t take the group long to cross the field out back and arrive at Zelos’s house.


      Zelos was finally home.


      “Hmm. Did I hear something?” he wondered aloud.


      The others were more focused on his house.


      “So this is where you live, Zelos...” Lisa murmured.


      Shakti was similarly impressed. “A log house, hmm? And it’s two stories, at that. It almost looks like a lodge...”


      “How do you even get a place like this?” Ado whistled. “Wish I had my own house...”


      “Isn’t Zelos amazing, Toshi?” Yui said.


      Each member of Ado’s party, none of whom had anywhere to call a home in this world, marveled at Zelos’s house. It looked like a vacation home or a small villa. He was a reincarnator, just like them, and yet their situations were nothing alike.


      They’d all started their lives in this world at the same time, but Zelos was fully set up with a cozy place to call home, while they were practically homeless. It made them a little envious.
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      Was that a productive reaction for them to have? Probably not. But you couldn’t tell a human heart how to feel.


      Ado sighed. “We’re all reincarnators here. Why is there such a difference between us? Life’s not fair...”


      “I think it comes down to this: He’s got experience in work and society, and we don’t,” Shakti said. “He’s spent years as a corporate drone—getting screwed over by society, learning its lessons... It’s not the same as having some casual part-time job.”


      “So what—you’re saying since he’s got more experience, he’s better at negotiating?” Lisa asked. “Mmm... You know, even though we’re in a whole new world, it feels like some things aren’t too different from home.”


      “This is just a hypothesis,” Shakti said, “but I assume he’s been drip-feeding what he knows to the ducal house here. Even though he’s not necessarily an ally, he could’ve used his status as their benefactor to get to where he is now.”


      “So... He showed the ducal house that he’s useful, but kept his autonomy?” Ado clarified. “I’m surprised he got them to agree to that. Remember what happened to us in Isalas? With the VIP treatment? Pretty sure they wouldn’t have let us keep our distance like that.”


      “Things are different in Isalas,” Shakti said. “They’re starved for talent, so they made sure to give us special treatment. It was their way of keeping us there for as long as possible—or at least until they’d learned everything we knew. After that, they might have thrown us to the wolves.”


      Ado nodded. “Yeah. Especially with how they were trying to strengthen their military. I wonder if they would’ve ended up taking you two as hostages, even if none of the stuff with Yui had happened? Honestly, I could see them doing it.”


      Sometimes, taking an objective look at someone else’s circumstances could open a person’s eyes to their own circumstances for the first time.


      They were just hypothesizing, of course, but their reasoning made sense. There had been people in Isalas who’d genuinely treated Ado, Shakti, and Lisa well—but they’d also encountered no shortage of unbridled hostility.


      With the king being so unreliable, the military had felt free to throw its weight around. And while the war hawk faction of Isalas wanted the best for the country, they intended to achieve their goals through a hard-line, militant approach.


      Even they knew it’d be reckless to start a war under the current circumstances, mind you. The country had nowhere near enough soldiers—nor food, for that matter.


      Isalas simply wasn’t a strong enough country. It had fewer troops than the neighboring Artom Empire or Holy Land of Metis, and if it did try to mount an invasion, it just wouldn’t have the resources to sustain a drawn-out conflict.


      It wouldn’t be wise for the army to demand more supplies from the civilians either. A plan like that would only foment bitterness and resentment. The Kingdom of Isalas might have been a major power once, but those times were far in the past.


      At the same time, that was exactly what made some so desperate to restore the country to its former glory.


      Ado had aided Isalas’s war hawk faction, yes, but he’d done so solely as a means of helping the commoners living in poverty.


      While he had helped improve the country’s food situation, it’d take time for things to trickle down to every part of the country—and even then, perfection was no guarantee. That was why Ado had been on board with the idea of helping Isalas gain just a little more arable land to alleviate the problem.


      The plan to invade, for the sake of the people’s well-being, had been a compromise between the nation’s war hawks and its moderates.


      “They’ve got a lot of idealists who don’t think things through, that much is for sure,” Ado said.


      “Even if the economy improves, I can see Isalas’s leaders putting most of the extra tax revenue toward expanding the military,” Shakti said. “Seems right up their alley to ignore the commoners like that, honestly.”


      “Uuurgh... I really hope we never have to go back there,” Lisa moaned.


      “It sounds like you had it hard there, Toshi,” Yui said.


      “Is Isalas really that bad?” Zelos asked. “Because if it is, then that’s all the more reason for you to get acquainted with someone in Solistia who can pull some strings for you. Anyway—are you four going to come inside or not?”


      “Y-Yeah! Thanks for having us,” the four replied.


      Finally, after a whole discussion outside the doorway, they made their way into Zelos’s home.


      Zelos set the paper bag with the meat skewers on the living room table and headed to the kitchen to fetch some plates.


      The interior of his house was plain. Even if it was understandable, given that he lived alone, the total lack of décor made the place feel empty, or even sad.


      “I suppose I’ll whip up some bread. It’ll be done in no time at all if I use the brick oven. Once that’s ready, I’ll put together a side salad.”


      “Damn, you’re good to have around!” Ado said.


      “I have to say, I’m very thankful we managed to run into you out there, Zelos,” Shakti said. “We can finally eat food we’re used to again.”


      Lisa nodded. “Yup. I wish he’d spare us the crazy ingredients, though...”


      “Now, I don’t mind cooking for you, but I would appreciate some help,” Zelos said. “Yui can stay seated, but dinner’ll be ready sooner if the rest of you lend a hand.”


      “Sure!” the trio replied.


      Moments later, they were helping Zelos prepare the meal.


      Yui offered to help too, but it didn’t seem wise to have a pregnant woman exert herself like that. Eventually, the others convinced her to stay seated and relax.


      With the four of them working together, the meal was ready before long. The menu consisted of freshly baked bread, salad, the skewers Zelos had bought in town, and an improvised soup.


      Yui, Shakti, and Lisa sat at the main table, while Zelos and Ado placed a little tea table on the floor and sat there. As they ate, the group discussed their plans. Dealing with the Duke of Solistia would probably make Ado and the others look like traitors to Isalas, so they’d need to convince the duke to pull some political strings for them.


      Specifically, they’d have to sweeten the deal for Isalas and leave the country owing them. In other words, their top priority was figuring out how to enlist the help of the duke.


      Ado glanced down at the bread in his hand and thought back on his travels with Zelos. “Hey, Zelos? Maybe I’m missing something here, but why do you always walk around with bread dough in your inventory? I get you might wanna bake some bread now and then, but you shouldn’t need that much, right? Were you experimenting with sourdough or something?”


      Zelos laughed. “Ah—the thing is, I never know when I might get whisked away on some long journey. It helps to keep a stock of food for when I need it. As long as I have dough, I can use my magic as a makeshift oven, and boom—all the bread I could ever want. I’ve got such convenient powers now. Why not use them?”


      “Who thinks of using magic to do chores?” Shakti exclaimed. “Taking mana costs into account, I can’t imagine it’s very practical. Don’t people usually treat magic as a weapon?”


      “I mean, people use magic tools for all sorts of stuff, right?” Lisa said. “And those run on magic stones, or magic crystals, or magic gems. From memory, though, the more mana you want to store in them, the bigger they have to be. You’d need some big stones to power a stove, right?”


      “Weren’t you making magic tools too, Toshi?” Yui said. “I don’t remember any convenient ones like that, though... Did you not make any of those?”


      “I was always more of a raider,” Ado replied. “I’m not as skilled as the real crafters are. Even my kei car isn’t as impressive as it looks. It’s just slapped together from a bunch of parts Zelos and I made a while back. Yeah, I built the frame and stuff, but...well, as long as you know roughly how they’re meant to look, it’s not that hard to get those about right. Engraving formulas, though? That’s not in my wheelhouse.”


      Ado had more than enough skill to make it as a crafter—Zelos and the other Destroyers had taught him, after all—but he wasn’t good with the intricate details. He especially wasn’t fond of engraving magic formulas; he’d avoid it entirely unless he absolutely had to do it. Zelos thought it was a shame.


      Magic stones, magic crystals, and magic gems—the three types of crystalline catalysts—each held different amounts of mana. However, to actually activate the magic, you had to engrave a formula on the stones first. You also had to consider the catalyst’s mana capacity and durability, since those determined which formulas you could engrave.


      First, you had magic stones: disposable, non-rechargeable items, with size determining their effect and potency.


      Second were magic crystals. They were reusable, and their capabilities were based on the processing skills and techniques of whoever made them.


      Finally, there were the naturally occurring magic gems. These didn’t have much in the way of mana capacity, and their effectiveness could differ wildly from gem to gem.


      Depending on which of the three you used, the crafting process of a magic tool could change entirely. It made things difficult sometimes.


      Despite all that, Zelos figured it was a waste for Ado to throw away a potential source of income because it “wasn’t in his wheelhouse,” especially when Ado was going to need money going forward. After all, even the magic tools they considered simple would sell for an impressive sum in this world.


      Ado also had the option of doing what Zelos had done with spell scrolls: selling the copyrights rather than the items themselves. Zelos was a little curious about how else Ado planned to make a living, especially with a family to provide for, but he wasn’t about to bring it up unless Ado asked. For now, he let it slide, and the conversation continued.


      “Besides,” Ado continued, “if I was gonna sell tools, I’d have to get all the catalysts from somewhere, right? And they’re not cheap. Magic stones in particular... Wouldn’t I have to go beat a bunch of powerful monsters to stock up? If I used gems or crystals instead, I guess I could reuse them...but their quality’s all over the place, and they’re harder to work with.”


      “If you stuck to man-made stones and crystals, you could have as many as you wanted, no?” Zelos replied. “Ah—don’t expect me to teach you how, though. It’s the kind of thing you have to learn through trial and error. That’s the only way you’ll get a knack for all the little adjustments you need to make as you go.”


      Just as a mage had to master magic letters and formulas if they wanted to cast spells, they also needed to learn the right techniques, recipes, and so on to make crystalline catalysts.


      Creating an artificial catalyst as pure as its natural counterpart would require extensive research, starting with the raw materials. In fact, even Zelos still got tripped up making artificial catalysts. As you might expect, then, this wasn’t the sort of thing your average mage could hope to pull off.


      “Wait—you can even make artificial magic stones?” Ado said. “Damn, that sounds like a cheat code...”


      “Well, whatever you want to call it, don’t go telling people about it,” Zelos replied. “If people knew you could make these things, who knows how long it’d take for a bunch of dangerous magic tools to start popping up everywhere. You can even load curses into them, you know? When things like that are possible, you just know someone’s going to use them for evil sooner or later. Things like this are better off developing slowly and steadily.”


      “Oh, I get it... You’re saying if the technology develops too quickly, it could create chaos, yeah? Could even leave a bunch of people out of jobs, depending on how things go...”


      “You know what the biggest contributor to technological development is? War. Apparently, even the internet originally started as military tech. It was only turned into something for the public later. My point is, I have no idea what the technology to create artificial magic stones could do to a magical civilization like this—and I don’t intend to be the one who rolls those dice.”


      Magic stones were used in things like magic tools. It was all very fantasy-coded, but Zelos understood them to function like modern-day batteries.


      If you put enough together, you could have a lot of energy at your disposal—enough to power mana motors like the ones fitted to Zelos’s motorbike and Ado’s kei car.


      As advanced tech like that spread, it’d turn this magical civilization into a technological civilization—powered by mana instead of electricity. It’d probably have an especially large impact on manufacturing.


      Advancements like this would likely come sooner or later, but the reincarnators—who were never supposed to have been in this world at all—were hesitant to spread that kind of knowledge prematurely. Especially when they knew any country that discovered this new technology would immediately use it to strengthen its military.


      You could see something similar happening in the Holy Land of Metis, where heroes were developing gunpowder and matchlocks.


      In fact, after forces from Solistia and Artom recently defeated an ambush force armed with those matchlocks, they’d acquired some for themselves. It seemed plausible, then, that Solistia might soon start producing its own powerful, mana-fueled guns. It would make sense. With weapons like that, an army could do more with fewer personnel, keeping costs at a minimum.


      Given how many types of costs war entailed, it was hard to imagine a much more convenient weapon in the eyes of the royals and nobles. And with the threat of an enemy nation looming overhead, this was exactly the time the country would be on the lookout for powerful weapons with which to defend itself.


      Maybe, Zelos thought, he was overthinking it. Maybe it’d all be fine. It was a valid concern, though, and so he’d decided to stay well away from working on weapons or magic tools for the state.


      “Hmm... The meat on these skewers tastes stronger than usual,” Zelos observed. “I wonder if they’ve changed their seasoning?”


      “Are— Are you being serious right now?” Ado said. “Can you at least try not to drag the conversation back to food?”


      “Oh, fine... If you want my opinion, we shouldn’t be getting involved in making weapons for anyone. You might feel indebted to Isalas, but surely you don’t want people dying just so you can pay off that debt, do you? For now, Metis is the big threat, but that doesn’t mean we’re obliged to help by making every other country’s military deadlier. Though...well, I do hate Metis, so I’d be happy to see it gone, at least.”


      “You sound weirdly okay with wiping a whole country off the map. Sure, if you won and took Metis’s territory, its leaders would probably have to think twice the next time they considered an invasion, but— Huh, these skewers do have a strong taste to them. I think I’d prefer them a little milder.”


      “I’m not so sure about that. Metis thinking twice, that is, not the skewers. They basically treat any nonhuman as a slave, and their warmongering is pretty well established at this point, no? I can’t imagine Metis’s leaders casually accepting being under the heel of the Artom Empire or the beastfolk. They would do something stupid, I can almost guarantee it.”


      “Isn’t that why the smaller countries have formed an alliance, though? To make sure they can’t do something stupid? Can’t this alliance put economic pressure on Metis now that it’s set up the right foundations and started selling healing magic and stuff? Surely that should stop Metis from pulling anything too crazy...”


      Zelos sipped his green tea. “I sure hope so, but I’m not sure things will go that smoothly...”


      After all, your average civilian didn’t know about every little diplomatic agreement countries made behind closed doors.


      It could take weeks for news about these kinds of things to spread, and the Holy Land of Metis could use that time to stock up on weapons from abroad. After all, being a theocracy gave Metis an easy way to provide a ‘noble’ pretext that made people feel safe to sell to them.


      The lack of separation between the judicial and executive branches of government in this world also made it relatively easy for a politician to start a war on a whim. This wasn’t an advanced society; as long as you said you were doing something in the name of the gods, you’d have an easy enough time rallying people to your side.


      “Do... Do you think they’ll try to launch a holy war?” Ado wondered. “I mean, given their situation, I feel like they’d be taking a pretty big risk if they did... Aren’t they a mess right now? Both politically and economically?”


      “Well, now that they’ve lost their monopoly over healing magic, they can’t keep their diplomatic edge by waving their ‘miracles of the gods’ in everyone’s faces. Other things, like that ‘calamity’ they got hit by, have set them further back. As much as they may want to get their economy back on track, it’ll take a while. So, as far as they see it, why not pin all the blame on other countries? You could think of Metis like one of those terrorist organizations that declares itself a state and justifies its actions in the name of a ‘holy war.’ Imagine that, but done by a huge theocracy. We’ve had things like that in our own history back on Earth, haven’t we?”


      “You mean the Crusades? Wars led by people who stubbornly refused to accept that anyone different from them is a person—by people who think they’re so much better than everyone else that it’s okay to turn those ‘others’ into slaves... Yeah. That does sound like the path Metis is heading down, I guess—and they’ve got a lot of enemies. Except Metis may be even worse, since they don’t even let foreigners enlist in the military to become citizens. The beastfolk tribes to the north have been uniting recently too—so yeah, it’d be now or never for Metis. The longer they take to make a move, the more of a disadvantage they’ll be at when they do. What I’m saying is, I guess you’re right. I could see them trying to pull something out of desperation...”


      “That beastfolk country you mentioned... Brose is the one behind that, isn’t he? Because I feel like that could turn into a country that’s concerning in its own right...”


      The image of a big, burly, bare-chested man with a helmet of bone flashed into Zelos’s mind.


      In this world, Brose actually looked more like a middle-schooler...not that Zelos had any way of knowing that.


      What Zelos did know, though, was that Brose was a disciple of Kemo Luvyune, a fellow Destroyer. Kemo Brose wasn’t just a powerful fighter—he was also a top-class crafter to boot and, apparently, the one who’d made the dragon-den-powered death fortress that had trounced the invaders from Metis.


      The whole fortress had been full of traps. Once the enemies had been inside, the only possible outcome had been systematic extermination. And with the fortress able to draw effectively infinite mana from the dragon den, it had been able to keep the bombardment up as long as had been necessary.


      It really was a terrifying, impregnable fort.


      “I wonder if Kemo rubbed off on him?” Zelos mused. “That guy’d turn into the devil himself if it let him protect people with animal ears. And it did seem like Kemo had given him a fair deal of brainwa—I mean, education.”


      “You were about to say brainwashing, weren’t you?!” Ado said. “But yeah, it was this big, pitch-black, terrifying castle thing that worked like some brutal killing machine...”


      “He probably made it with Create Dungeon. It’s a special skill you could get from an event. Kemo and Brose were the only ones who had it.”


      “Now that you say it, I think he mentioned something like that... Wait. Huh? Weren’t there a bunch of people making their own dungeons in Swords & Sorceries?”


      “Those two had a secret business selling Artificial Dungeon Cores. A lot of players bought them and used them to become dungeon masters themselves. If anyone with one of those in their inventory reincarnated here like we did...well, we could end up with quite the situation on our hands.”


      “What were those two thinking? And yeah—the thought of people being able to make their own dungeons is terrifying when you apply it to real life.”


      Depending on the skills and stored items of the players who’d been reincarnated here, this world might just have another crisis waiting in the wings.


      An Artificial Dungeon Core would let a potential dungeon master place a labyrinth anywhere in the world and control it however they pleased. Users could create one right in the middle of a city, so these dungeons were far more troublesome than naturally occurring ones.


      “Urgh... Thinking about this is giving me a headache.” Zelos groaned. “How about we just eat for now?”


      Ado gave a nod. “Yeah. Makes me wanna crawl into bed and never get out. I don’t wanna work myself to death—I’m still young!”


      Maybe Zelos was just imagining things, but he couldn’t help but feel like every player who’d been reincarnated here was a little off in the head. He didn’t consider what that might imply about him, of course...but he felt like every reincarnator he’d come across had some weird obsession or was oddly assertive about some particular thing. There wasn’t one normal person among the bunch.


      Eromura, check. Kemo Brose, check. Anzu was just a kid, and even she was very particular about certain things.


      Lisa and Shakti had looked normal at first glance, but at this point, Zelos suspected they had some peculiar interests or fetishes of their own. Or...perhaps he was just too distrustful of others.


      Speaking of Lisa and Shakti, they and Yui were talking around the main table, separate from Zelos and Ado.


      “You know, it’s weird—this meat’s seasoned like something from this world, so why does it remind me of Japanese food?” Lisa wondered aloud. “Am I just imagining it? This isn’t actually Japanese food, right?”


      “I’d expect it’s because Zelos has been making us Japanese-style home cooking up until now, no?” Shakti suggested. “So even though this meal tastes different, we’re expecting it to taste Japanese after having Zelos’s cooking for a few days. Our taste buds are hallucinating.”


      “I’m kind of jealous,” Yui said. “The food in Hasam tasted weird. There was this one dish—I think they called it a ‘sourich ster-ew’?—that had this...strange sweet-and-sour flavor.”


      “What kind of food is that?” Lisa and Shakti asked. “Now that you’ve brought it up, I have to know!”


      By the sounds of it, none of these three were too fond of how meals were seasoned in this world. But it seemed like Yui, in particular, had been subjected to some kind of strange local specialty.


      When Yui’s first description of the dish was that it had a “strange sweet-and-sour flavor,” things weren’t off to a great start. Then there was the dish’s name, which only made the other two more curious.


      It was Yui’s grimace as she talked about the dish that made the others confident it had not tasted great. It certainly didn’t sound like something that’d suit a Japanese palate, at least.


      “It’s some kind of meat stew, but it has this...thick, sticky texture. And the first taste you notice is this intense sourness. Then that’s followed by a sweet flavor that I...can’t even really describe. Combined, it’s just very unpleasant. The villagers all seemed to think it was delicious, though.”


      “That barely sounds like food,” Shakti remarked. “Or at least food anybody should be making.”


      “Yeah...” Lisa agreed. “Even the cuisine in rural Isalas wasn’t that bad. The ingredients weren’t great, but at least the food they made with them was edible...”


      Where people lived often shaped their palates. In Japan, for example, people tended to prefer stronger-tasting food the farther north you went.


      Then there were local specialties and delicacies, which had flavors unique to the area—and often enough, people from outside of the area wouldn’t enjoy those flavors. Even factors like living environment or climate could have a major impact on a person’s palate.


      And here, of course, they weren’t just talking about differences between regions, or countries for that matter; these were foods from a whole other world, foreign to the reincarnators. It made sense there’d be some food here and there that tasted simply bizarre to them.


      They’d found Zelos’s crazy culinary creations edible, at least, so it was clear they could do much worse than that.


      “I say we turn in for the night once we’re all done eating,” Zelos said. “Ado’s going to help me with some crafting tomorrow, so we should all get a proper rest tonight. Transmutation really tires you out, after all.”


      “Tomorrow? Sweet! I thought I was gonna have to craft more stuff again tonight.”


      “We can certainly do that if that’s what you’d like, but even I’m not such a slave driver, you know?”


      All at once, Ado’s party replied with a single word: “Liar.”


      Zelos promptly set a cigarette in his mouth and rushed outside to light it, obviously trying to escape the situation.


      The sight of him outside the window—blowing smoke rings in a clear attempt to play it cool—only made it more obvious to Ado and the others that he was desperately trying to avoid the topic.


      They could almost certainly remember one or two occasions—or quite a few more than that, actually—that proved their point.


      It seemed like nobody had trusted Zelos as a player.


      * * *


      Zelos offered a spare room on the second floor to his guests, who turned in early for the night.


      While there were magic tools in this world that could provide light, people here typically went to bed around ten o’clock. Most bars closed by midnight.


      That was just how things were here. Generally, the only people up and about late at night were criminals or those with very important business.


      When the sun rose, you got to work, and when it fell, you slept. It made for a very orderly lifestyle—but also, a lifestyle bereft of entertainment.


      This wasn’t like Earth, where some businesses stayed open all night; even taverns here, for example, made sure to prepare food, stock up on ingredients, and so on during the day.


      It gave people a reliable structure to their lives, at least.


      So naturally, when Zelos got out of bed a little past midnight, headed to the living room on the first floor, and opened the door to his underground storeroom, he did so for one reason: to secretly check on the Dark God in the culture tank at the back of the room.


      “Nice to see you again, little miss Dark God. Sorry for disturbing you at this hour. It’s just that this is the only time of day I’m able to make it down here right now.”


      “You certainly had quite a long trip. I have been so terribly bored in here.”


      As Zelos peeked through the window of the culture tank, he saw the Dark God, her body that of a young girl, floating within the culture fluid.


      It admittedly looked like it’d be kind of fun to float in there like that, but when that was all there was to do in there, it made perfect sense that the Dark God would be bored.


      Zelos smiled sheepishly as he took a closer look. Then he noticed that the Dark God’s body had changed a little since he’d last seen it.


      “Oh? Say... What happened to your wings and your horns?”


      “Hmm? Given all the time I had to pass, I did some tests and discovered I could store those appendages away. To put it in terms you might better understand—I can dematerialize and reconstruct them at will.”


      “You’re right—I, uh, wouldn’t call that ‘storing them away.’ It’s more like you can transform your body at will.”


      “A trifling task. The concept of a ‘body’ means little to me. It is merely a necessity to manifest within the physical realm; I am, after all, an energy-based life-form by nature. Though...I would likely have to begin by defining that for you to properly understand.”


      “Are you saying this world doesn’t have the right words to explain it? Or is it more that it’s hard for you to define your existence at all? Either way, it sounds like I can file you away as quite the fascinating little creature.”


      “I cannot say I am fond of being treated like some exotic animal. Yet, infuriatingly, I cannot refute your statement.”


      She really was like an exotic animal.


      As they talked, Zelos took a paper bag out from his inventory and inserted its contents into a tube in the side of the culture tank.


      “What is this? What are you doing?”


      “Consider it a souvenir. See that button inside the tank? Press that, and those things you just saw should fall into the tank one at a time. They’re snacks, for whenever you feel like it.”


      “The ‘button’? Are you referring to this raised section? And ‘snacks,’ you say... So they are for consumption?”


      “They’re candies, specifically. I can’t put normal food into that culture fluid. Most solid foods will disintegrate, so I can only give you something pretty hard.”


      “Hmm. Allow me to try it now.”


      The Dark God pressed the button. With a ka-clonk, a hard candy dropped into the tank. She grabbed hold of it and put it into her mouth.


      “Oh? OH! This... This must be what mortals describe as ‘delicious’!”


      “I’m curious about something. I’ve heard you absorbed all sorts of different life-forms during the Dark God War. When you did...did they taste like anything?”


      “They did not. At the time, I could think of nothing but absorbing those fools—and I was not possessed of a sense of taste to begin with. My entire existence was dedicated to acquiring knowledge by force.”


      “I guess even gods become big, dangerous animals when they don’t have their world-shaping powers, huh? Though...I suppose you weren’t an ‘animal,’ by the usual definition. More of an...all-consuming entity that was terrorizing civilization.”


      “Such a slanderous way to put it. I won’t deny that I absorbed lives to gather as much knowledge as I could. But I ensured their souls were properly returned to the cycle of life. Those souls are akin to the eggs of my kind, fated to transform into gods over the course of an eternity. Though note—while I use the word ‘gods’ for simplicity, I speak not of the sorts of ‘gods’ you humans believe in. Those I describe would be closer in nature to...machines, perhaps. Our ‘emotions’ are merely tools for adapting to this world. By nature, we are inorganic.”


      The “gods” that managed worlds didn’t inherently have any emotions, but when they manifested in the physical world, emotions—which came together to form what people would call a personality—were useful for a number of reasons.


      An emotionless, inorganic mind might struggle to modulate its power and manifest an avatar from the higher planes of existence, for example. By entering the physical world, they could manage their domain much more effectively; the laws of reality in a physical world would be different from those in the space these gods typically inhabited, and it was easier to understand and work with the laws of a world you were actually in. While gods could interfere in the physical world from their own higher plane, doing so could have enormous ramifications.


      Having a personality provided a god with a limiter of sorts that could be useful when managing a lower plane. It also gave them, say, an understanding of good and evil, and how to distinguish between the two—knowledge that would make the process of managing a world that much smoother.


      Even then, the higher-ranking a god was, the more difficult it became for them to adjust their power—and they had to repeat this process anew any time they manifested in a physical world.


      This world, with its lack of a custodian, was an abnormality. And the Dark God was merely trying to fix that abnormality by fulfilling her duty as an avatar.


      Even with physical forms, though, the gods were far divorced from human notions of common sense, and so it was common for a god to make various blunders when they were managing a world for the first time.


      Indeed, even the god who had created the Dark God and this world had considered her—the high-ranking god they themselves had assigned to the world—a failed experiment. Then, when the Dark God had first awakened, she had driven the world to the brink of collapse.


      “The god that made this place to begin with sounds like a real irresponsible piece of work. They didn’t even try to stop you? It’s like they didn’t give a damn about anything.”


      “I exist solely to fulfill my duty. The destruction of a single planet matters little.”


      “Quite the grand scale you’re looking at there. But, erm... I’d prefer it if you didn’t destroy the world. Anyway, from what you’re saying, it sounds like the gods in charge of worlds would each be different from each other, right?”


      “I would imagine so. My sources indicate that while my Creator has mighty powers, they cannot be relied upon to manage their worlds. The gods who sent you and your ilk, at least, seem somewhat more devoted to their duties.”


      “By ‘my ilk,’ you’re talking about us reincarnators, right? Or ‘transmigrators’—I still don’t know which term to use... But yes, the ones who sent us here were definitely trying to set something in motion in this world. I’d guess they were trying to distract the Four Gods from your revival. When you’re still weak like you are now, it’d be easy to get rid of you.”


      “Sooner or later, I intend to reclaim my position in the upper realms. But for now... Mmm. Yes, this candy is indeed exquisite.”


      They were talking about some pretty serious stuff right now, but the Dark God seemed more focused on rolling the hard candy around in her mouth. As she savored the treat, she bounced around and danced inside the culture fluid. Just from a look, it’d be hard to believe she was anything more than your average little girl.


      “By the way, do you have an actual name? You’ve never mentioned it, if so.”


      “I do not. I was sealed away before ever receiving such a thing.”


      “Then let’s give you one. It feels weird just calling you ‘little miss Dark God’ or whatever all the time.”


      “I concur. It would make sense for me to have a name, for convenience’s sake. I would like to request a name befitting a custodian.”


      As the Dark God looked at him—her high hopes clear from her gaze—Zelos panicked.


      Even he knew he didn’t have the best knack for naming things.


      Even the name he went by here—Zelos Merlin—was the result of chuunibyou tastes he should have aged out of long ago. The only reason it hadn’t been an issue for him was that this was another world where things like that didn’t sound as far out of place.


      “Well, you’re a god, so let’s see... The beginning and the end... Alpha and omega... Which would give us, uh... Alpha... Alphia? Alphia... Omega? Mmm...no. It needs something more... Omega, omega... Mega... Magus?”


      He was really scraping the bottom of the barrel, desperate to come up with something, like a clueless father trying to name his child.


      Ultimately, despite his efforts to ignore them, his chuunibyou tendencies won out.


      “Right. Starting today, your name is Alphia Magus.”


      “Mmm... An acceptable moniker. But...what is it? Something about this feels...”


      “H-Huh? Not, uh... Not a fan of the name?”


      “Ah—no, it is not that. Do not worry.” Well. This is intriguing...


      “Ah, good. Well, let’s leave it here for today, then. I’ve got a lot to do in the morning.”


      “Understood. I ask that you bring more of these candies upon your next visit.”


      The newly dubbed Alphia Magus wasn’t about to miss her chance to request a steady supply of sweets.


      Zelos raised his eyebrow in amusement and agreed to do just that. Then he left, and Alphia was alone once more.


      It...would appear the restrictions on my ability to access the Akashic records have been removed. Not in full, but still... And the same is true of my access permissions for the hallowed realm. I expect it will not be much longer until I can leave this tank and rejoin the world proper...but I should lie low. I would be in trouble if those four were to notice me now.


      The restrictions placed on her hadn’t been lifted when she was first unsealed. Indeed, that had been why she’d chased after the Four Gods: She’d had to take the administrative permissions for the world back from them.


      Now, though? It appeared that merely being named had let her regain some of those permissions.


      “Hmm. So, receiving a name served to reestablish my existence? I can expect, then, that the more I am recognized, the more such changes I will see to my permissions—and the powers I can wield. Now, what shall I do with this knowledge...”


      This was one more seal on her gone, though more remained.


      She wanted to return in full as this world’s custodian—but at least for now, she wouldn’t be able to take on the Four Gods.


      And for the time being, she didn’t have the power to be recognized as a god in her own right.


      Aware of her weakness, the revived god ruminated on her plans for the future.


      That, and the deliciousness of the hard candy...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Cleaning Up Someone Else’s Mess


      In a realm beyond the physical world, a lone angel was swamped with work.


      Surrounded by a vast sea of information, she looked like someone you’d see in a control room from a sci-fi story.


      More and more data flashed up on transparent screens as the angel’s fingers rushed back and forth across the keyboard, which contained more keys than any you’d find on Earth. Every time new information appeared, tiny threads of light appeared in the air and coalesced into what looked like spell sigils or circuit boards.


      The angel’s fingers danced frantically across the keyboard as she tried to access the system for managing this jurisdiction—but despite her best efforts, she was making zero progress. No matter what she did, she couldn’t keep up with the flood of data or gain control over the plane.


      “This is impossible,” the angel groaned. “How am I supposed to analyze this?! It’s too complicated! Frankly, I think I deserve some praise for initializing this sacred realm’s system at all!”


      The beautiful, blonde angel—Lucifer—was ready to throw in the towel. She hadn’t expected the mission to be this difficult.


      She had been created as a system for administering worlds, and while she didn’t have the data processing capabilities of an Observer, hers were still impressive. Even so, she was getting nowhere.


      She had to conclude her boss had picked the wrong individual for the job.


      “I don’t see how you could take over this system without dozens of custodians, each with my level of throughput, all working together. That stupid boss of mine... I swear, he’s getting a thwack on the head when I’m back!”


      Her options exhausted, she’d been reduced to shouting into the void.


      This administrative system—made by a certain High Observer—was rock solid. Regardless of which angle she approached from, the system shut her out. The whole thing was making her wonder whether her own plane’s system was too vulnerable in comparison.


      It was scary just how advanced this thing was—and how robust it was. It was virtually flawless.


      What do you mean an emergency override isn’t enough to give me access?! How damn paranoid was this plane’s Observer?! Who puts such a stubborn system in a world that doesn’t even have proper custodians?!


      An entity tasked with maintaining a plane of reality couldn’t overlook anomalies occurring in bordering planes. After all, the collapse of one plane could spark a chain reaction that threatened others. As a result, systems like this usually had built-in features that gave custodians remote access in the event of an emergency.


      Usually being the operative word.


      Yet Lucifer had been denied access to the system. It was unheard-of—especially seeing as this world had no proper custodian. The system was more or less running autonomously, all while the low-ranked gods in charge here meddled in the affairs of mortals for fun.


      Those gods’ irresponsibility was causing all sorts of problems for other planes, including Lucifer’s. Something had to be done. Gaining control over the hallowed realm seemed impossible, though, and Lucifer was on the verge of screaming and giving up.


      There was a particularly pressing need to deal with the souls that were wrongly trapped here. Sufficiently advanced, powerful souls that got summoned to another world could be retrieved. If immature souls were summoned, however, they wouldn’t be able to withstand the influence of that world’s laws of reality. Their very nature would be rewritten, removing them from the cycle of life, trapping them, and very likely transforming them into anomalies—or, in other words, software bugs.


      That was exactly what had happened here.


      In the worst-case scenario, they could effectively turn into bombs, destroying the plane they were in before causing a chain reaction of further destruction.


      Souls were beings of pure energy. Put a bunch of them in a world that conflicted with their laws of reality, and you had a dangerous situation on your hands.


      Disciples from multiple planes—Lucifer included—had to retrieve those irresponsibly summoned souls, regardless of the cost.


      At least the summoning sigil here was destroyed, so the damage shouldn’t accelerate. Thank you! Ten out of ten!


      While Lucifer wasn’t making any progress on penetrating the system, she’d extracted some information from the Akashic records that allowed her to observe the world and check on the status of the infiltrators who had been sent here.


      I can’t get over the fact that more than half the people brought here are already dead, though... We’ll have to recover their souls. At any cost. Argh... Those four, I swear! You can’t trust them with anything!


      Her boss—an Observer who went by the name Kemo—had arranged these infiltrators. But while the ones Kemo had the highest hopes for were still doing just fine, most were dead.


      After all, the Four Gods had spawned them in some dastardly locations—mountain peaks, deserts devoid of food, primeval forests teeming with deadly monsters—and left them there to fend for themselves. The Four Gods might have considered it a prank, but it was outright inhumane.


      Some of these ill-fated infiltrators had even been young children. And when Lucifer had looked them up in the sacred realm’s monitoring system, which she’d just barely managed to access, she’d seen a record of the Four Gods laughing as they watched their victims’ tragic ends.


      The sight had made her blood boil. Shortly after, though, she’d found a record that showed one of the most promising infiltrators—Zelos—using an ancient weapon to blow up the hero summoning sigil. Now that had been satisfying to watch. She hadn’t been able to help but shout, “Yeah! Serves you right!”


      Most of the other reincarnators had been sent as decoys to distract the Four Gods from that real threat...but that didn’t make their deaths less unfortunate. Lucifer had done what she could to recover their souls and send them back to the world where they belonged, but she hadn’t yet been able to recover some of the particularly headstrong or bitter reincarnators.


      It was becoming clear to her that the distortions in reality here were worse than she’d expected. They’d even started causing errors to appear in some of the adjustments that gods in her own jurisdiction had made to the reincarnators.


      But despite her awareness of all these problems, she was helpless to do much about them.


      “So this individual is...Zelos. Code number 666. He’s very impressive. Though I do wish he’d take a more active approach to disrupting the Four Gods.”


      Zelos, one of the elite infiltrators Kemo had sent, was the one they were expecting the most of. He’d also been given possession of the core of a juvenile Observer. Put all that together, and the decision had been made to assign him quite the foreboding number.


      The Dark God War had been triggered when the Dark God—the aforementioned juvenile Observer, and successor to the world’s former Observer—lost the administrative permissions it was expected to have and malfunctioned. While it hadn’t possessed a developed sense of self at the time, sheer instinct drove it to hunt down the Four Gods and take their permissions. And as it roamed, it acquired knowledge by absorbing other life-forms, evolving with each one.


      Apparently, it had returned its victims’ souls to the cycle of life while using the memories of the more intelligent ones—alongside information on ongoing events—to analyze its situation. Then, it had paired that analysis with information from the Akashic records to stalk the Four Gods. Throughout the war, its actions had threatened to destroy the world. It had hardly been conduct befitting an Observer.


      In fact, the Dark God had eventually absorbed so much power that it had nearly destroyed the very plane it was trying to control.


      It was frankly impressive—a miracle, even—that the summoned heroes alone had managed to seal the Dark God away, albeit with heavy losses.


      At least the former Observer left behind those sacred treasures to help deal with its rogue successor... I wish they hadn’t been so fragile, though...


      If even a single prototype had survived, the other gods could have developed an improved model.


      But this plane was completely isolated, so requests from other Observers had fallen on deaf ears. And now, those other gods were being forced to play catch-up and deal with a situation that had gone on for too long.


      Lucifer was still worrying when, a few moments later, something caught her eye that made her curl up into a ball of shame.


      Namely, the monitor in front of her had started displaying footage of the gallant Jet-Black Meteor Givleon.


      “Kill me!”


      Her unwilling transformation into a corny hero of justice had dealt some major emotional damage.


      It was all in the past now, but that just meant she could never undo it. It was permanent—at least so far as she was concerned. Only Observers capable of manipulating timelines could change the past.


      “Hmm? What is she, catatonic?” a sudden voice remarked from behind Lucifer.


      “Ooh! Looks like fun!” chimed in another.


      “Wh-Who’s there?!” Lucifer reacted in shock, before quickly spinning around to see three individuals who clearly outranked her.


      The first was a jet-black devil. He had a really sinister appearance, but he was a high-ranking custodian and emanated a divine aura.


      The second looked like an androgynous young child, but they exuded a far more powerful presence than their companions. This one had to be an Observer.


      The third was a silver dragon—most likely a guardian who answered directly to some Observer. It was clear that they were far more powerful than Lucifer.


      “You requested help? Well, here we are,” the first said. “I’m Velthasis. A first-tier plane custodian, if it matters.”


      “I’m _____,” the second said. “Oh, sorry... That language doesn’t exist here, does it? Let’s make things easier, then: Call me Solas. That’s close enough!”


      Finally, the third one spoke. “Proto-Zero. On the command of my master, I am here to aid you in gaining system control.”


      All up, Lucifer’s reinforcements consisted of a haughty, demonic custodian, a childish Observer, and a mechanical dragon that spoke without a hint of emotion in its voice.


      They’d obviously be powerful allies, but at the same time, Lucifer couldn’t help but feel somewhat worried.


      “Thank you all for coming,” she said. “I’m Lucifer. I know this is a bit sudden, but could you start by helping me take control of the system? I can’t process all this data by myself...”


      Velthasis observed for a moment. “This is perplexing... I haven’t seen the likes of it before either.”


      “Hmm... I think I kind of get it,” Solas said. “This...might be a problem, though. Frequent contact with other worlds, repeated hero summonings, foreign souls stuck where they don’t belong—this is why reality here’s all out of whack! Why’s there a level-based system for rapid development? It’s like the whole world’s a game! Or...maybe part of it’s because the souls of the bugged reincarnators are influencing the world? Anyway, it’s all kinda weird.”


      “We require the permissions of an Observer from this world specifically,” Proto-Zero explained. “The presence of the former Observer’s successor could unlock the system, but lacking that, there is no means of undoing full protections. Authorization for the central system has been redistributed to four parties. Current estimate: Three percent of protections have been lifted.”


      The explanation sent a shocked murmur through the other three.


      “The rightful successor has recently revived, though they remain in a juvenile state,” Proto-Zero continued. “They have so far regained permissions to access the Akashic records. Permissions to alter reality remain inaccessible. Revived successor has begun perusal of knowledge. Permissions for the next-generation Observer have been registered under the name ‘Alphia Magus.’”


      This was all very sudden. The other three didn’t know what to say.


      Apparently, the future Observer had already been revived. Moreover, they had been given a name, and this naming had undone some of the locks on the local administrative system. Sure, access had only been granted to three percent of the system, but with a world this vast, that was still a lot of data.


      It was a great development. At the same time, though, they could not let the Four Gods find out about this.


      “Custodial permissions have been assigned to entity Alphia Magus,” Proto-Zero continued. “However, administrative permissions for both the sacred realm and the hallowed realm remain unavailable. Development of this successor will be of the highest priority.”


      “Are you saying the system hasn’t fully unlocked yet because the successor reawakened before they’d finished maturing?” Lucifer asked.


      “Sounds like it,” Velthasis said. “Still, this’ll give us a way to kick those pests out of their roles as custodians.”


      “But the admin permissions in this world are locked, right?” Solas asked. “The world might have recognized this successor as an Observer, but the power to control stuff is still with those stupidheads. We’ll have to figure out how to catch them and take back their permissions.”


      “Shoring up the revived successor’s strength comes first, though,” Velthasis said. “Right now, they wouldn’t even be able to fend off those four morons. This world has anomalous beings that have evolved too far, yes? ‘Monsters,’ they were called? I say we get our Observer to absorb their power. We’ll need to restore balance to this plane sooner or later anyway. Why not get a head start and toughen up the new successor?”


      “Hmm, about that... What about those, uh, heroes? The life-forms we call antibodies,” Solas said. “They’ve never been retrieved, so they’ve just sat here for ages, their souls corroding the fabric of reality. And what’s worse is that so many of them were summoned from Kemo’s territory. They came from places without mana, and they never got the right adjustments for a world with mana. So when they were given all this power here, it started to transform them. And together, they’ve turned into this huge bug in the system. Or...more like a virus, actually.”


      “Wait—the world’s Antibody System’s gone haywire? What’s happening here?!” Velthasis exclaimed.


      “The abnormalities aren’t even seen as abnormal here,” Solas said. “Like, there are all these contradictions—a low-level can easily take out a high-level, and there are evolved creatures popping up everywhere and growing crazy fast—but no one finds any of it out of the ordinary.”


      “Then there are the particularly powerful life-forms,” Velthasis said. “The ‘demon lords.’ These kinds of life-forms are expected to emerge on occasion, but when the conditions here make it so easy for them to appear, they could destroy the whole ecosystem. The entire planet might just get annihilated. And the ones in charge here don’t even realize it’s almost too late to stop it.”


      “We’d be lucky if only the planet were annihilated,” Solas replied. “If these errors turn into a singularity, the whole plane’s probably doomed. We’d better do something about it, and fast.”


      The situation was worse than they’d expected.


      If the Four Gods had been the only problem, things would’ve been easy. But with anomalies appearing in reality itself, a widespread catastrophe seemed inevitable if nothing was done to stop it.


      Given the complexity and intricacy of the system here, a collapse in this world could have ripples that would affect every world under the same system. A destructive enough collapse might even be enough to erase everything under the system’s jurisdiction from existence.


      And, worse again, other planes could be drawn toward the resulting void, leading to a chain reaction of annihilation.


      “Y’know, we’re probably lucky that one planet’s laws of reality breaking down is the worst that’s happened so far,” Solas said. “Still, maybe this is just the beginning. There’s a chance that things only get worse from here, and I don’t like the odds. I wanna fix it all as fast as we can, but...”


      “But we can’t get control of the hallowed realm to actually let us fix things. Yeah,” Lucifer said. “I just hope the future Observer makes it in time...”


      “This won’t be easy,” Velthasis muttered. “Actually—hold on. Didn’t I hear something about the ‘Furries Forever’ Observer using data from this world to make a simulation? It was...a game, was it? Called Swords & Sorceries? We may not be able to access this world’s data directly, but couldn’t we use that?”


      “I do have access to that, if you think it’d help,” Lucifer said. “But frankly, I thought that was just my master playing around...”


      “Could you show us?” Solas asked. “I’m curious. And I’m getting a kinda bad feeling here...”


      A copy of the data from Swords & Sorceries was stored within Lucifer’s divine core. It had been based on data from this world, from before the Dark God War to just recently.


      She knew Kemo had spent a lot of time tweaking the workings of Swords & Sorceries and simulating the results, but she’d always assumed it was just another of her whimsical boss’s hobby projects. Lucifer had never considered that the data might be important.


      “Projecting high risk of total ecological collapse, encompassing all life-forms,” Proto-Zero said, analyzing the data. “Numerous groups of anomalous evolutions have been confirmed to exist. Parameters exceed maximum limits for biological entities. Expectation: Overflow resulting in biological collapse. Timeline uncertain.”


      “Has this world been corrupted by all those brash humans who were summoned?” Velthasis muttered. “By their backgrounds? Their knowledge? Just look at this chaotic mess of laws from different planes! This place should never have had levels! This has to have been caused by all those summonings. Those blasted fools...”


      Heroes were usually summoned in response to some anomaly in the world, with help from the Observer of the world the heroes were summoned from. If regular humans were brought to another world and made to fight, they’d simply die, of course. But by capitalizing on the subtle differences between the laws of reality in different worlds, it was possible to adjust the targets at the moment of their summoning and specialize them for combat. The mechanism responsible for this was known as the Antibody System.


      These summoned heroes would defeat the anomalous elements, absorb their abnormal energy, and purify it within themselves. That energy would accumulate within their bodies, allowing them to grow increasingly powerful. Eventually, when the heroes were sent back home, the system would retrieve all the energy they’d absorbed and disperse it back throughout the world, restoring balance.


      At least, that was how it was meant to go. But this world had summoned heroes so many times, and they’d all been brought here as-is, with no one ever coordinating with those heroes’ home worlds to adjust them for the foreign environment.


      As a backup measure, this world’s administrative system had adjusted the summoned heroes as best as it could manage without assistance. But in doing so, the system had become strained.


      Worst of all, the heroes’ souls had never been repatriated to where they belonged. They’d been effectively removed from the cycle of life, their accumulated energy had never been recovered, and over time, more and more of these souls had built up. In turn, they had slowly encroached upon the system that governed reality, gradually corroding and corrupting it. It really was like a computer virus.


      The ripples from this anomaly had then spread throughout the ecosystem, resulting in the birth of creatures with abnormal strength, in abnormal numbers.




      By now, things had grown so bad that these contaminants were distorting the broader plane.


      “Limit Breaker is one thing,” Solas said, “but Criticality Breaker? Zenith Breaker? Why? What kind of crazy life-forms are they supposed to be? It’s like they’ve gone straight from regular creatures to higher beings, skipping every step in between! Plus, with how fast they can grow, they might even figure out how to resurrect the dead. It’s so stupid! And now, more and more of these things are appearing in reality too...”


      “Look at how quickly they’ve changed in ways that are supposed to take an eternity,” Velthasis sighed. “No life-form should be able to withstand that! In normal circumstances, their bodies and souls would both self-destruct the moment they activated Criticality Breaker! Those life-forms are lucky they were only in a simulation.”


      “We’re seeing anomalies in life-forms’ abilities too,” Solas said. “The laws of reality here aren’t just contradicting each other at this point. They’re full-on insane. The laws aren’t even laws, and more new mechanics keep getting added into the mix... There’s no end to it! What happened in those simulations is starting to happen in this real world too. Just look at how the rate of anomalous evolutions has spiked.”


      If the laws of nature fell apart, so too would the world itself.


      Replacing sound principles with anomalous ones would lead to drastic contradictions within all matter in existence. These contradictions would place a significant strain on that matter until, eventually, it would start to collapse in on itself, leaving nothing but void where the world once stood.


      If a world were created or destroyed due to the laws of nature, that wouldn’t be a problem, from these gods’ perspective. But the damage from an unnatural global annihilation threatened to spread to other nearby domains, resulting in a chain of destruction or mass erosion.


      On one hand, it was frankly a miracle that the anomalies were still contained to this one planet. But on the other hand, the situation was so delicate that these anomalies might just trigger a catastrophe at any moment now.


      The problem was that the intelligent life inhabiting this planet had no idea these anomalies were anomalous at all.


      “Normally, regardless of how strong a life-form gets, Level 500 is the limit,” Velthasis said. “And yet...someone here is over Level 1,800?! Not to mention, it took them so little time to get to that point!”


      “And even some of those weaker creatures—monsters, yeah?—are Level 300, but they’re managing to take on individuals higher than Level 500,” Solas said. “Something must have gone pretty wrong already for that to happen, right? There has to be some kinda distortion somewhere...”


      “A distortion? So...should we look for a singularity?” Lucifer asked. “That might be difficult right now...”


      “My guess is, the souls of the people who got summoned are slowly damaging the system,” Solas explained. “Like pathogens in a body. But yeah. We don’t have any way of finding where that damage is happening until we manage to take control over the system. The self-purification system seems to be working, at least, but with the way things are now, it’s hard to say anything else for sure. I have some rough guesses, but that’s all they are. Guesses.”


      “Requesting contact with the Erasers to ask that they refrain from using Criticality Breaker and Zenith Breaker,” Proto-Zero said. “Implementation of this approach would minimize local strain. Additional request: Degree of intervention from Observer identified as ‘Kemo’ remains unclear. Clarification required.”


      “Even I don’t know how much my master meddled in all this,” Lucifer said. “I didn’t even get a warning before I was sent here, after all. Anyway—what should we do about the creatures exhibiting anomalous evolutions? Some of them are intelligent life. Surely culling them all isn’t on the table...”


      “I concur with Velthasis’s plan. Using these life-forms to fuel the successor’s development would be an effective strategy,” Proto-Zero said. “Outcome would include return of problematic souls to the cycle of life and utilization of these souls’ accumulated power as fuel for the successor. Recommendation: Concurrent with execution of this plan, efforts should focus on seizing control of local system.”


      “Won’t those dolts in charge around here try to stop us?” Velthasis said. “They’re apparently a selfish lot, aren’t they?”


      “Yeah, I think they would,” Solas nodded. “So...what do we start on first? There’s one other idea I have in mind too, but I was thinking of bringing that up with the Erasers once we get in touch with them.”


      The “Erasers” they were mentioning—also referred to as infiltrators—were beings that stood against the Four Gods.


      They were also, simultaneously, intended as a means of reviving and protecting the world’s incoming new Observer. And so far, at least, this had all gone to plan.


      But they weren’t out of the woods yet. The new Observer wasn’t fully mature, so it was incapable of defending itself, let alone defeating any enemies.


      What was more, making contact with the Erasers would risk alerting the Four Gods to the presence of the vulnerable Observer.


      It would not help these gods’ plans, to say the least, if the Observer were slaughtered.


      “Wouldn’t it be faster to take control of the sacred realm first, then?” Velthasis suggested. “Then we could at least stabilize the system to minimize the burden on it. It’d also leave the Four Gods with nowhere to hide. Which is something we’ll need to do.”


      “Those idiots aren’t even leaving the sacred realm in the first place, though!” Solas replied. “Besides, our bigger problem is that the successor’s still not ready yet. Even going outside might cause their body to break apart right now. But, well...I guess we can speed up their return if we use the ace up our sleeve.”


      Lucifer looked uncertain. “Even if the plan works, though, doesn’t it mean the anomalous creatures that have already appeared—the most threatening ones—will be left unchecked until the successor gets powerful enough to deal with them? And who knows how long that’ll take...”


      “Top priority remains to secure high-level administrative permissions to intervene in sacred realm and issue revelation to appeal for help from Erasers,” Proto-Zero stated. “Subsequent efforts should begin with camouflage, followed by observation.”


      “Yeah, I guess that’s all we can do,” Solas sighed. “The sacred realm’ll be easier to get into than the hallowed realm, at least. And since we’re shorthanded, we probably should ask for help as soon as possible. When should we get started?”


      Velthasis shrugged. “As soon as the successor can play their part, no? Don’t worry. It shouldn’t take that long. Just make sure those four don’t notice us between now and then.”


      “It feels like we should be doing more in the meantime... Oh, well. Not like we can, I guess.” Solas said. “We should contact the Erasers ASAP, at least.”


      The gods had provisions in place for seizing control over an administrative system, but intervening by force required them to jump through a lot of hoops. And so, the four here could do nothing but try to make their way in through a back entrance. It was frustratingly slow.


      So far, things were turning out well—but there was no guarantee that would continue.


      It was essential for them to lie low; unfortunately, not all of them could do that.


      “So? Who’s going to contact the Erasers?” Velthasis asked.


      “I’ll do it,” Solas replied. “If I send a clone, the stupidheads in charge here shouldn’t notice. No point waiting around either—I’ll go see them now. Still, I can’t get over it—they sent a god-class infiltrator here to help? That’s bold!”


      “Maybe my master really was taking his job seriously,” Lucifer said. “I was sure he was just doing all this for fun, but...”


      “Supplying correction to your statement: Observer ‘Kemo’ is estimated to be motivated seventy percent by personal entertainment. Further note: Threat index of Erasers continues to rise. Current index indicates power comparable to a low-ranking demigod. Threat posed is higher than that of the Four Gods.”


      A brief silence hung in the air.


      “We really do have to keep our eyes out for a singularity...” Velthasis muttered. “This is more trouble than I expected. One of these Erasers might just turn into a singularity themselves...”


      Now with a whole lot to get done, the assembled gods began their mission in earnest.


      * * *


      Late at night, Zelos and Ado—both asleep in the same room—suddenly woke up.


      Their intuitions had told them something was there.


      It was hard to describe, but they felt a voice or something was trying to call out to them.


      “Z-Zelos?! What is that?”


      “So you felt it too, hmm? Yeah, someone’s trying to get our attention. I heard a... No. I didn’t hear it, I suppose. It’s more like I...picked up on an intent.”


      “And whatever it is, it’s in the house, isn’t it?”


      “Mm-hmm. I wonder who it might be? I’ve got my guesses, at least. No proof, though.”


      Zelos thought he had an idea of who this might be, but he couldn’t rule out the possibility that it was a common burglar. Sure, a burglar wouldn’t have called out to him with some mysterious wave of energy, but the ‘wave’ he’d felt had been so faint that he figured it might have just been his exhausted mind playing tricks on him.


      They rose from their beds, opened the door, and headed in the direction they’d felt the presence coming from.


      “Where do you think it came from? The living room?” Zelos asked.


      “You did lock all the doors and windows last night, right?” Ado checked.


      “Hmm. You know, maybe I forgot to check the back door...”


      They inched forward, cautious and alert. Before long, they noticed that the living room light was on. They could hear something rattling too.


      Not knowing what awaited them up ahead, they each clutched a knife in their hand and took up position on one side of the door.


      Now that they were close, they swapped from whispering to hand signs. The moment I open the door, Zelos gestured, we both burst in at once.


      Got it!


      Slowly, Zelos turned the doorknob as quietly as he could. Then, in one swift motion, he and Ado sprang into the room.


      “Hands up!”


      “Brave Police!”


      They couldn’t resist the opportunity to live out their otaku fantasies.


      They quickly spotted the “culprit”: a child with a strange vibe about them. It was hard to tell whether they were a boy or a girl, but whatever the case, they’d clearly been helping themselves to the contents of Zelos’s fridge.


      “Hey there! Om, nom... This is some sweet prosciutto you’ve got here! Can I have some more?”


      Zelos and Ado stared in stunned silence.


      This was one brazen child.


      “Who, uh...”


      “Who are you?”


      “I think you can probably both guess, right? Oh—could you make me some tea? How long do you think it’d take?”


      “Tea? You’ve already helped yourself to my ale, apparently. I can see it there next to you. Which, uh... This isn’t a good look, is it?”


      “A little kid drinking alcohol? Yeah. That would not be a good influence on other kids.”


      “You’re right,” the child replied. “It’s not ideal, is it? But don’t worry! I’m fine. It’s legal.”


      The implication was clear: This intruder wasn’t the child they seemed to be.


      “Legality aside, I guess it does look kinda wrong,” the intruder agreed. “But forget about that! I don’t have much time. Let’s skip the chitchat. My name’s Solas. I mean, it’s not really, but it’s easier if you call me that. Humans can’t pronounce my real name. Anyway, I’m here to ask for a favor. I want you two to form a contract with this world’s next Observer.”


      “H-Huh? What are you talking about? What ‘Observer’?” Ado asked.


      A silence hung in the air.


      Ado might have been confused, but Zelos knew exactly who Solas meant: Alphia Magus.


      In other words, the cat was out of the bag.


      Zelos was sure he hadn’t let the secret slip, so he figured Solas must have found out through supernatural means.


      It was clear to him, now, that Solas was one of them.


      “Yep! Just what I’d expect from Agent 666,” the child nodded. “I see why he has such high expectations of you!”


      “Did you just read my mind? Anyway—so you’re an ally, yeah? I also get the feeling you’re on a whole other level from the Four Gods...”


      Ado stared. “W-Wait... This kid’s a god?!”


      “Aha ha ha ha! I mean, humans don’t even know we exist. We’re not like the gods you all imagine. But...you’re not wrong. I can see how you two managed to resurrect the future Observer! Look at how calm and composed you are!”


      Solas burst into laughter again. After, they gave Zelos and Ado an overview of the situation.


      To become complete, Alphia Magus needed a vast amount of life energy, which was the power accumulated by souls. Life energy was, effectively, another name for the XP you got when you defeated monsters.


      And with catastrophe looming, Zelos and Ado needed to form a contract with Alphia Magus so they could transfer XP to her.


      Ado looked Zelos dead in the eyes. “Zelos? This is the first I’ve heard about resurrecting the Dark God.”


      Zelos shrugged. “If you want to deceive your enemies, you have to start by deceiving your allies.” He turned back to Solas. “Anyway, this is all a bit sudden, don’t you think? Has something unexpected popped up on your end?”


      “It has, actually,” Solas replied. “Having so many otherworlders crammed into the system is starting to change this world in ways it’s not meant to change. And those idiot Four Gods can’t do anything to stop it. They haven’t even noticed it’s happening.”


      “‘So many otherworlders’? What, so the hero summonings messed something up?” Ado asked.


      “Bingo! I’m glad you’re quick on the uptake. The souls of all the people summoned from other worlds are stuck here, so they can’t return to the cycle of life. I mean, it makes sense, right? The way their souls work doesn’t fit this world. Plus, to help them protect the world, they were given a way to get strong superfast—that’s how the whole system of ‘leveling up’ got tacked onto this world. That’s led to errors, though, and those errors have turned into bugs. Are you following?”


      “Yeah. I... I think I get the gist,” Ado said.


      “So, usually if you summon someone, you have to send them back home when they’ve finished what you summoned them for,” Solas explained. “But everyone summoned to this world died here, and now their souls are stuck here. So instead of returning to the cycle of life like they’re meant to, they’re building up inside the system of this world. And not only are the workings of this world transforming them—the reverse is true too. It’s all getting out of hand.”


      “How many summoned heroes are we talking about here?” Ado asked.


      “Oh, easily over a thousand, if I had to guess. Those four really pushed it, after all. I mean, during the Dark God War, they made the system summon, like, five hundred heroes at once. I’m amazed that it even worked. Usually, that’d make the summoning sigil go boom. Well, I guess a whole continent did get turned into a desert... And we never got a report from the world they got summoned from, so we didn’t realize what happened until way later. Those four are always up to no good! That wasn’t even the last time they did it! Urgh!”


      The Four Gods hadn’t stopped summoning heroes after the Dark God War. Plus, unless the gods from a plane that had been wronged made a report, gods from elsewhere had no way of knowing how many people had been summoned.


      What was more, the Four Gods had kept it up without approval from the Observers of whatever planes they were summoning from, and they’d adjusted the Hero System by referencing the memories of the randomly summoned heroes—mostly memories of TV shows and games.


      And as a result, extra data from fictional worlds was awkwardly tacked onto the souls of the summoned heroes—and when they died, it bugged out and started to erode the world they’d been summoned to.


      The leveling system had overwritten this world’s laws, forcing its preexisting self-purification mechanisms to alter reality to make everything coexist nicely—that was why the abnormalities were considered normal. At some point, things like skill systems and awakened skills had emerged too.


      Yet even then, the selfish, stubborn Four Gods had continued to summon more and more heroes.


      This continued foolishness had distorted the world’s dragon veins, draining mana entirely from larger and larger regions while creating hotspots elsewhere. The Far-Flung Green Depths was an example of the latter.


      Awakened skills like Limit Breaker, Criticality Breaker, and Zenith Breaker—which raised the limits on how strong a life-form could become—had already spread throughout the ecosystem. The world’s administrative system couldn’t keep them under control.


      Restoring order would require an Observer. But since Alphia Magus wasn’t fully mature yet, they’d first have to help her reach her full form as soon as possible.


      Until then, the Four Gods controlled the world’s administrative permissions, and there was little Solas and the others could do to interfere.


      “I’ve got a question,” Ado began. “Can you not just retrieve the souls of all the dead heroes? That’d at least improve the problem a bit, right?”


      Solas grimaced. “We’d like to, but unfortunately, they’ve transformed in such a way that they’re now embedded firmly into this world’s system. Plus, they’re spread all around the world. And if we wanted to bring them all together in one place, we’d have to induce another bug on purpose. We can’t do something that risky right now. Besides, we’d need permission from the local custodians to interfere like that anyway. And do you think those dummies here would give us permission?”


      “Yeah, I...don’t see that happening,” Zelos replied. “So you plan to install a new Observer, eh? Still, why did the previous Observer abandon this world without leaving proper custodians? I get their successor might have been nothing like they’d hoped, but they must’ve known they’d need someone to keep the place in order, right? Was there something wrong with that Observer’s head?”


      “Mmm... Right now, that old Observer’s in the void making a new world out of nothing, so we can’t exactly ask him why. Besides, he’s higher-ranked than me, and if I ask my other higher-ups, they’ll just fob me off...”


      “Wait, is this one of those things where he technically got promoted, but it was effectively a way of banishing him to the sticks because no one wants anything to do with him? Surely not...”


      “You might be right, actually,” Solas said. “Honestly, I don’t want to be anywhere near him either. Once, he walked up to me with this weird smile. He had a gothic lolita dress in one hand and a cosplay outfit for a boy detective with the mind of an adult in the other hand. Then he started chasing me...”


      “Okay, yeah, I get why no one wants to be around that guy!” Zelos and Ado replied as one.


      They could’ve done without knowing quite so much about the gods. It sounded like the upper-ranking gods, in particular, could be pretty carefree.


      Apparently, their depravity was as vast as their power.


      “Anyway, is this stuff really that urgent?” Ado asked. “This is the first time I’m hearing about ‘reviving the Dark God,’ but I don’t get why we have to force the issue right now...”


      “Mmm... Ado, was it? Maybe you’re slower on the uptake than I’d thought! Take Zelos here, for example: He’s got 87,594,503 HP. Can you really call that human? Or, you know what—forget about treating his life energy as a number. It’d take a lot to kill him, right? He’s practically one of us! Don’t you think?”


      “Huh? I mean, this was all normal enough in Swords & Sorceries, but— Wait!”


      “Yep! Now you’re getting it! That world was a simulation. A copy. Made with data from this one. That’s why you were able to get so strong. But usually, absorbing that much energy would just make you go pop! Both your soul and your body! You’d explode, taking everything even remotely close out with you. That’s how it’d work in this world.”


      “Oh... So normally, a human body wouldn’t be able to withstand that much energy, is that what you’re saying?” Zelos asked. “Then...does that mean we reincarnators had something done to us to stop that from happening? To let us exist at these high levels without, uh, exploding?”


      “Mm-hmm. My guess is that they fused your physical bodies with some worn-out old disciple bodies. Maybe one-tenth of you is something like a god, so you’re able to stop this world’s rules from overwriting how your body works. But if you’d had your old bodies, the country you’re in would’ve been wiped off the map by now. Who knows how many people would’ve died!”


      Zelos and Ado were forced to realize that all life-forms in this world—themselves included—were akin to ticking time bombs with free will. As long as conflict continued to exist, someone or something, somewhere, would eventually exceed its limits and blow up in spectacular fashion, taking out their surroundings along with them.


      It was honestly pretty cool to think about...but it was terrifying to imagine actually being part of.


      “By the way, once we collected all the data we needed from the simulation, we turned it into a place to play and interact with all our children,” Solas said. “And as part of that, we kinda had to mess with your memories. Back when we first started collecting data, that game was crap!”


      Zelos and Ado gave each other a look. “Yikes...”


      “We’re not bound by time in the same way you all are, so...maybe the easiest way to explain it would be to say we went into the past and improved it there? Your memories of having fun in the game come from after we improved it.”


      The revelation that the gods had not only messed with their memories but had even rewritten time itself left Zelos and Ado speechless.


      The fact that they really didn’t remember what it had been like before was terrifying.


      So that must be why using magic in Swords & Sorceries came so naturally, eh? Because it was pretty much a simulation that mirrored actual magic as closely as possible. And the DreamTech console was the medium that connected our world with that artificial one. The gods put the whole setup together in the first place, so it makes sense they were able to alter our memories of it. Now that I think of it, they probably had to mess with our world a bit too to pull all that off...


      Zelos had vaguely suspected something like this, but it was still a shock to have it confirmed.


      “I’ve gotta ask,” Ado said. “How much of our memories are fake? And did any of our memories from the real world get changed?”


      “Well, we tweaked memories from your time in Swords & Sorceries a whole bunch of times—but it was sorta like a VR world, so it probably didn’t affect your real lives much, right? As for changing people’s memories in your own world... Hmm. Let’s see...I think it was mostly just making sure no one was suspicious of the console and the server and all that? I mean, we kinda had to do that, right? We couldn’t have everyone making some big fuss over it! But we didn’t overwrite any memories from outside the game world unless we really had to. Oh, by the way, there’s something I was told before I came here, so I’ll pass it on: Things have been set up so that even if your body here dies, your souls will still get sent back to where they came from. So you can turn into complete freaks of nature, and you’ll still be fine in the end! Don’t worry!”


      “No!” the two of them shot back. “I will worry!”


      They were already quite the freaks of nature.


      They didn’t even want to think about what they’d be like if they went any farther down that path.


      “Anyway,” Solas continued, “there are a bunch of other reasons we’re in a hurry too. The biggest one is that a life-form at the lowest level can completely overwhelm a high-level opponent if their common skill levels are high enough. Which just isn’t realistic, is it? Anomalous creatures like that are appearing all over the place, and they’re multiplying even as we speak. The laws of reality are going crazy too, and the people here don’t even realize that all the weird things in this world are weird. You two probably get what I’m talking about, yeah?”


      Now that it had been pointed out, Zelos and Ado knew exactly what Solas meant.


      Ukei, Senkei, Zankei, and the rest of Zelos’s coccos came to mind as an example.


      They were just wild coccos; they should have all been relatively weak monsters. Yet it had taken very little time for them to grow into terrifying, vicious fighters.


      Not to mention, they could understand human speech, and they were far stronger and tougher than you’d expect from how they looked.


      It just didn’t make biological sense. The speed at which they’d developed completely defied the laws of nature.


      Then there was the risk that any living thing here could just explode if it surpassed its limits.


      It wasn’t clear what those limits were, but Zelos got the impression that Level 500 would just barely be safe. Probably.


      “So, about that favor I wanted to ask: I’d like you to help get the next Observer ready for action as soon as possible. And to do that, you’ll have to collect the soul-based energy that’s making monsters evolve faster than they should—we’ll call it life energy, for short. Oh, and could you find the souls of the heroes too, if you’re able to? After all, if you can send them through to the successor, they’ll be in a safe place until we can send them back.”


      “So that’s the contract you mentioned,” Zelos said. “This ‘life energy’—I guess it’s pretty much the same thing as experience points? That aside... Fully reviving the Dark God is one thing, but how would we go about capturing these hero souls? Are we supposed to wrap them up in a boundary and take them back like that?”


      “They’re possessing the bodies of other creatures—like what you’d call ghosts—and causing mayhem. I’ll set up a bypass to let you send them straight to the successor if you defeat any. Just so we’re clear, it’s not like I’m expecting you to do that for us! No stress! But I figured I’d mention it, just in case. No reason not to, am I right? We’ve got a lot on our plates. Every little bit helps.”


      “Feels like you’re treating me like a handyman...” Ado muttered.


      “Well, that is kind of the position we’re in,” Zelos shrugged. “Yes, it peeves me a little, but Solas is a victim too. No point complaining to them. It’s all the fault of the gods from this world.”


      The gods from other worlds had just been pressed into coming here to clean up a mess that wasn’t their own. Yes, it was annoying being at the whims of the gods, but Solas and the others were in a similar position themselves. It made more sense to sympathize with them, not treat them like an enemy.


      “As long as it’s not too risky, then fine. I’ll do it,” Ado said. “I do wanna help out the victims here.”


      “Excellent! Well, now that that’s decided, could you introduce me to my new colleague? She’s supposed to be a girl, right? I think we should start with a frilly dress! As for her underwear, we’ll go with something bold and black, and—”


      You too?! Zelos and Ado thought, exasperated. I knew it! You can never trust a god!


      It seemed like divinity could make gods self-centered in a way humans didn’t understand.


      And that was without getting started on the Observer who first made this world.


      The Four Gods, their creator, these new gods...they were all off their rockers, apparently.


      * * *


      Alphia Magus floated in the culture fluid of her tank.


      With a whole lot of time and little to do with it, she’d been perusing the Akashic records for information.


      Something instinctual compelled her to return to her proper form. She knew that the Four Gods would never let her do it, though—and that she was powerless to go against them for now.


      Then, she noticed the presence of a higher being.


      Who’s this? No... A foolish question, I suppose. I presume they must be one of my kind, come from another world. Should I take their decision to contact me as an omen of some new development? Or perhaps...


      Alphia wasn’t too surprised. After all, she hadn’t expected the gods from other worlds to just stand idly by—especially considering they’d already sent some allies to this world. It made sense they might send a disciple or something too.


      What news should I expect, though? Good tidings? Or an emergency? Not that I can leave these confines regardless...


      In her current state, there was little she could do. Not from inside this culture tank.


      She’d have to deal with the boredom for a little longer.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: Slow and Steady Progress


      In the garden outside his house, Zelos turned his wrench until the bolts creaked.


      Once they were all tight, he set a long, thin steel plate on top of the part he’d just bolted and began welding, sending sparks flying. The holes in the plate made it clear that it would later be used as a fixture of some kind.


      Next to him, Ado was frantically assembling a leather bench. He took out a spirit level and tested various positions to ensure the bench wasn’t warped.


      “Hmm... The question is, are these brakes actually going to work?” Zelos wondered. “I know we’ve already tried it—and yeah, they do work when we pull the lever—but what if this ends up being one of those things that works fine in testing but then fails when we’re actually on the road? We’d be screwed, right?”


      Ado grimaced. “C’mon... Don’t jinx it, man! My whole life’s riding on this thing!”


      “If it’s that important to you, can you finish up your work on the tray already? I want to move on to size adjustments.”


      “Why are we putting gold trim on this thing, anyway? I’m not exactly a detailer, in case you’ve forgotten!”


      “We’ll be showing this to nobles, remember. It has to look the part.”


      In the week since the Observer named Solas had appeared before them, Zelos and Ado had been working to create the Magitech Motor Carriage.


      They had a rough idea of what their end goal was, but the path to get there was another matter. They were going to have to spend a lot of time hunting a lot of monsters to help the newly revived Dark God, Alphia Magus, grow as fast as she could.


      This would be done using “life energy”—or XP, as the reincarnators knew it. Zelos and Ado had formed a contract that meant any XP from monsters they defeated would be transferred straight to Alphia.


      Since all of this world’s high-level, extra-evolved monsters were anomalies, someone would have to cull them sooner or later regardless.


      In order to pivot to the task, however, Zelos and Ado first had to free Ado from his chains—which is to say, his status as a “state guest” of the Kingdom of Isalas.


      That was where the car came in.


      “Given there’s no gearshift in this thing...” Ado said. “I guess I can’t say for sure until we take it for a spin, but it doesn’t seem like it’s gonna go that fast.”


      “It probably won’t, no,” Zelos concurred. “I’d say it’ll top out at about...thirty k’s an hour? Faster than walking, at least.”


      “If you’re only driving around town, it might actually be faster to just go on foot...”


      “Anything faster would be too dangerous in this world. Even horse-drawn carriages cause accidents here, you know?”


      “I guess. What about the car I made for myself, though? Or your motorbike? Those can go pretty fast...”


      “See, we’ve got this little thing called the Road Traffic Act hammered into our heads. We’ve been taught how to drive safely, and by this point, it’s just a habit. Bit of a thought experiment for you: Let’s say this world’s inhabitants suddenly got access to high-speed vehicles one day. What do you think they’d do with them?”


      Ado and Zelos had both earned their driver’s licenses back on Earth. In other words, they’d had to learn the road rules and pass a test, and they were fully aware that cars were weapons on wheels.


      But this world had no such rules. Perhaps the advanced magical civilization from millennia ago had had them, but if so, they’d all been lost to time. Society would have to make new road rules from scratch.


      “We’re talking about a whole new era here, is my point,” Zelos continued. “A world where the roads are filled with cars, not horse-drawn carriages. That’s going to require huge infrastructure projects, changes to the law... Things will never be the same here again. And we’re doing it all just to give you a more comfortable life.”


      “Wait—so you’re just blaming me for everything that’s gonna happen?”


      “Of course I am. You’re the one who thought up the idea to use cars as a bargaining chip with the duke to secure a better life for you and Yui. Surely you understand the implications? Cars will be revolutionary for transporting goods—and armies.”


      “Okay, I... I get that we’ll be advancing civilization, but, like...we’re still a long way from making the kinds of vehicles that’d be useful for moving entire armies, right? There aren’t even production lines here.”


      If this world were to improve on their car, it would first need a long, complex chain of technologies.


      However, this world had dwarves—and dwarves were obsessed with technology. It made Zelos worry that automotive technologies, especially the ones that powered the car, might advance faster than they expected.


      “I’m not so sure about that,” Zelos replied. “Sometimes, society can transform surprisingly fast. And let’s put it this way—your argument hinges on this world not having production lines, yes? Well, what happens once people create those production lines? There’ll be nothing left to stop armies from using cars to send troops to the battlefield, will there?”


      “Don’t scare me like this, dude... Besides, I mean, this kind of thing’ll happen sooner or later regardless of what we do, won’t it?”


      “I’m certainly hoping for ‘later,’ at least... The thing is, I’ve got firsthand experience with dwarves. They all work like they’re in a sweatshop. I can’t help but think they’ll get there quicker than you’re expecting.” He gave a dark laugh.


      Having worked with the dwarves on a handful of occasions now, Zelos could vividly remember the worksites brimming with hard labor, screams, and—eventually—the sight of those who were once victims of the process turning into workaholics themselves.


      The thought that the very project he and Ado were working on now would probably result in more victims made him feel guilty.


      As Zelos ruminated on what lay ahead, the orphans from the church next door appeared and crowded around him. Although he laughed and smiled, it didn’t take the orphans long to notice the hollow look to his eyes.


      “Hey, Pops! What’s with the creepy smile?”


      “He must be worried about his future. He is getting old.”


      “So Pops is human too, huh? Never even knew he could worry!”


      “No meat today? I want meat...”


      “In his current state, I feel as if I could slay him. Should I take my chance?”


      They were trying to be understanding in their own way. Well, most of them...


      Later, Iris—who’d witnessed a dwarven worksite herself—would explain its terrors to the orphans.


      And by the end of the day, despite Zelos’s worries, the Magitech Motor Carriage was complete.


      It should go without saying that he and Ado gave it a test-drive that very same day.


      * * *


      Not long after, it was finally time for Zelos and Ado to show off the Magitech Motor Carriage.


      By all rights, they should’ve been making the trip to Duke Delthasis, rather than the other way around. However, the duke just so happened to have some business with Creston, so he’d agreed to stop by Zelos’s house while he was in Santor.


      And now, the duke and his retinue were standing out the front of Zelos’s house. They studied the machine’s dark green metal frame—a nostalgic design, at least for reincarnators—with obvious interest.


      The Magitech Motor Carriage could most aptly be described as something like a “a horse-driven carriage without the horses.” Below the driver’s seat was a dashboard, which took its name from its original function as a barrier against the mud that horses would splash—or “dash”—back into the carriage. Of course, since this carriage required no horses, a dashboard would’ve been nothing but a useless plank of wood if Zelos and Ado hadn’t repurposed it. The Magitech Motor Carriage’s dashboard was larger than those in horse-drawn carriages and had an ignition cylinder and steering wheel attached to it. In addition, magic-powered headlamps came standard at the front of the carriage.


      Even an amateur would immediately notice that the car had no roof, though, so you wouldn’t be able to drive it on a rainy day.


      It was a convertible of sorts, since it had a deployable hood in the rear seat. It didn’t extend to the front seat, though, so the driver would still get drenched if it rained.


      “Hmm. A magic-powered vehicle that can propel itself with no need for horses? Quite the contraption you have for me here.”


      The dandy duke didn’t bother to conceal his fascination. A confident grin came to his face as he smelled a new business opportunity. That kind of smile that might look attractive on a woman, but coming from this guy, it was scary.


      This was a man who dabbled in danger, in more ways than one.


      Creston—the former duke, and Delthasis’s father—loitered near the Magitech Motor Carriage, studying it curiously. It was about the reaction you’d expect from someone seeing a car for the first time in their life.


      “To start it,” Zelos explained, “you sit in the driver’s seat, insert the key here, and turn it. It’s faster than a horse-drawn carriage, but its run time will depend on how many magic stones you’ve got. For a rough idea, at least, ten magic stones from goblins should get you half an hour.”


      “Hmm. What about the attributes of the stones? Which elements are this carriage of yours compatible with?”


      “Ah—doesn’t matter. It just needs mana. You could say it’s compatible with every element.”


      “I see. And about the speed: You say it’s faster than a horse-drawn carriage, but by how much?”


      “It depends. The more mana you consume, the faster it’ll go, and vice versa. But, to be completely honest, it’s not terribly fuel efficient.”


      “Now...you intend to give this to us, yes? And to split the manufacturing process between Solistia, Isalas, and Artom? Wouldn’t it be better to centralize production in Solistia?”


      The duke was asking the tough questions now, but this wasn’t the time for Zelos to falter. After all, this was exactly the sort of query he’d expected from Delthasis.


      “Isalas has a huge mineral supply,” Zelos replied. “That makes it the perfect country for manufacturing metal parts—and its poor economy means low labor costs. Apart from that, I think we make the core components here in Solistia, and outsource assembly to Artom. Then we can sell the finished products to those snobs in Metis at a big markup. It’s not like they can make them over there, and they don’t have the mages to figure out how. Plus, we’ll make extra sure they can’t reverse-engineer the design. We’ll add sigils to the motor, magic stone tank, and other core parts that erase the formulas when they’re triggered.”


      “I imagine we’ll sell to other countries too, of course. How do we transport them?”


      “Once we get to that point, we can ship the parts and get the carriage assembled locally. As long as Solistia’s in charge of the mana motor and the magic stone tank, we’ll still have the upper hand. Anyone who wants to learn the technology will have to come here for it.”


      “So you’re trying to encourage travel, which would stimulate the economy—and the increase in trade between the three nations should provide them all with mutual benefits. I imagine that’s what you had in mind?”


      “Exactly. Now, things like the technical specs will leak sooner or later, and when they do, we can expect others to try to make copies. So my idea is to keep Solistia’s engineers motivated to keep innovating and developing the tech. In other words, I only see this Magitech Motor Carriage as a temporary product. It won’t dominate the market forever. But it can help train the country’s engineers, and I think that’s got long-term benefits.”


      Delthasis knew that Zelos and Ado wanted to leverage his ducal authority. The reincarnators, meanwhile, knew that Delthasis wanted to stimulate Solistia’s economy. As Zelos had just said, the sort of technological progress that would produce the economic boom Delthasis needed was born from the collective innovations of many engineers—from countless small contributions coming together to enable major developments. If Solistia were to rest on its laurels, the engineers in some other country would eventually overtake it.


      You could compare it to wartime Japan. As the war went on, Japan lost to the economic, strategic, and technological might of the Allies. Any superiority Japan might have had in battleships, fighter planes or any other area was overturned in no time at all.


      Ultimately, capital would always have the final say. And whether in trade or in manufacturing, competition was the best motivator to invest in innovation.


      Although the Magitech Motor Carriage was merely laying the groundwork for that process, it promised to be one hell of an opening gambit.


      Finally, Creston finished circling the car and joined the conversation. “The Holy Land has mages of its own, you know? Might Metis’s leaders not conscript them to make their own headway on this technology?”


      Zelos raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean the same leaders who call mages ‘heretics that defy the ways of nature’? I doubt it. Forcing local mages to help them would be like admitting they’ve been wrong about mages this whole time. If anything, I think they’ll just act stubborn and start persecuting mages all the more. And yet, they still buy magic tools...”


      “Yes, I could certainly see it,” Creston nodded. “Quite the hypocrites, they are. And their political positions would make it difficult for them to partner with the local mages or provide technologies to assist them.”


      In the background, Duke Delthasis was grinning in amusement. It was such an intimidating sight that Ado was starting to get cold feet. Ado had never been part of any negotiations of this scale before, and here he was face-to-face with the ultimate wheeler-dealer. He felt completely outclassed. His fear wasn’t the quantifiable dread that you’d feel facing a high-level foe—no, it was a far more primal sensation rooted deep in human nature.


      It was the fear of the unknown, of the eerie void of the darkness, of walking through a swamp that threatened to drag him down to its depths if he didn’t watch his step.


      Simply being in the presence of this seasoned veteran sent a cold sweat down Ado’s neck.


      “Mmm... So,” Delthasis said, “what do you two want out of this?”


      “I’ll get to the point, then: In short, we want you to ensure Ado’s safety,” Zelos said. “Isalas has been treating him like a VIP. Now, they’ve lost him, and he has a weakness they could use to get him back—namely, his wife. So we’d like you to...keep her safe, negotiate the economic side of things with Isalas, and ramp up the pressure on Metis, I suppose. We have some important matters we need to focus on, and we don’t want to have to worry about both of those countries lurking in the shadows at every moment.”


      “Mr. Zelos, I want us to be frank, so let me ask you something: What is it you reincarnators are planning?”


      “Ah, so you did know. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Well... The short version is, we’re planning to take control of this world away from the Four Gods and return it to its proper custodian. In other words...we want to revive a god.”


      Zelos wasn’t about to mention that he’d already revived said god. After all, he was using an established business strategy: earn the other party’s trust and cooperation by telling the truth about everything apart from what you wanted to hide.


      And so, he explained everything else: the harm caused by the frequent hero summonings after the end of the Dark God War; the Four Gods’ neglect in managing this world, and the increasingly broken system the world relied on; the fact that he and the other reincarnators had died as a result of those Four Gods haphazardly tossing the Dark God into their backyard; the revelation that many of his fellow reincarnators had then died again, here, thanks to the continued negligence of the Four Gods; the anger the gods from other worlds harbored toward the God of Creation; and the harm that all of this was doing to life in this world.


      He emphasized that his plans were part of a holy war to eliminate the Four Gods and, in doing so, save not just this world but every plane of existence. And he made sure to mention that the world was running out of time to act.


      He didn’t actually know when this apocalypse might begin, mind you, but he made it sound as imminent as he could to highlight the urgency.


      “M-My word!” Creston spluttered. “I came to some conclusions of my own in Isa Lante, but never did I think things would be this bad...”


      “We reincarnators are infiltrators sent to make sure the Four Gods leave the stage,” Zelos said. “Apparently, those four approving a mass hero summoning during the Dark God War turned an entire continent into one big desert—and all of the summonings since then have drained the world of even more mana. Yet they never thought to stop.”


      “So the carelessness of this world’s ‘custodians’ is causing the principles of our world to break down—do I have that right?” Delthasis confirmed. “And these ‘Criticality Breaker’ and ‘Zenith Breaker’ skills you mentioned...they beggar belief. I’m not surprised to hear you say they would normally tear their user’s body apart.”


      “I don’t think anyone’s about to suddenly explode, but yes—it sounds like the laws of reality have changed quite a bit since the Dark God War,” Zelos said. “And what makes things worse is that just being in this world makes you perceive these crazy things as common sense. It seems like even the gods who came to put a stop to it are struggling; apparently, it’s worse than they expected.”


      “If we’re gonna help break the deadlock here,” Ado chimed in, “we’ve gotta be able to move freely. So... I’m begging you here! Help us out! Please!”


      Ado bowed deep and low.


      Internally, he was worried about having such a huge burden on his shoulders. Securing the aid of someone with as much authority as the duke would be incredibly reassuring.


      Zelos, meanwhile, was making sure not to let his guard down. He knew Delthasis was a formidable man who’d look to maximize his profits, even under these circumstances.


      “Mmm... Where to start, though? That’s the question,” Delthasis said. “It shouldn’t be hard to deal with Isalas, but there’s no telling what Metis might do when they’re backed into a corner. We’ll have to consider our options.”


      “Metis is kind of the root of all evil here,” Zelos said. “Weakening them was always going to be our first priority. Besides, if the Four Gods lose their followers, there’ll be less they can do to interfere.”


      “Ah, so that’s why you’re trying to weaken their economy.” Delthasis nodded. “Fortunately, if you can call it that, we have intel that could bring the whole country crumbling down. Hmm... Mr. Zelos, would I be correct in assuming that you and your partner here are the strongest of these ‘infiltrators’? And the sorts of reincarnators who get captured by our guards are merely distractions?”


      From what he’d heard so far, Duke Delthasis had a reasonable guess as to the thoughts of the gods who’d sent the reincarnators here.


      “I take it you’ve come across some others like Eromura, then?” Zelos asked, bemused.


      “We have,” Delthasis confirmed. “Some were hoping to build themselves a ‘slave harem,’ as he once did; others brought us games like shogi or chess as business ideas. The names may differ, but board games like those are nothing new here. And then there were the ones who brought us powerful magic tools. Who knows what they were expecting me to see in products we could never mass-produce.”


      “Ah—the ones brought to my Solistia faction, you mean?” Creston said. “Yes, yes... They were so exquisitely crafted we could not even analyze them.”


      Hearing that gave Zelos and Ado the same thought: They must’ve been trying to make a quick buck selling items made by some in-game crafter, huh?


      The first problem that reincarnators hoping to live in this world encountered was money—and while mercenary work was an option, it could be pretty intense. Mercenaries sometimes needed to butcher monsters’ dead bodies, and your average reincarnator would have trouble mustering the resolve to hack apart corpses with a knife. Naturally, some reincarnators probably had no other recourse than selling their belongings.


      “To be clear,” Delthasis said, “your request is that I ensure Mr. Ado safety, yes? Or rather, the safety of his wife? And beyond that, you have no issue with us continuing to act as we see fit?”


      “That’s fine by me, at least,” Zelos said. “Ado? What about you?”


      “Yeah. I want to be free to move without worrying, which means knowing Yui’s safe—and it also means I don’t want some random retainer or watcher assigned to me. They’d just be in the way. I mean, we’ll probably have to go to all sorts of dangerous places, and I don’t want anyone to die if they don’t have to.”


      “Hmm... Understood. I’ll see to it that Isalas is dealt with as appropriate, then. Improving their conditions by a touch as part of this deal should be enough to convince them you’re here working for their sakes. Though...I’ll ensure it’s set up in a way that benefits us just as handsomely, of course.”


      Zelos and Ado had the same reaction: “You’re scaring me here!”


      There was no going against Duke Delthasis. They felt like they were frogs in the sights of a hungry snake.


      Starting the next day, Yui, Lisa, and Shakti would move from Zelos’s house to the Solistia family’s secondary mansion, where Creston lived. Ado would go back and forth between the two.


      A few days later, a delegation was sent to the Kingdom of Isalas bearing gifts and a plan to revitalize the country’s economy.


      When it came to the topic of Ado, the delegation lied, telling Isalas that the young man had decided to stay in Solistia as an Isalas-aligned mage to advocate for the country on an international level.


      Apparently, when the king of Isalas heard the news, he was so touched he started to cry.
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      After all, the delegation from Solistia really had brought a plan to revitalize Isalas’s economy. It made the idea that Ado was out there fighting for them diplomatically that much more convincing.


      Some time later, when Ado heard how things had gone, he couldn’t help but feel an intense pang of guilt.


      * * *


      A few days after the negotiation with Duke Delthasis, Ado—back at Zelos’s house—noticed a significant problem.


      “I’m broke!”


      When Ado had left Isalas for his mission in Solistia, the king and the army had offered him enough financial assistance to keep him afloat. But Ado had refused to take it—he’d wanted to leave the kingdom indebted to him, rather than the reverse. It had been a precaution against the kingdom trying to manipulate him; Shakti, who was a bit of a history buff, had suggested it.


      But he’d still needed some way to pay for his travels—and while he could have sold some of his items from Swords & Sorceries, he’d been pretty sure that would’ve been a bad idea and refrained. Instead, he’d sold the gems he’d occasionally mined in Isalas’s mountains. The profits from that had kept him going until now.


      Those gems, however, hadn’t been of the highest quality, and they hadn’t gotten him enough money to buy many supplies, even in Isalas.


      In fact, it was food that was pricey in Isalas, not gems. After buying rations and other traveling necessities, he’d only had enough leftover funds for a few nights of accommodations.


      And now, he was at the end of his financial rope.


      Desperate, he tried asking Zelos for a favor:


      “Hey, Zelos... Think you could give me a bit of a loan?”


      “You know, I think loans between acquaintances just destroy the relationship. I wouldn’t mind loaning you something, but I don’t want you, like a certain scumbag I know, to end up depending on me.”


      Ado got the sense that loaning money was a sore point for Zelos, so he decided to abandon that idea. As for the others...


      “Hey, Ado—what do we do?!” Lisa panicked. “We don’t have any money to pay for stuff! I mean, there’ll be the money we get for being maids, but it’ll be a while until we get our first paycheck...”


      “Huh? You’re working as maids there?” Ado replied. “With the way things are going, maybe we really do have to sign up as mercenaries or something... It’s just... If we do that, we’ll probably get asked to slay bandits at some point.”


      “Yes. And I don’t want to kill people,” Shakti said. “Even if they are criminals, we don’t have the right to take their lives.”


      “I mean, killing aside, you two can’t just skip out on your maid duties now, can you?” Ado said. “So it’d make the most sense for me to go out and earn us some money. At the same time... Man, I don’t wanna kill bandits either, if we’re being honest.”


      The jobs available to new mercenaries didn’t pay much.


      You had to complete request after request, slowly building up trust and a track record, to rise through the ranks. And increasing your rank was basically mandatory if you didn’t want to spend your life doing jobs that barely paid enough to support a single person.


      “Why not sell some magic stones?” Zelos butted in. “You should have some from when we took out the givlees, shouldn’t you?”


      “See, that’s the problem,” Ado replied. “The price for givlee magic stones has crashed. Apparently, the market’s been flooded.”


      “Ah.” With that, Zelos turned his attention back to the task he was working on: slowly pouring a liquid from a test tube into a flask. After he’d poured it all, he swirled the flask, causing its color to turn to a vibrant purple. Next, he added another solution (which he’d prepared by grinding some herbs into mush and boiling it) into the flask and began heating it in preparation for distillation.


      A sharp, chemical smell—reminiscent of a hospital—filled the room.


      “So, uh, Zelos... What are you doing there?” Ado asked.


      “Making a magic potion. Why do you ask? I bought a variety of fresh medicinal herbs just yesterday, you see, so I thought I’d do some alchemy. It’s been a while.”


      “Right! That was an option!” Ado exclaimed. “You can sell potions anywhere! And with the right potion...heck, maybe I could even get rich quick!”


      “You are aware that selling anything too high-quality would attract unwanted attention, aren’t you?” Zelos warned.


      “Hey, Ado? The two of us can’t do alchemy...” Shakti said.


      “I could do some sewing, at least,” Lisa said. “I have a job skill for it too, for what it’s worth. If I made a few little things...maybe I could sell them?”


      Shakti and Lisa weren’t expert crafters like Ado. It was hard to say how this world would judge their skills—would they still be considered amateurs here, or would they be able to make a living? It wasn’t like they had much of a choice, though. If working as mercenaries was a no-go, they had to use whatever other skills they possessed.


      “So I’ll do alchemy,” Ado said, “Lisa can do sewing...”


      “And I can do certain types of metalwork,” Shakti finished. “Maybe I’ll make a basic brooch or something? Fortunately, we’ve got plenty of spare metal from our time in Isalas.”


      “Heh... And I’ve got the tools, if you need ’em,” Zelos said. “But don’t go nabbin’ my materials. Use yer own.”


      “Could you stop randomly talking like some grizzled old craftsman every now and then, Zelos? What are you even trying to do with that?” Ado sighed.


      “Oh, I’m just yer average old man without a stable job. Don’t worry yer heads over me!”


      “Why are you describing yourself like some unemployed old bum?!”


      As the group continued to joke around, Lisa started to knit some lace, and Shakti took out a hunk of metal. Next, Shakti deployed a sigil.


      Ado’s eyes went wide. “W-Wait! Shakti, I thought you weren’t a crafter?! Don’t you have to level up your Alchemist job skill before you can transmute? Since when have you been such a high-level alchemist?”


      “Hmm? Oh, I turned in two hundred mithril rings to a temple as part of a secret crafting event, and I learned transmutation as the reward. Is it really that big of a deal? I was just in a supporting role, mind you—but anyway, yeah, it was an event that ended with the god Alchemia descending to the mortal world. That’s when I got the skill. Oh, and it gave me a whole bunch of skill levels at once.”


      Zelos and Ado stared at each other in a moment of silence.


      They’d had no idea Swords & Sorceries contained such a convenient little event. There’d been all sorts of secret events like that hidden in the game, each seemingly occurring at random. The two of them had improved at transmutation through mindless grinding; the thought of someone else being handed the same result on a platter kind of annoyed them.


      It had been a particularly boring grind, at that. They’d mined ore, used it up, and gone back to step one—again and again, in an endless cycle. It hadn’t been all that different from the sweatshop environment of the dwarves in this world.


      “Argh... Seriously? C’mon!” Ado groaned. “So we worked our asses off to learn how to transmute, and you got the skill just like that?”


      “Makes you feel stupid for wasting all those materials, doesn’t it?” Zelos said, clearly feeling the same way. “We put in all that hard work, and now we find out there was a secret event that handed out the skill for free... What was all our effort for?”


      “Oh—it gave me this ring that increases the success rate of your transmutations too,” Shakti continued. “Apparently, it also gives you a fifty percent bonus to crafting skill XP until you hit a certain skill level.”


      “What the hell?!” the two guys shouted.


      Players focused on crafting had generally been seen as a bunch of weirdos.


      After all, until you leveled your crafting skill high enough to craft the best gear, you’d just be wasting most of the materials you used. It wasn’t just that low-level crafters had a low success rate—it was also that whatever they made was poor quality. Putting in the effort to get past that stage was a real ordeal.


      Zelos, in particular, had started out as a solo player, so he’d had no choice but to become a crafter in order to get all the items he’d wanted.


      His hard work had made him strong enough to become one of the five Destroyers, so it wasn’t like it had been for nothing. But he sure would’ve appreciated an easier start to his crafting career.


      “Hah... Aha hah... So they started handing out welfare skills, huh?” Zelos muttered. “Well, I guess when we started, anyone picking up crafting was either a masochist or playing on some sort of self-imposed hard mode...”


      “So that’s why there were so many more crafters later on,” Ado said. “Sounds like the devs made the grind too long at first, and then they finally got off their asses and changed it later on... Fix that shit faster, dammit!”


      Zelos and Ado now knew what kinds of individuals these “devs”—the ones managing Swords & Sorceries—really were. Lisa and Shakti, meanwhile, had no idea. The guys hadn’t even told them.


      The two guys were reminded of when they’d joined Solas to visit the Dark God, Alphia, in Zelos’s basement...


      * * *


      “Nice to meet you, my new colleague. Finally awake now, are we?”


      “A foreign Observer...or their avatar, I suppose. I cannot say I expected them to send someone of your caliber.”


      “Just goes to show how much danger this world’s in, huh? Speaking of which, that’s why I’m having these two help. And that’s not all.”


      “Do you mean to imply their role goes beyond merely reviving me? Mmm... I see. So they are to serve as Erasers as well, then? You intend for them to obliterate those fools?”


      “Hmm... Not quite. They do have enough power to slaughter gods, but what we want them to do is to gather life energy to help with your return—and maybe bring back any lost otherworlder souls they find along the way. They don’t have too much power when it comes to that, though. Our focus is getting you back up and running.”


      While the gods discussed their plans, Zelos and Ado watched from the side, out of the loop.


      “These heroes—or antibodies, shall I call them... Will it even be possible to recover their souls? Have they not transformed so far as to warp the workings of reality itself? I was under the impression they are moving perpetually as they corrode the system.”


      “Yup. But we may as well take any chance we have to recover a few of them, right? If they encroach on the system any more than they already have, they’ll speed up its collapse. Even if these guys can just slap a beacon on any souls they manage to contact, that’d really help us out. Then, once you’re out of that tank, it should be easy for you to recover them, right? Speaking of which, the contract—or should I call it a covenant, in this case? Either way, I want you to form one with these two.”


      Heroes were originally supposed to be special entities summoned specifically to deal with anomalies that formed in the world.


      Those anomalies could be anything from a creature that had evolved so far as to threaten the fabric of reality to an intelligent, incredibly powerful entity interfering with the laws of nature. Heroes were sent in to hunt down such life-forms for the sake of the world.


      Any souls summoned as heroes had to eventually be sent back. But instead, the Faith of the Four Gods had slaughtered them here, leading to a worsening crisis. Alphia agreed on the pressing need to send these souls back to where they belonged.


      “And you? Do you not intend to assist on this front directly?”


      “I’d love to, but I’ve got my hands full with trying to gain control over the system. There’s only so much I can do here as an avatar,” Solas replied regretfully.


      Zelos and Ado were coming to understand it was no easy task for gods from one world to intervene in another.


      Even the simple act of sending in the infiltrators under the guise of reincarnators meant that the gods were toeing a very fine line.


      Case in point: Solas had never actually asked Zelos or Ado to defeat the Four Gods. They’d only stressed two priorities: retrieving the foreign substances affecting reality, and fully reviving the Dark God.


      “I imagine I should be able to recover some of these otherworldly souls, but not all of them. Not with most of my functionality locked away, at least. There is little I will be able to do until I wrest back administrative permissions from the Four Gods.”


      “I know. Oh, and don’t worry: Once the souls are recovered, we’ll take responsibility for sorting them.”


      “Where are these sacrifices for my revival to be found? Are they near?”


      “There just so happens to be some over-evolved monsters and a dragon to the north, so I’ll get these two to defeat them for us. You should be back to full strength in no time if you absorb the life energy of that...‘raid boss’? Was that what it was called?”


      Seemingly done with their talk, Solas and Alphia looked over toward the humans and called out to them: “Then it’s settled. Get to dragonslaying.”


      “This is where you rope us in?!” Zelos and Ado shot back, incredulous. “And you want us to kill a dragon?!”


      * * *


      And just like that, the gods had decided on Zelos and Ado’s behalf that they would be hunting a dragon.


      Zelos and Ado did want to revive Alphia, but taking on a raid-boss-class enemy with just the two of them would be rough. They’d had unreasonable requests made of them before, but this was really pushing it. Yet despite their hesitation, they’d eventually been roped into it by the gods.


      They couldn’t tell the others, of course—especially not Yui. Not when she was pregnant. They didn’t want to risk the health of her unborn child by making her sick with worry.


      Ado groaned, resigned to his fate. “So? When should we start the hunt?”


      “Hmm... Well, you are flat broke right now,” Zelos said. “I should have enough to cover the necessities for both of us, but you will have to earn enough to cover your own living expenses for the future... Oh, wait. You can sell whatever we get from the dragon, can’t you?”


      “Won’t that cause a big fuss? We’re not talking about a wyvern here.”


      “Then let’s hunt some other monsters too while we’re gone. If we find something rare enough, surely we can sell its drops for a pretty penny, eh?”


      “Urgh... You sure about this? I’m getting worried...”


      They had no choice but to go on a quest to both slay a dragon and earn Ado an income.


      From now until their departure, they’d try to prepare as best they could without letting the others know something was up.


      They were about to fight a raid boss, after all...

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: One Very Bored Dark God


      The Akashic records were an immense database containing information about each plane.


      They’d existed in the very first plane, and they’d continued to expand ever since, collating information from every plane into a single source.


      A custodian’s powers determined their level of access to the records. And Alphia Magus’s access extended far wider and far deeper than your average custodian’s.


      The sorts of entities that humans thought of when they heard the word “god” could access only up to a certain level of data on civilizations and technologies, and couldn’t access data pertaining to other worlds.


      Observers, on the other hand, could retrieve a wide array of information, from details on the beginning of the universe to data on any world they wanted.


      If an individual had access to that sort of information, there were no limits to what they could do—from gaining an understanding of the various energies across different planes to predicting events hundreds of years in the future. They could even reshape a world they managed to resemble one they were more interested in.


      That was just the start of it. The records were, after all, a nigh-endless repository of wisdom beyond human comprehension.


      And what, exactly, would a rather bored Alphia do with these Akashic records now that she had access?


      The answer was that she would game.


      Gwuoh?! Phoenix Mode may make me invincible, but it’s still quite bothersome to retrieve the parts that get destroyed while they are not attached...


      She’d installed a retro game from another world into her mind, and she was thoroughly enjoying her playthrough.


      Despite her humanoid form, Alphia was more like a supercomputer of sorts. She could finish games humans considered long in no time at all. She might not have had any gaming experience, but her data processing was lightning-fast.


      But where would the fun be in that? Alphia wanted to enjoy herself—and so, when she was gaming, she intentionally limited her data processing to that of a human. She was still performing parallel processing, though. Part of her mind ran the game, while another part experienced it as the player. Quite the mundane use of divine powers.


      Now... What to play next? I could try an online RPG, but the experience would be lacking with no other players...


      As she considered her next move, someone else’s voice—or perhaps it would be better described as a will—popped into Alphia’s mind.


      “If you’re wondering what to do, then do you mind if we have a bit of a chat?”


      She recognized this presence as an entity she’d met recently. And now, it had formed a direct connection to her mind.


      “Oh. ’Tis merely you, Solas.”


      “Aww...‘merely’ me? That’s a bit rude! Here I am, taking the time to contact you when I’m so busy, and that’s how you greet me? Anyway—you made that covenant with those two, yeah?”


      “Indeed. Despite their whining reluctance to face a raid-boss-class dragon. What of it?”


      “We found a bug, so we changed some stuff. And now your revival’s pretty much guaranteed.”


      “A bug? Intriguing. Tell me more.”


      “Sure! Okay, so...”


      Solas then gave Alphia an overview of the bug the gods had discovered.


      Covenants were contracts formed between people and gods. They were part of the hero summoning system, for example.


      The covenant that Alphia had formed with Zelos and Ado involved the capture and transfer of life energy (or XP, as Zelos knew it). That was where the bug came in: When the life energy was transferred, a small portion of it would leak.


      “I mean, we know why it’s happening. There are ten or so otherworlder souls in particular that are eating away at the system, so we couldn’t make a direct link with the Erasers. We’ll start up the system and create a bypass, but we’d like you to adjust any souls they manage to recover later. Then we’ll help when it comes time to send them back to their worlds.”


      “I imagine that shall have to wait until I am fully restored.”


      “We’ll have the Erasers get that done as soon as possible. I mean, we can’t get into the hallowed realm’s system until you’re back at full power. Though...the way things are going, I’m not sure we’ll make it in time.”


      An Observer and other custodians arriving from other planes had been within Alphia’s expectations, but Solas was making it sound like the situation was worse than she’d expected.


      The protections on this world’s systems were strict—that much was clear.


      “Mmm... So you’ll use a direct spiritual link to transfer the life energy of any anomalous entities to me, both to restore the natural order and to reconstruct and strengthen my physical form? I expect we shall not have enough time for me to reach my complete form, however...”


      “Yeah. We’ll have to catch those stupidheads too. If the worst-case scenario of you not getting back to your full form in time were the destruction of a single planet, then whatever... But at this rate, it seems like other planes could be at risk too. So I guess you could say we’re trying to stop that from happening.”


      “So I shall need to prevent the Antibody System from causing havoc and further eroding reality, as well as return those souls that are already here to the cycle of life... It appears I shall be busy even in my current incomplete form.”


      Solas sighed. “You sure know what you’re doing, huh? Why did that guy ever seal you away? You’re so much better than the idiots he left in charge... I mean, no, there’s no point even comparing you!”


      “I hear my appearance was unsightly.”


      Her reply completely exasperated Solas. “Urgh... Yeah, he would care about looks more than skills. So that’s what caused this whole problem...”


      From how quickly Solas accepted that explanation, it seemed they were quite familiar with this Observer.


      “Okay, then—ready for me to link your P＊ωxσ× code to the Erasers?” Solas asked, slipping an unpronounceable word in the middle of their question. “Once it’s set up, any life energy they’ve gathered should get sent straight to you.”


      “You may proceed. Still... Erasers...”


      Erasers—named for their role as god killers—were the Observers’ ultimate trump cards. Observers often dispatched them as hit men to eliminate another world’s gods who’d neglected their duties or abused their powers.


      Their exact powers would depend on the particular Observer who sent them, but whatever the case, they were far stronger than heroes. So far as to be incomparable, even. They were practically halfway to being gods themselves.


      If the heroes were antibodies administered to cure an illness in the body, Erasers were chemotherapy that would kill off both the pathogen and anything else in its way. Deploying them was a taboo measure that even the gods hesitated to resort to.


      After all, if they were used wrong, there was a risk they might only accelerate the collapse of the world they were sent to save. It was only because of the actions of the Four Gods, and the irresponsible management of the former Observer here, that the gods from elsewhere had agreed to take such an extreme measure.


      “So the fools here forced the custodians of other worlds to respond with force...”


      “I mean, kinda, but...at the same time, sending Erasers was kinda our only option, y’know? Actually, I wonder if this has ever happened before?”


      “Just how isolated is this plane? This world? Regardless... I understand. You may create the link. Begin.”


      “You’re pretty bossy for being my junior, huh? Anyway—here we go. Three, two, one...”


      GWAAAAAAH!


      The two gods paused, confused by the noise ringing out above them.


      “Oh?” they said in unison, completely unaware that the noise had been two people screaming in agony.


      Forming a direct link between their souls and Alphia’s had resulted in searing pain for Zelos and Ado.


      It was so intense, in fact, that a regular human wouldn’t have survived it. But as Erasers, these two were not your regular humans. The pain made them faint, but it didn’t kill them.


      One way or another, the resistance against the Four Gods had taken one more step toward Alphia Magus reclaiming her rightful position.


      Actually getting there would depend on the efforts of the two now-unconscious men in the room above—but for now, at least, their covenant with the Dark God had been activated.


      * * *


      Zelos was still hard at work making magic potions. It wasn’t as if he never left his desk, though.


      Sometimes, for example, he’d go outside and work his field for a change of pace.


      And right now was one of those times.


      “Oof... My body still hurts.”


      He and Ado had both fainted from the sudden agony of having their souls linked to Alphia’s. They’d mostly recovered by now, so Zelos was taking the chance to plant some poltas he’d gotten from Ado.


      “Urgh... Remind me—why am I working in your field too?” Ado moaned.


      “You know what they say, Ado: ‘He who does not work, neither shall he eat,’” Zelos said. “Or did you plan on lazing around and eating me out of house and home without ever chipping in?”


      “No, it’s not that. It’s more just, uh... Isn’t there something else we should be doing right now?”


      “I get what you’re saying. I just think we ought to do something in return for the Solistia family, that’s all. They are keeping Yui and the others safe at Creston’s mansion, remember. And there are all sorts of things we could do with poltas. For example, if we dry them out and grind them up, we should get a decent substitute for wheat flour.”


      Wheat grew in paddies in this world, so if you wanted to increase a place’s wheat yield, you’d need more paddies—and those required more preparation and labor than regular fields.


      Poltas, though? Poltas were a different story.


      They grew reliably even in cold, mountainous regions, and when winter came, you could boil their stems and leaves, then reduce the resulting liquid to create sugar. Plus, once the sugar had been extracted, the remaining stems and leaves could be used as animal feed or fertilizer. Nothing went to waste.


      Maybe, if the Kingdom of Isalas made active efforts to grow poltas nationwide, the country might finally get more self-sufficient with its food. That would still be a while in the future, though.


      For now, it was important to solve the immediate food situation in Isalas, and so the Magic Kingdom of Solistia—hoping to cement its relations with the fellow minor power—had ordered its farming villages near the border to start growing poltas. And this development, at least, hadn’t come from Zelos. It was probably the result of Duke Delthasis pulling some strings.


      “I’m still sick of eating these damn rock potatoes, y’know...” Ado groaned.


      “They’re easy to preserve, though—and don’t you want some preserves around in case you’re ever out of money? Plus, they’ll grow quickly around here, so they’ll be in circulation in no time at all. And personally, I’ve been getting a hankering to try some with butter and soy sauce.”


      “Preserves, huh? I guess you have a point, but... Still, wouldn’t I get more money from just killing some monsters and selling the loot?”


      “You sure would—eventually. But you’re not considering the liquidity. If you hunt something big and come back with rare materials, you’ll usually need at least a week to get a decent price for them. And who knows what the market rate’s like for dragon materials?”


      It was a surreal sight—two guys having a serious discussion like this while planting chopped-up bits of polta in the dirt.


      “It’d be easier if we had a good hunting ground nearby, mind you,” Zelos said.


      “Yeah. Things aren’t like Swords & Sorceries here. I’d be surprised if there was a hunting ground conveniently outside the city’s gates.”


      “Right? It sure would be nice, though, wouldn’t it? A place where we could both hunt and do what we need to for our contract...”


      As the words left Zelos’s mouth, he had an idea: Sooner or later, he and Ado would have to fight this anomalous dragon if they were to help fully revive the Dark God. The dragon would be a sacrifice to provide the life energy Alphia required—besides, it was a mutant creature that someone was going to have to take out regardless for the sake of the world. And it lived among the mountains to the northeast of Isa Lante.


      If Zelos’s Swords & Sorceries knowledge applied, there’d be a hunting ground for new players right above Isa Lante. So what if, he wondered, the two of them did some hunting there on their way to slay the dragon?


      If they did, this trip could let them kill two birds with one stone: They could slay the dragon, and get Ado some money to live off.


      They’d have to head to the dragon’s territory one way or the other—that was a done deal—and nobody had said they couldn’t take a detour along the way.


      As Zelos mulled over the idea, Luceris approached with an apologetic look on her face. Zelos had been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t even noticed her. If this were a battlefield, this sort of carelessness could’ve gotten him killed.


      “Zelos? Do you have a moment?”


      “Oh? Luceris. What’s up?”


      “I was making some medicine, but I’m a little bit short on ingredients... So, um, if you happen to have any spare, would you mind selling them to me?”


      “I might. Depends on what you need. What are you after?”


      “Snowblossom root, if you have it...”


      “Ah—for treating fevers, yes? I don’t have any on me right now, sorry to say. But how about I go and gather some for you? May as well—I’ll be traveling past a decent gathering spot soon anyway.”


      “Really? Thank you so much! I don’t have enough for the household medicine I was trying to make, so I wasn’t sure what to do...”


      At this point, Zelos wasn’t thinking about Ado’s circumstances in the slightest.


      Even if Ado refused to join him, Zelos would probably go alone.


      “Household medicine? What, to keep at the church in case someone catches a fever?” Zelos asked.


      “Ah, no. There’s going to be a bazaar at the plaza next week, and I was thinking of selling it there,” Luceris explained. “I may not be an expert, but I do have the Apothecary skill, so I thought I could sell some medicine to people who need it.”


      “That makes sense. With all the farmers growing medicinal herbs lately, I hear herb prices have come down a fair bit. Actually, that makes me wonder: Have prices been dropping for medicines too?”


      “They haven’t, actually, no. People say the medicines I make are high-quality, so I can sell them for a good price. You know, while the word ‘medicine’ makes some people think of magic potions, it’s actually the regular, compounded medicines that sell for more.”


      “Oh? Interesting... Is it a matter of shelf life, I wonder? Anyway—a bazaar, you say? Maybe I should run a stall there too. Can anyone sell there?”


      “Yes. If you want to take part, you’ll want to reserve a good location first thing in the morning, but it’s not like there’s any formal application.”


      Events like bazaars and flea markets were common in this world.


      Daily necessities—especially things like secondhand clothes—were valuable, and sometimes you could get what you needed by bartering.


      Making new clothes required materials like silk thread, cotton, or linen, all of which required a fair amount of effort to be brought to market. As a result, reusing secondhand clothes was just the norm.


      As you’d expect, then, there were many businesses that sold clothing and other such necessities secondhand. Not many people bought their clothes brand-new; it was just too expensive for the average civilian. People didn’t exactly live in luxury here. Even things like old cutlery got sold all the time.


      “Say, Ado—how about we earn some money?” Zelos proposed. “We may as well take part in this bazaar, while it’s on.”


      “Huh? I mean, I guess I wouldn’t mind...”


      “Excellent. In that case, let’s do some extra hunting while we’re out. All right—go get whatever you need for dealing with snow. We’re going to be trekking through mountains, after all, what with that other thing we have to attend to. Chop-chop.”


      “Wait—you mean now?! I’m not ready yet!”


      “Ever heard the phrase ‘strike while the iron’s hot’? We have urgent matters to attend to, you know?”


      “‘Urgent’? Dude... You were just gardening barely a minute ago! You sure didn’t look like you had ‘urgent’ matters to attend to!”


      Once Zelos decided on something, he’d leap straight to action, never sparing a thought for how he might be inconveniencing those around him. Luckily for him, he knew Ado’s circumstances, so he was fully aware Ado was in no position to refuse.


      “Are Lisa and Shakti gonna stay here, then?” Ado asked.


      “They’d be able to beat most of the monsters we come across, but there’s no telling what might be lurking in the Far-Flung Green Depths or unexplored territory,” Zelos said. “It’d be safest with just the two of us.”


      “Unexplored territory? Urgh... Where are you planning to go?”


      “To the mountains, of course! Where else do you think we’d find snowblossom root? Specifically, I remember there being a city right above Isa Lante. I want to check it out with my own two eyes—see what state it’s in in this world—so I figure, why not get some herbs and give that a look at the same time? I know you’re desperate for some dough, Ado, so how about you join me for a little trip? We’ll be going right past anyway! What’s a little detour?”


      In Swords & Sorceries, the city above Isa Lante had been the most commonly used home base for beginner players trying to clear events.


      Even if the city did exist here, Zelos figured it had likely fallen to ruin long ago. But he remembered it being a great spot to gather various medicinal herbs that grew in mountainous areas—and that, he hoped, would still be true in this world.


      Between that and Ado’s financial situation, they’d be killing two birds with one stone. In fact, given that the place was on the way to the habitat of the dragon they needed to slay, you could say it was killing three birds with one stone.


      “Right—no time to waste, my dear Ado! Don’t worry, I’ll cover the cost of your rations. You can pay me back later. Get ready, and then we’ll hit the road!”


      Zelos wasn’t going to take no for an answer.


      Even if calling all of it—gathering the herbs and defeating some powerful monster—a “little detour” was a stretch, it still seemed like the perfect opportunity. Though it also went to show that Zelos could be surprisingly impatient at times.


      Ado sighed. “You never change, Zelos. Feels like wherever you go, you’re randomly starting wars, or acting like some cult fanatic trying to sacrifice the dead to revive a demon lord...”


      “I mean, you’re not far off the mark,” Zelos said. “That is essentially what I’m doing. I do feel a little bad for all the poor monsters we’re about to farm, though.”


      Luceris tilted her head, puzzled. “Cults? Sacrificing the dead? What are you talking about?”


      “N-Nothing! It’s nothing!” Zelos and Ado panicked, having forgotten to watch their mouths around her. “It’s just an, uh... A metaphor! Yeah! Don’t worry about it...”


      The situation could turn dangerous, so it was best to hide this whole matter about the gods from their allies. Especially from Luceris. If the Faith of the Four Gods found out what was going on, they’d all be in danger.


      “A-Anyway! The idea’s to sell whatever we get from any monsters we beat, right?” Ado asked. “To earn me some money to live off?”


      “Actually... That reminds me,” Zelos said. “Don’t you need to be part of the mercenaries’ guild to sell materials from monsters? Have you registered with them yet, Ado?”


      “Nah. Didn’t think it was necessary. Do I really need to? Sounds like a hassle...”


      While Ado’s main plan for earning money was to craft items and sell them at the bazaar, he’d need some starting capital to buy the crafting materials to get started. And he didn’t have that kind of money sitting around right now, so this was a good opportunity to earn it.


      Plus, if he registered with the mercenaries’ guild now, the guild could introduce him to traders, making it easier for him to do business. He started weighing the pros and cons.


      “If you need money, it certainly doesn’t hurt to register with the guild,” Zelos said. “It’s got branches all around the country, and it gets you an ID that lets you cross national borders whenever you want. I know you don’t want to be some famous mercenary, but you should be able to avoid that if you just sell a whole lot of middle-of-the-road materials, rather than a small handful of ultra-rare ones. The only thing to watch out for is tanking the market price by selling too much.”


      “And I could get around that by selling loot to other countries too, right? I’m not gonna sell to Metis, of course, but you get the idea.”


      “That makes sense. Just selling to Solistia’s other neighbors would probably be good enough. So—what do you say we head to the guild and get you signed up?”


      “Sure. I guess I may as well earn some money where I can. I do wanna save up for a house.”


      Ado technically had an ID from the Kingdom of Isalas, but only as a state guest. Registering as a mercenary would be a convenient way of getting a proper ID.


      “Perfect! I’ll lead the way, then. And how about we sell some magic stones to get you some pocket change for the time being?”


      “You mean the givlee stones, yeah? It’s just, the market’s crashed for those...”


      Ado did have an enormous supply of magic stones in his inventory from those light-brown hellspawn. The price on them had indeed tanked recently—he wouldn’t be able to sell them for much—but they’d at least get him enough to register with the mercenaries’ guild. And with so many in his inventory, it wasn’t like he’d be using them for anything else anytime soon. Selling them for a pittance would still be better than letting them just sit there.


      “Um... What’s a ‘givlee’”? Luceris asked.


      “Ah—you’re better off not knowing,” Zelos said. “I’ll put it this way: Would you really want a full description about what it’s like to fight a huge army made up of the scourge of the kitchen?”


      “I’d rather not, no...” Luceris replied.


      “Uh... Sister? You okay? You look kinda pale,” Ado said. “Anyway, don’t think too much about it, for your own sake. We had a horrible time dealing with them.”


      Luceris was scared enough already, and she was imagining the small cockroaches you’d find in your kitchen, not the behemoths that Zelos and Ado had faced. The terror of fighting those was on a whole other level.


      “Anyway, we’ll head out tomorrow to find you some snowblossom root,” Zelos said.


      “Sorry for the hassle, Zelos. I know I should collect my own herbs, but...”


      “No, no, don’t worry. I know how much of a handful those kids are. We want someone around to keep an eye on them, right? Everyone’s got their own role to play.”


      “Right—so I guess I should go get registered now?” Ado said.


      “They’ll want you to spar with a high-ranking mercenary as a trial,” Zelos said, “but...well, this is you we’re talking about, Ado. It should be a breeze for you. Just think of it as a way to pass the time.”


      “Easy for the person who isn’t fighting to say. What worries me is that I’ve never been good at holding back... You sure about all this?”


      As the two men departed, Luceris looked a little lonely.


      They could just make out the sound of her belated “Take care!” from behind as they walked off.


      Once they were out of earshot, Ado couldn’t help but ask something that had been on his mind. “Hey, Zelos... Are you gonna marry that priestess or what? There’s no way she doesn’t have a thing for you.”


      “Ah, well... It’s the age gap, you know? It makes it hard to take the next step. I can joke about it well enough, but I just can’t bring myself to raise the topic seriously... Not that you’d know how it feels. You’ve already won at life.”


      “Nah, I kinda get it. It would be awkward. I mean, she’s young enough to be your daughter. But at the same time... She’s beautiful, y’know? There must be a lot of guys after her.”


      “I’ll try to muster the courage before it’s too late. For now, though, I just need some...some time to think, I guess.”


      “Huh. Never thought you’d be such a scaredy-cat.”


      Whatever the case, getting Ado some living expenses would have to come before getting Zelos a wife. Ado would need a decent bit of money, especially with a child on the way.


      The two mages went over their plans for the future as they walked their way into town.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: Ado Joins the Mercenaries’ Guild


      The mercenaries’ guild had a reputation for being a ragtag bunch of ruffians—an image that was mostly accurate.


      Mercenaries made their living by taking on contracts to slay monsters and provide protection, and their clients included villages, merchants, and many others. For the most part, though, they were roughnecks with above-average fighting skills who weren’t far off from becoming full-fledged outlaws.


      The guild’s ranking system went from D-rank to S-rank. A person’s rank was determined by how much clients trusted them, how much the guild valued them, and—above all—how good they were at their jobs. It was a cutthroat industry; many novice mercenaries struggled to even earn enough for their equipment and basic supplies. Rising through the ranks required a good deal of skill, knowledge, and hard work.


      Of course, the guild didn’t like its reputation as an organization of borderline criminal thugs, so it had started shaking things up lately, with a particular emphasis on getting its mercenaries to straighten themselves up. And, gradually, it had been working—the mercenaries must have realized that getting into fights, starting trouble, and getting hauled off by guards wasn’t the best way to earn the trust of the civilians whose requests they relied on to put food on their plates.


      More newbies had been joining the guild lately, thanks to the opening of what were effectively tech schools for mercenaries. At the same time, though, the rise in reckless youngsters had also led to more people getting injured. To deal with that, the guild had introduced a system in which graduates first received provisional licenses as “E-ranks.” Only after finishing practical training would they then be accepted as full-fledged D-rank mercenaries. The care given to details like this made it clear the guild was serious about properly developing its new talent.


      Zelos had heard all this from Iris and Jeanne, by the way.


      Ado gave Zelos an awkward look.


      “Uh, hey...”


      “Mmyes, Ado?”


      “Is it just me, or is everyone staring at us right now?”


      “Well, it’s not every day that you see mages sign up to become mercenaries. Of course we’re attracting attention. Don’t worry about it, though. Just act like you belong.”


      One reason few mages became mercenaries was that mages had to be pretty wealthy to enroll in the Istol Academy of Magic in the first place; learning magic was a costly, academic endeavor. As you might expect, then, mages often looked down on mercenaries, who typically came from orphan, farmer, or street thug backgrounds. The gap in education levels had formed a divide between the two groups.


      “That said,” Zelos explained, “physical strength’s been getting a lot more important for mages lately. I hear the academy’s even started teaching melee combat.”


      “So everyone’s glaring at us right now because of...what, some outdated stereotype? Gimme a break...”


      “Things are changing in the other direction too, by the way: Now that mercenaries are able to buy spell scrolls, I’ve heard there are more and more mercenaries who think mages are obsolete. Of course, any mercenary who wants to buy spell scrolls has to pass a screening from the guild first.”


      “Well, yeah. They wouldn’t want to hand out magic to criminals. Or to anyone who causes problems, really.”


      That was especially true given this world’s lack of forensics. If someone put their mind to it, they could commit the perfect crime here.


      Take Sleep Cloud, for example. It was only a simple support spell, but it could outright incapacitate any opponent. Then there was Acid Mist, which could weaken your enemies or even kill them. If spells like these were used for crime, it’d be hard to determine the culprit.


      As such, the guild screened mercenaries based on various factors, including their ranks and references from other people. Only those who passed the screening would earn the right to purchase spell scrolls.


      Even then, anyone who bought a spell scroll was added to a list, along with a record of whatever spells they’d bought. This list was shared between law enforcement and the mercenaries’ guild, making it easier to identify potential culprits if magic were used for crime.


      Since this legislation was quite new, however, it still had some flaws in it. It’d take time to get everything right.


      “Aren’t spell scrolls reusable, though?” Ado asked. “Couldn’t you just learn the spell and resell the scroll to someone else? How’s the system going to account for all the scrolls already on the market?”


      “That’s not an issue with the new type of scroll that’s taken over the market lately, but you have a point when it comes to the old ones. It’s hard to take them all out of the market, though. For what it’s worth, there is a buyback scheme that’ll return half the original selling price to anyone who hands in their old scrolls, but the uptake hasn’t been great. Still, at least with the old design, you need a certain amount of mana to actually activate the spell—and the spells are far from efficient. Even if some muscle-headed mercenary managed to get their hands on one, they’d just exhaust themselves without getting much done. So...it’s probably fine, right?”


      “Jeez. Those old ones sound like rip-offs. What are the new ones like, then? What’s the difference?”


      “As soon as the scroll transfers the spell to your subconscious, it erases the formula on the scroll. They’re easier to use than the old ones, too, so apparently people are pretty happy with them.”


      Zelos specifically omitted that he’d designed this new type of spell scroll himself.


      “Where’d you find out about all this, anyway?” Ado asked.


      “Oh, just from a newspaper. Come on, Ado, are you telling me you don’t read the news? You should! Keep yourself informed!”


      “Say, Zelos... Don’t tell me you’re the one who introduced these new scrolls? Because I have a vague memory of you making ones like that at some point...”


      Zelos gave an exaggerated shrug. “Well... Who knows? Forget about that—let’s get you signed up to the guild already, eh?”


      Zelos’s efforts to play it off only convinced Ado that he was, without a doubt, the one behind the redesigned scrolls. As Ado walked up to the guild’s reception desk, he shot a cold glance in Zelos’s direction.


      “Welcome in!” the receptionist chirped. “What brings you here today?”


      “I’d like to join the guild.”


      “A guild registration for two mages, then, is that correct? That’s certainly not something we see every day...but it’s cool! This merc clerk will sign any jerk who can do the hard work! As long as you agree to follow the guild’s rules, of course.”


      “Uh, it feels like you started rapping in the middle there... Anyway, no. I’m the only one registering,” Ado said. “The guy behind me joined a while back. Is that okay?”


      “Of course, sir! The guild’s short on hands, so goddamn, I’ll stan any man who can help us expand! My view and the crew’s is that mages like you are all losers, it’s true. But we need some good bruisers, so we can’t just refuse ya; we’re beggars, not choosers. Would you be willing to sign up right now?”


      This receptionist had some serious flow. She looked more like a career woman, suit and all, but she kept breaking into rap whenever she talked.


      “Okay, so I get you have something against mages, but...should you really be so open about that?”


      “Hah—you may think you’re cool, with your robes and magic schools, but you’re all just fuckin’ tools. And you’re weak, fleein’ fights with a shriek! As a matter of fact, you can’t gather for jack—when the blood spatters, your teeth chatter, mama’s boy’s nerves shattered. You wanna join us? Wanna quest and face death, with nothing but vain heads, arcane threads, and lame ass threats? They’ll do nothing, and then bam, you’re just dead. Rather hire a common thug; at least they’d get the job done. You’re all talk, no bite, so take flight, go home, and just write... Leave the fights to the ones who do ’em right.”


      Ado recoiled a bit. “Can you just...talk normally, please? And if it matters, I never went to that ‘mage school,’ okay? I’m not even from around here. Don’t lump me in with those guys.”


      “Ahem! Please excuse my rudeness. If I may be frank, despite this country being a ‘Magic Kingdom,’ I don’t expect much from our mages. We’ve had a number of mages apply to join the guild before, but most of them have just been full of hot air. Very few have managed to complete the jobs we gave them.”


      Ado couldn’t help but look pointedly at Zelos.


      At the very least, Zelos was stronger than your average mercenary; he’d be able to finish basic jobs for the guild in a split second. Ado simply couldn’t imagine a mage like him failing to complete that kind of work.


      “Just to be clear, Ado,” Zelos said, “I only joined the mercenaries’ guild because I had to join as part of some special request, okay? I’m not so short on money that I need to take on mercenary work as a side hustle. Nor do I want to, quite frankly.”


      “But, like...c’mon. Shouldn’t you at least accept the odd job here and there, seeing as you joined? If people get an even bigger bias against mages because you sign up and then never take on any work, new recruits like me are gonna have it tough...”


      “It’s a matter of personal choice, isn’t it? Besides, if you care so much about improving the reputation of mages, you’re free to work on that yourself.”


      “You’re not wrong, I guess. It just doesn’t sit right with me...”


      Sure, Zelos was strong, but that didn’t mean he had an obligation to take on mercenary work all the time. Besides, he was the type of guy who lived life on his own terms. He wasn’t about to base his lifestyle around whatever was most convenient for Ado.


      Ado was aware of all that, of course. But he still couldn’t help but wish that Zelos would do at least something to improve the situation for mages.


      “Now,” the receptionist said, “would you please be so kind as to fill out this form? After that... Well, I’ll give you a rundown on the rules and the background, and then comes the time to test our new recruit’s mettle. You spar with a tough guy, and you give it your best try. You fight, show your might, then you’re done with the rite. I hand over your guild card, you say thanks; it ain’t hard.”


      Her shtick was starting to wear on Zelos and Ado. Does this lady have to put everything she says into verse?


      “E-Excuse me. Sorry about that.”


      “Yeah. You should be...” the two of them muttered.


      This was no way to treat a visitor.


      She was doing her job, at least, but it seemed like even the slightest thing would get her rapping again.


      And you’d never expect it from the way she looked.


      One way or the other, they were done at the reception desk now. The woman led Ado to a back room for a brief introductory course.


      * * *


      After spending an hour downing ale after ale at the guild’s bar, Zelos finally saw Ado coming back, looking a little dizzy on his feet.


      The guy was obviously exhausted.


      “Ah! There you are.”


      “Urgh. I’m dead... That receptionist didn’t even take any time to warm up—she was rapping her explanation right from the get-go. I could barely tell what she was saying...”


      “Meh. As long as you got the gist of it, you’ll be fine.”


      “I tried asking her to re-explain the parts I didn’t catch, but then at some point she switched from rapping to death metal growling. Toward the end, she started mixing in nursery rhymes too, and...”


      “Part of me wants to hear what that sounded like, and another part really, really doesn’t. It sounds like an original mix of genres, at least...”


      “Sometimes she’d stop to ask me, Did you get all of that? And I’d be thinking, like...no! I didn’t get any of it! Not to mention, I had no idea how long I’d have to sit there listening to her little concert... Now I get how Nobita must’ve felt whenever he had to sit there and listen to Gian sing.”


      A mere hour had been enough to leave Ado completely drained.


      It sounded like the receptionist was quite the diverse singer, and she’d explained all of the guild’s rules and requirements through a mishmash of musical genres and tempos.


      That said, her talent was kind of meaningless if new recruits got so distracted by her singing that they couldn’t remember a single thing she told them.


      “Plus,” Ado continued, “there were a bunch of new mercenaries there doing wotagei to support her...”


      “What is she, some local idol?!”


      “I haven’t even gotten to her vocal runs yet... By the end of it, I was exhausted.”


      “Wait—she did enka?! And if just listening to all her shenanigans made you this exhausted, I can’t imagine what it must have been like...”


      Apparently, this world had quite a unique music culture.


      And...honestly, it seemed like just reading the guild’s rules would have been a much more straightforward way of learning them.


      “You’ve got the practical test now, right?” Zelos said. “Are you sure you’re up for that?”


      “I’ll manage. Honestly, I think some exercise might be good for me.”


      “Fair enough. It’s not like you could ever fail this anyway, I guess.”


      When Zelos had joined the mercenary guild, he’d had to spar with the guild master.


      Up until that fight, Zelos still hadn’t had a proper grasp of just how strong he was in this world. But when he’d noticed himself deflecting the guild master’s every attack with complete ease, he’d realized the truth. And he was confident that Ado, who was almost as strong as him, would have a similarly easy time.


      “They let you in at S-rank, right, Zelos?” Ado asked. “I’m guessing it’ll be a walk in the park for me too, then.”


      “Oh, Ado...” Zelos groaned. “You do realize what’ll happen once you say something like that in a place like this, don’t you?”


      And Zelos was right. Immediately after Ado spoke, veins started throbbing on the foreheads of nearby mercenaries. Some silently stood from their seats; others started walking over with glares in their eyes and weapons drawn.


      Mm-hmm. He sure stepped in it this time... Saying that in front of all these hotheads is practically begging for a fight. You could’ve chosen your words a little better there, Ado...


      But it was too late for that.


      The mercenaries had already encircled Ado, and they were giving him such hateful looks that it seemed any one of them might just throw a punch at any moment.


      “What was that, champ? You think getting S-rank’ll be a walk in the park? You lookin’ down on us mercenaries? Huh?”


      “What do you say we teach him a lesson?”


      “You wanna fuck him up? Yeah. Let’s fuck him up. Right now.”


      These guys were probably part of the same clan or party. They all had pretty similar gear—in value, at least. It’d logically follow, then, that they were all about the same rank.


      “Uh...” Ado looked around, confused. “Zelos? Mind explaining why I’m surrounded?”


      “It’s because you started bragging about how ‘easy’ it is to hit S-rank in front of all these hotheads, isn’t it? In other words, they probably want to give the mouthy new recruit a taste of reality.”


      “So, uh... You’re saying I fucked up?”


      “You fucked up.”


      Even with a brawl threatening to break out any second now, Zelos surveyed the scene with a calm eye. Some of the mercenaries here, he noticed, hadn’t approached. Maybe they’d picked up on the subtle but powerful aura that Zelos and Ado exuded, or maybe a lifestyle of constant danger had given them a sixth sense that told them to stay the hell out of this. Either way, those mercenaries were probably higher-ranked than the ones surrounding Ado.


      The receptionist, meanwhile, stepped in to mediate. She was used to this sort of chaos.


      “Hey, hey! The rules prohibit fighting on the grounds of the guild! Take this thing outside if you want blood to be spilled. Don’t bother our patrons; this building’s a haven.”


      “Stay outta it, girlie! This stinkin’ little brat made fun of all us mercenaries. So we’re gonna make sure he learns to never fuckin’ do it again. Because next time, he might not be so lucky.”


      “What do you reckon, guys? You think breaking his arms’ll teach him some manners?”


      “We’ll do his legs too.”


      “Don’t forget his ribs!”


      “Zelos, do you think you could do something about this?” Ado asked. “I feel like I could put these guys on death’s door with a sneeze. And I don’t want them trying to get some sort of compensation from me after.”


      Zelos raised an eyebrow. “So that’s your main concern here, eh?” He turned to the woman. “Miss receptionist? I have an idea, if you want to hear it.”


      “What is it?”


      “Seeing as this is getting out of hand, how about you just let them fight Ado? It’d be a learning opportunity—for them.”


      The men growled at Zelos. “What was that, you punk?!”


      With their glares firmly centered on him, Zelos silently handed the receptionist his own guild registration card. She didn’t say anything, but her reaction was clear from her face: Wait. S-rank? Seriously?


      “What rank are these mercenaries here, by the way?” Zelos asked.


      “Um... They’d be B-rank, on average.”


      “In that case, do you think you could register Ado as A-rank if he beats the whole lot of them? He’s strong, I can vouch for that. I trained him myself.”


      The receptionist gulped. It meant that, at the very least, the young man before her had been taught the basics by an S-rank mercenary.


      “W-We’d have to ask the guild master...”


      “Could you ask him for us, then? We’re kind of busy today, so I was hoping we could get Ado’s registration finished sooner rather than later.”


      “Of course. One moment, please...”


      The receptionist—seemingly too flustered to rap right now—ran off in a panic to get permission from the guild master.


      Before long, she returned.


      “Mr. Zelos? The guild master gave his permission. So, um... The bout between Ado and the B-rank mercenary group is officially approved. You may use the arena.”


      “YEEEAAAHHH!” the party roared. “All right, kid, you’re dead meat!”


      They were grinning like madmen now that their brawl—or “bout,” as the receptionist had called it—had received the go-ahead.


      Zelos shot the men a bemused look. If they can’t even gauge their opponent’s strength, I doubt they’re going to be climbing the ranks anytime soon.


      “Well, maybe this’ll set them straight,” he muttered.


      “You sure about this, Zelos?” Ado asked.


      “It’s not like we had much of a choice. If I didn’t suggest this, things were going to start getting out of hand fast. Just...take it easy on them, okay? They’re so, so much weaker than you.”


      “Y’know, this reminds me of what I had to deal with back in Hasam...” Ado gave a deep sigh. “Guess I’ll just get it over with.”


      Of course, it was his own careless remark that had led to this situation in the first place.


      “Okay, everyone—proceed to the arena, please!” the receptionist shouted.


      “Ugh. Pain in the ass...”


      “This shit-nosed little brat actually thinks he can take us, doesn’t he?”


      “Don’t give him a quick death.”


      “All right, kid, you heard the guy. We’ll take our time workin’ you over. Geh heh heh heh!”


      Ado and the others made their way through a back door into the arena.


      As they did, the receptionist pulled Zelos aside. “Mr. Zelos? The guild master says he would like a brief word with you. Do you think you could spare the time?”


      “Hmm? The guild master? Well, I suppose he did just help us, so I guess I ought to hear him out...”


      “Excellent. This way, then.”


      Zelos split off from Ado and headed to where the guild master was waiting for him.


      Just like that, the storm had passed through the mercenaries’ guild. The mercenaries who’d stayed seated without losing their tempers heaved sighs of relief.


      “Those guys are done for, yeah?”


      “Idiots. The whole lot of ’em. Pickin’ a fight with a freak of nature like that guy... I’d agreed to start a job with ’em soon, but after this, they’ll be too beat-up to even think about workin’ for a while. Guess I’ll give ’em a visit while they’re recoverin’.”


      “Honestly, they should count themselves damn lucky if they come out of this alive. Maybe it’ll give ’em a good enough scare that they give up on the mercenary life and sign up with the Faith.”


      All these mercenaries could do was pray for their poor, stupid colleagues who’d gone through the door to the arena.


      These ones could tell just how terrible an idea it was to mess with Zelos or Ado. They knew to let sleeping dogs lie.


      * * *


      In the arena, a guild employee asked Ado to pick out a wooden sword to use in this practical test—or a duel, as it effectively was.


      Ado was fine using any weapon, so he just gestured at the nearest sword that looked reasonable enough.


      “Yeah, sure. That’ll do. All right. Let’s make this quick. I’ve got places to be.” He looked at the mercenaries like they were nothing but a minor inconvenience.


      “I-I don’t know if you should be provoking them like that...”


      “Heh! Yer still so sure yer better than us, aren’tcha?!”


      “That settles it. I wasn’t plannin’ on killin’ anyone today, but fine. Sounds like someone wants a death match.”


      “No, don’t worry. I’ll still be doing my best to hold back,” Ado said. “Oh, just to get it out there, though: I’m not accepting any fault if one of you dies, okay?”


      “You’re the one who’s gonna die here, asshole!” the five men screamed back at him.


      Ado’s comment had only added fuel to the fire, of course. The mercenaries were getting madder and madder.


      The guild employee sighed. “O-Okay... Well, I suppose it’s about time we begin. We’ll start with Montblanc of the Forest Falcon clan.”


      “Hah! Bad luck, kid. I’m the strongest B-rank around. But hey, I’m nice. I’ll finish you with one hit.”


      Montblanc was a hulking mercenary who wielded a greatsword and wore minimal armor—only a breastplate to protect his heart, and greaves and gauntlets to protect his limbs. Ado immediately knew he was the brute force type of warrior who forwent defense in favor of landing heavy, devastating blows with maximum force.


      “Damn, man, your name’s making me hungry. Whatever. Enough tough talk. Come at me already.”


      “DON’T CALL ME A CAKE!!!”


      Apparently, the guy had a bit of a complex about his name.


      “I never did...” Ado muttered—though he might have thought it.


      Either way, the time for names was over. Montblanc brandished his wooden greatsword overhead, hoping to pulverize Ado into the ground. And then, with surprising speed given his huge frame, he charged.


      The man’s companions smirked. Heh. Okay. This is over.


      But the next thing they knew, Ado was standing behind Montblanc, as if he’d phased right through him.


      The giant man’s party members blinked. “Wh-What?”


      Then, a moment later, Montblanc was sprawled on the arena floor, defeated.


      “Damn, that guy was slow. I can feel a yawn coming on...”


      “N-Next!” the staff member cried. “Shaggy, also of the Forest Falcon clan!”


      A guy with a mohawk walked forward. Obviously, this was Ado’s next opponent.


      “I’m fighting a chicken next?” Ado quipped. “You know, sometimes I wonder what makes someone decide to go with a hairstyle like that. Honestly, I could never. I’d be too embarrassed.”


      “D-DON’T CALL ME A CHICKEN!!!”


      The second fight ended as quickly as the first.


      Only now did the other mercenaries realize that this young man’s skills were off the charts.


      But it was too late for regrets.


      “I can’t be bothered to do this one by one. The rest of you can come at me all at once.”


      “S-STAY AWAY FROM ME!” the remaining three men cried.


      As hunters and warriors in one, mercenaries needed to be aware of both their strengths and how they compared to their opponents’ if they wanted to survive in an industry that was all about taking lives.


      These mercenaries were aware of neither. Before long, they became well acquainted with the air—and then the ground—as Ado unleashed a wild flurry of strikes reminiscent of a redheaded wandering swordsman.


      * * *


      Zelos observed Ado’s fight from the guild master’s room.


      “Why does he get the protagonist treatment...” Zelos muttered.


      “Impressive, isn’t he?” the guild master added.


      Both Zelos and the guild master—a man with the aura of a bureaucrat—sighed as they watched the trouncing play out in the arena right below them.


      “Now,” the guild master said, “about that matter I mentioned earlier...”


      “You want us to bring you the materials we get from monsters in undeveloped territory and sell them to you wholesale, yes? That’s fine by me, and I imagine Ado won’t have any complaints with it either. It’s not like he’s one of the duke’s retainers or something.”


      “Perfect. I look forward to doing business with you, then. The supply of materials has grown rather too stable lately, and it’s causing prices to fall. Bringing some unknown new items into the market should motivate the other mercenaries to branch out.”


      “Probably. Of course, going new places and fighting new monsters would mean they’re putting their lives at that much more risk...”


      The mercenaries’ guild and the merchants’ guild worked together. Trading in a wide range of materials helped both guilds maximize their profits, but lately, a lot of mercenaries had been sticking to the safest hunts, causing the price of certain materials to plummet.


      It made sense. As supply goes up, prices go down.


      What merchants really wanted to see were new materials from unknown monsters. But few mercenaries were willing to set foot into the Far-Flung Green Depths.


      Of course, the mercenaries’ guild couldn’t just order its members to venture into danger like that.


      “Sounds like the merchants’ guild is asking a lot of you mercenaries, eh?” Zelos remarked.


      “I do see their point, at least. We want a steady supply of common goods, but not a surplus.”


      Zelos paused for a moment. “You know, you don’t really give off much of a guild master vibe. You seem more like a government official who gets all the difficult jobs pushed onto him.”


      “I hear that a lot. But mind you, each branch of the guild is run by three guild masters, and the average branch will have one or two who fit the stereotype. We have one like that here too.”


      “Huh. Interesting...”


      Since the mercenaries’ guild ran 24-7, it staggered its employees’ shifts to ensure around-the-clock staffing coverage. The same was true for the position of guild master.


      “Looks like they’re almost done down there,” Zelos remarked.


      “The last one’s just about to—”


      But before the guild master could finish speaking, Ado folded his last opponent with a single strike.


      From this day onward, whenever Ado walked the streets of Santor, mercenaries bowed their heads in respect.


      Some of them even cheered as he walked past: “I love you, man! You’re my idol!”

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: The Dynamic Duo Heads to the Snowy Mountains


      After finishing her morning prayers, Luceris started preparing breakfast. She opened the fridge door to get some ingredients, only to realize she was out of eggs.


      “Oh... Now what? I was planning to put some eggs in the soup...”


      The orphans at the church sure could eat.


      That was nothing out of the ordinary for active, growing children. They trained in the mornings, tended the fields, and did odd jobs to earn pocket money. Between the three of those, they were always on the move—and, naturally, that gave them quite the appetite.


      But their table manners weren’t exactly up to scratch.


      Luceris could never keep enough ingredients in stock. If food prices shot up, she’d probably have no way of looking after the kids.


      She received a subsidy from the state, but it wasn’t enough to cover their living expenses. She also earned some money from healing. And then there were the mandrakes they’d started farming at the church. After she recovered from the mental damage of harvesting them, she’d use them to make medicine that she could go on to sell.


      Even all that, though, was just enough to scrape by on. At the end of the day, providing for five children on a single income was tough, and she’d gotten into the habit of economizing wherever she could.


      I suppose I can ask Meikei to share some of her eggs with us. Zelos said his coccos lay so many eggs that we can help ourselves whenever we need some...


      Sometimes, Zelos would return from a trip to find a huge stockpile of eggs waiting for him. He’d never be able to eat his way through that many, so, in a sense, he was just using Luceris as a convenient way to dispose of excess inventory.


      Luceris took it as a kind gesture, though, and it had only improved her opinion of Zelos all the more.


      “I do feel a little awkward just taking them, but I suppose I’ll take him up on his offer...”


      She clasped her hands in front of her chest and offered up a prayer.


      This was her way of showing gratitude—not to the Four Gods, but to Zelos’s casual kindness. She didn’t even believe in the Four Gods.


      After all, this was a woman who’d grown up an orphan, just like Johnny and the others. She couldn’t imagine relying on the gods. No, what she believed in was the goodness of people’s hearts.


      To an outsider, though, she looked like the very picture of a saint as she prayed.


      If someone did a good deed for her, she’d make sure to pay it forward. The problem was that Zelos was so capable that he was able to do everything for himself. It wasn’t often that Luceris got the chance to do anything for him.


      She heaved a deep sigh. “How should I repay him? But...I suppose I should worry about it another time, shouldn’t I? If I don’t get those eggs soon, I’ll be late with breakfast.”


      Still, she felt bad about constantly being on the receiving end of Zelos’s goodwill.


      What am I supposed to do if we get married? I can see him taking care of all the housework himself. But as a woman, surely I can’t just let him do all that for me...


      Luceris was usually so composed and saintly, but she was at the age where she dreamed about getting married.


      She was fairly good at housework, mind you. It was just that Zelos had more experience; he’d spent a long time living alone and taking care of his own place.


      That was the case for cooking, chores, anything. There was just no making up for that gap in experience.


      She put her hand to her cheek. I never would have thought I was into older men...


      To her, this middle-aged guy with incredible talents and some major personality quirks felt so much more appealing, more human, than some young hunk with a pretty face.


      There was also the fact that—back when she was still training as a priest—she’d met no end of guys who had little going for them apart from their looks. Maybe she could come to see someone like that as a friend, but she’d never even considered any of them as a potential lover or husband.


      Besides, however attractive they might have been, she’d always sensed them stealing dirty looks at her breasts or her butt; they hadn’t been very good at hiding it. It had made it nearly impossible for her to feel any romantic interest in the opposite sex.


      You had to feel a little sorry for her. She’d been dealt a rough hand in life.


      “Still, to think I’d end up falling for an older guy...” She sighed again. “I wonder—if I just wait, will Zelos make a move on me eventually?”


      Her fantasies were slowly getting bolder, and she’d been careless enough to say this one out loud.


      Fortunately for her, nobody else was around right now. But it was the kind of bombshell statement that might drive her mad with shame and make her do something incredibly stupid if she ever let it slip while her love interest was within earshot.


      Right now, though, she didn’t even realize she’d said it out loud.


      She was a maiden in love, oblivious to the world around her.


      “W-Wait! I don’t have time for this right now! I need to go get those eggs...”


      She left through the church’s back door and headed to Zelos’s house.


      She was a little behind schedule at this point, but the kids would just have to stay hungry until breakfast was ready.


      * * *


      When she arrived at Zelos’s home, some spectacular sounds—


      “Hnyah?!”


      “Ba-gwergh!”


      “Supercalicacholoooong!”


      “Meataboghawhap!”


      —greeted her.


      They came from the usual rambunctious church kids as the red-plumed cocco Meikei—or Instructor Meikei, as they called her—launched them into the air.


      And the same thing was happening to Iris.


      “Pukiryah?!”


      This was a common sight here lately.


      As you might expect, Luceris had anxiously watched over the kids when they’d first started training like this. But at this point, it didn’t even faze her anymore. As for why...


      “Nyanpararin!”


      The five of them had learned how to soften their landings. No matter how many times they got blasted into the air, they’d spin three and a half times in the air, recover their balance, and land gracefully on their toes. With these skills, they could have just about earned themselves Olympic medals.


      The one exception was Iris, who was making slower progress. She still managed to land on her feet, but in a wobbly, off-balance way. It was kind of cute, really.


      Still, while she wasn’t learning as fast as the orphans, it was impressive just how far she’d come in such a short time.


      Can you still even call these things birds? If they keep getting stronger, I can’t even imagine what they’ll become...


      Moving at lightning speed, Meikei had blasted five opponents into the air at once.


      It had all happened so fast that Luceris hadn’t even been able to process it.


      Though the kids were impressive enough, the coccos were a level above that...and then, in a league all of his own, you had Zelos, who could kill anyone who gave him even the smallest opening.


      “Ba-ca ca-caw.” (“You still have a long way to go. But if you master this technique, you’ll be able to launch any foe, regardless of their size. I want you to learn my technique—to figure out how it works—by taking the blow.”)


      “Yes, Instructor Meikei!” the five of them shouted.


      Meikei was able to launch five humans—each clearly heavier than herself—off the ground with a motion as if she were just scooping them up.


      Whatever she was trying to beat into her students wasn’t merely a physical move that leveraged your opponents’ imbalance or redirected their momentum; it was clearly the kind of thing that should’ve been impossible in reality.


      Not that anybody here could realize that.


      Technically, as a reincarnator, Iris should’ve been able to notice it didn’t make sense. But whatever, it’s a fantasy world was enough of an explanation for her, and she never thought about it past that.


      “Good morning, Instructor Meikei,” Luceris greeted. “Do you mind if I take some eggs?”


      “Ke-cah, ke-coh.” (“There are some eggs beyond the coop that aren’t going to hatch. You’re free to take them.”)


      “Thank you so much!” You know, it’s nothing new, but...how are we all able to talk with them like this? Does nobody else find it strange?


      Implausible combat techniques aside, even Luceris had her suspicions about the fact that humans could so easily hold conversations with the coccos.


      Thinking about it wasn’t going to get her any closer to an explanation, though.


      Still mildly confused, Luceris headed to a rack behind the cocco coop to collect some fresh eggs.


      In front of the coop, meanwhile, a handful of cocco chicks watched the sparring session and did their best to imitate what they saw.


      Mmm... Come to think of it, isn’t it rather dangerous for these bloodthirsty coccos to keep multiplying?


      It was a very valid concern, but the coccos’ owner wasn’t worried about it. So whatever Luceris thought wasn’t about to change things one way or the other.


      Ignoring the chill running down her spine, she diverted her eyes from the chicks practicing combat moves...just in time to see the orphans get blasted into the air again.


      They kind of seemed like they were enjoying it.


      “Nyanpararin!”


      The kids spun through the air and, like cats, landed gracefully on their feet.


      She wasn’t sure if she was imagining it, but she felt like the kids were already landing more cleanly than even moments ago.


      * * *


      The day after Ado registered with the mercenaries’ guild, he and Zelos set out first thing in the morning for a tandem flight on Zelos’s Sidewinder.


      By now, they were probably about three hours off their destination. Without much to do to pass the time, the duo decided to go over their plans.


      “So, about that Dark God girl—Alphia, wasn’t it?” Ado started. “What are we gonna do after she’s revived?”


      “Hmm... Probably deal with the Four Gods, no? I mean, expecting her to beat all four by herself the moment she’s back in action is probably too big of an ask. Besides, you were planning to do something about them anyway, weren’t you? The same as me.”


      “Well, I have been itching to crush Metis. So yeah, you’re right: I want to lure those four out and wipe them off the face of the planet.”


      Both Zelos and Ado wanted revenge against the Four Gods for using Swords & Sorceries as their dumping ground for the sealed Dark God, stranding them and the other reincarnators in this world.


      Before they’d been dragged here, Lisa and Shakti had been chasing their dreams, while Ado had just landed a full-time job to support his new life with his fiancée, Yui. In short, they’d all been looking forward to their futures back on Earth and trying their best to build good lives for themselves.


      Then the Four Gods’ antics had trampled all their dreams and hard work. Of course the reincarnators wanted to get revenge.


      If Alphia Magus did get back to her full power, the Four Gods wouldn’t stand a chance against her. And seeing as she and Zelos shared the same goal, they certainly weren’t going to be enemies.


      In fact, reviving Alphia—the Dark God—and returning the world’s administrative permissions to her was why Zelos and the other Erasers had been brought to this world in the first place.


      It wasn’t clear what exactly would happen to Zelos and the others once they’d made that happen, but there was no point thinking about that right now. They wouldn’t find the answers.


      “We are something like god-slayers, after all,” Zelos mused. “Once Alphia’s fully revived, we’ll...probably become her guards, I suppose? I can’t imagine any other purpose we’d have here at that point.”


      “Based on our own fight with the Four Gods, I figure the two of us alone would be able to beat them, right? So couldn’t we just...go do that?” Ado asked.


      “Mmm... The thing is, if we’re that direct, their followers are going to be a pain in the butt about it, no? There’s no telling what the Faith’s zealots might do. They might try to kidnap or assassinate our families and our acquaintances, or maybe they’d go for suicide bombings...”


      “Yikes... Y’know, why do those four assholes have followers to begin with? But yeah, you’ve got a point. It’d be a hassle. And I don’t want to drag everyone else into it and get them killed.”


      “Why, you ask? Well, that’s just what religious extremists are like. Their faith’s so intense that they’re convinced they’re right, and they never stop to question their beliefs, let alone listen to what others have to say. Their thought processes begin and end with their own self-centered ideas. They may say they’re all about love or tolerance or whatever, but ultimately, they’re just trying to push their faith onto everyone else. They try to make you convert, and if you refuse, suddenly they treat you like a heretic and work together to make your life hell.”


      “Yeah... I guess we’d want to really weaken the Faith before we take out the gods, then. Not to mention, the Faith were the ones responsible for pushing that great givleon onto Solistia.”


      “Mm-hmm. Just remember, though: Your family’s about to grow. Don’t be too rash.”


      Having people to protect could be a weakness.


      Family, friends, and lovers could all be kidnapped, putting you in a difficult situation. And that was especially true for Ado, who had Yui to worry about. Since she was so close to giving birth, this was a crucial time for the two of them.


      “Anyway,” Zelos said, “the Four Gods aren’t the only thing destroying this world. From what the other gods were saying, all the souls that have gotten stuck here and can’t be reincarnated have made this world’s system bug out. And by the sounds of it, that’s messing up all sorts of ecosystems in a big way. We seem to be exceptions, though.”


      “So the system’s out of control, huh?” Ado mused. “The laws of reality are all slowly breaking down, and creatures are transforming in these crazy ways. There might even be monsters over Level 1,000 out there...”


      “Hmm... Maybe. But I’m not sure. The average level here is only about 100. If there were monsters like that out there, I feel like they’d have wiped everyone out a while ago. These people wouldn’t have stood a chance.”


      “Uh... Zelos? The average level here is more like 200, y’know? Stronger civilians are over 100, skilled fighters are around 200, and experts are around 300. Heroes and transcendentals can get past 500, but even they don’t usually get above 300 or so.”


      “Huh?”


      “What?”


      For a short moment, the air between Zelos and Ado froze.


      “Wait. I thought people’s levels went from 100 up to, like, 150 on the high end?” Zelos asked. “Putting the heroes aside for a moment, that seems to be the case for the civilians and guards and so on, at least. So I thought people above Level 200 were pretty rare? As for Level 300, sure, there’s Creston, but I was under the impression his level’s only that high because he’s spent his whole life training to get there. As far as I’m aware, people don’t level up much here, seeing as it’s pretty peaceful...”


      “I think you’ve got something wrong,” Ado said. “When I looked into it, I saw a lotta people around Level 200 in particular. Most of them work some kinda important job for the state: the Knight Marshal, generals, knights who work for army divisions that answer directly to the crown. That sort of thing. Even most of the beastfolk were in the realm of Level 200. As far as your average civilians go, the strong ones tend to join clans and go operate out of some village or town. Heck, even farmers have to cull monsters sometimes, so they can be pretty strong too, y’know? Did you seriously think there’d be no one with a high level just because it’s peaceful right now? What gave you that idea?”


      “It was in a book at Creston’s mansion. One written during the Age of Conflict. It said there were a whole lot of skilled fighters around Level 300 during the wars. And I don’t think I’ve seen anyone above Level 200 when I’m out about town, so I figured it made sense to assume that...you know. Are you sure about what you’re saying?”


      “I mean, not really. But that old book was probably exaggerating stuff. You know, inflating their own numbers to make themselves look strong to later generations. Stuff like that happened on Earth too, right?”


      “Ah. So it was propaganda, hmm? The kind that politicians are fond of using in wartime... Mmm. Now I get it. The reason civilians here are low-level is that they’re safe inside the city walls—but it’s not like every settlement in the world has a wall around it. And so when you go anywhere else, there are a lot of experienced fighters around Level 200. Is that right? Now that you mention it, I haven’t really used Appraisal to see people’s levels in other towns and villages all that much. I was trying to avoid it to respect people’s privacy. But, well... I suppose that was a mistake, eh?”


      While Zelos had gotten his information from a contemporary source, there was no guarantee sources like that would always be true. Sometimes, the fact that they had been written when their conflicts were still relevant only made the writers more likely to have lied. And Zelos had fallen for those lies hook, line, and sinker.


      Besides, apart from the major cities where prominent nobles lived, most settlements didn’t have walls to protect their residents. That didn’t mean rural villages were as dangerous as the Far-Flung Green Depths, but monsters could still appear frequently, leaving rural farmers and civilians with no choice but to fight. As a result, they leveled up.


      “I guess what I find weird is the fact that there aren’t many people who hit Level 300, even though the Far-Flung Green Depths are nearby,” Ado said. “Surely it’d be easy enough to go fight some strong monsters and level up?”


      “I can answer that one for you, Ado. It’s simple. First off: What royal would ever try to expand into a danger zone like that? None of them would even consider it. As for mercenaries, they value their lives too much to charge into danger like that. Anyone who even travels near the Depths makes sure to fight as part of a group, so any XP they do gain gets divided between all the group members, and it’s harder for them to level up. Put it all together, and people here only level up so much—which means a Level 500 monster appearing could be a national emergency.”


      Powerful monsters seldom left the Far-Flung Green Depths, which were teeming with flora and fauna to eat. With such a robust food chain, those at the top saw no need to leave.


      Sure, on rare occasions, the weaklings unable to survive in the Depths would try to leave and seek greener pastures. But it never took long before a pack of roaming monsters encountered those weaklings and ate them.


      The Depths were just that harsh and perilous a place. The combination of individual strength and strength in numbers determined everything there.


      “I’ve got firsthand experience with it, after all,” Zelos said. “But...anyway, Ado. One question: How’d you get to be such an expert on the secrets of this world’s history? It doesn’t exactly seem like something you’d be interested in.”


      Ado gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Oh, no, it’s not me who’s interested in it. I was looking into the world’s history with Shakti and Lisa at one point, and Shakti kept finding all these instances where the official story just didn’t add up. She’d be all like, yeah, okay, this account’s a lie, and this is just a politician rewriting things to show themselves in a good light; what actually happened here was a national conspiracy to...something-or-other.”


      “Ah. Yeah, now that you mention it, I can see her doing that. And so, what—she compared what she found to examples from Earth’s history, and that’s how you learned all this?”


      “Yeah. She’s got this superhuman knack for scrutinizing documents from every possible angle and figuring out the truth. You can see why she was aiming to be a lawyer.”


      “The way you’re describing it, it’s almost scary... She would’ve been quite the fearsome lawyer back on Earth, wouldn’t she? With Shakti on the defense team, I can imagine any prosecution would’ve been sweating.”


      If she hadn’t been dragged to another world, Shakti would probably have ended up as a formidable attorney on Earth.


      She had such a discerning eye for these things that it was hard to imagine her ever losing a case. Just thinking about it made Zelos and Ado glad to have her on their side.


      “Speaking of history,” Ado said, “I wonder how things were back where the heroes came from? Not all of them came from our world, right?”


      “I’d assume the broad strokes of history were about the same,” Zelos replied. “As best I can tell, the differences were in the little details. So, say, Japan still existed, but Oda Nobunaga managed to conquer the whole country, and Japan stayed out of World War II and became a huge maritime power.”


      “Uh... Okay, Zelos, now I’ve gotta ask: How do you know all that?”


      “Back when I was helping build the Irmanaz Deepway, I just so happened to meet a survivor from the batch of heroes summoned thirty-odd years ago. Apparently, he and some of his companions are still around today, lying low to hide from Metis’s eye.”


      Ado raised an eyebrow. “A ‘survivor’? The way you put that... Don’t tell me—”


      “Ah. So you noticed. Well, your suspicion’s right: Metis has been quietly killing off the heroes it doesn’t need anymore. In fact, when I leaked that intel to the current batch of heroes, they were all too willing to abandon the Holy Land.”


      Zelos had heard some things from Taka Gato, a former hero who’d worked as a site overseer on the deepway construction project. And after capturing the current heroes who’d ambushed his convoy on its way to the Artom Empire, he’d told them what he’d heard.


      It hadn’t been the most delicate approach, but it had worked, especially since the heroes had already suspected the Holy Land. It had made it that much easier for Zelos to take them off Metis’s roster for good.


      Of course, there were others who’d closed their eyes to the writing on the wall because of the way Metis had coddled them and given them special treatment. But the moment they’d heard their lives were at risk, even they hadn’t hesitated to leave Metis behind. A life of luxury meant nothing if they were about to lose those lives.


      The fact that it had been a fellow Japanese person revealing all this to them had helped too. They found it easier to trust someone who came from the same place they did.


      That part, perhaps, was a sign of the heroes’ naivete.


      “Okay, so—why didn’t you tell me about any of this, Zelos? Now that I think of it, this is the first time I’ve heard any of it...”


      “Mmm... Well, part of it’s that you were allied with Isalas. And I’m more part of Solistia, if I had to say one or the other.”


      “I told you everything, dude! Is there anything else you’re hiding from me?”


      “Heh, heh, heh!”


      “Don’t just dodge the question by laughing! What are you hiding? Spit it out!”


      For starters, Zelos had blown up a huge chunk of a forest, including a water source for Hasam, when he’d taken out the faeries outside the village. There was also the little incident where he’d accidentally set off a weapon of mass destruction in Isa Lante, which had then fired at Metis’s capital and...kind of, sort of, blown it up. Zelos had set the weapon’s power to minimum when he’d realized what was happening, but he hadn’t been able to stop it completely, and it had still killed hundreds of people. He did not want anyone to find out about that.


      Ado narrowed his eyes. “If you’re that desperate to fob me off, you must have done something messed-up, huh?”


      “Well... We’ve known each other a long time, haven’t we? And, see, I want to make sure I don’t end up with dangerous individuals following my acquaintances around. Because, let me tell you, if you knew everything I was hiding, that’s the price you’d pay. So are you sure you want to know?”


      “I’ll... I’ll pass.”


      Handling information in reality was a lot different from handling it in Swords & Sorceries.


      The game had included all sorts of secrets—new crafting recipes, ways to trigger hidden events—but none of them had had any impact on reality.


      Now that the players had been reincarnated, though, their once-innocuous knowledge had grown dangerous. That included methods for crafting chemicals and magic tools, as well as knowledge about mechanical engineering and the like from Earth; all of that could have a huge impact on politics and the economy here.


      And information about Isa Lante was particularly dangerous.


      There were usable weapons of mass destruction hidden down there. If word got out, the world could be plunged right back into a maelstrom of war.


      Any power-hungry country would succumb to the temptation of such powerful weapons.


      In short, it wasn’t the kind of intel that Zelos could just casually share.


      “Good. You have a family to protect, Ado. You probably don’t want to know any more sensitive information than you have to.”


      “Yeah. The fact that I’m an insanely strong mage has given me enough trouble already. Isalas’s king is such a pain in the ass, I swear. The way he’d come up to me, tears in his eyes, snot dripping from his nose, begging like, ‘Oh, Sir Ado! Whatever should I do?! Is there any magic that could save us?!’”


      “Jeez, that guy sounds spineless for a king. I understand being a coward, but that’s kind of...”


      “He’s not an absolute moron, mind you. But he’s not that competent either. He acts like a king in front of his retainers, but it seemed like he was always on edge, worried the war hawk faction might get out of control at any moment. He’s gotta be thankful for Solistia, at least. I hear Solistia’s agreed to buy Isalas’s minerals for a fair price, so I guess there might finally be some light at the end of the tunnel for Isalas’s economy.”


      “Hmm... Your description of him gives me the vibe of a middle manager who suddenly gets promoted to CEO or chairman or something. Then they realize they have no idea how to lead all the people under their command, so they keep worrying about it... And they know they’d be in deep trouble if their retainers stopped giving them reports.”


      While Zelos and Ado chatted idly, the Sidewinder wound between mountains. Before long, they’d reached the area above Isa Lante. Dotted around the mountainous region were structures housing ventilation shafts that led to the city below, and around those structures was a dense, snowcapped forest.


      “What do you say we change into our snow gear?” Zelos suggested.


      “Sure,” Ado replied. “I don’t wanna spend long in this cold in the clothes we’ve got on at the moment. Still, I never thought I’d need my snow gear here in Solistia too...”


      Zelos set the Sidewinder to hover midair while he and Ado took out some winter clothes from their inventories and changed. They did so as quickly as they could. As you might expect, floating midair above snowy mountains was pretty chilly.


      These were some first-class winter clothes. They were made with materials from a leviathan, which had then been layered with defensive magical enchantments and cold-proofing treatments. They could also deploy a heat-retaining boundary around the wearer’s body.


      Once the pair had gotten changed, they looked down at the area below.


      “Huh?” Ado said. “I thought it would’ve been way more developed than this. The city looks pretty small.”


      The buildings below resembled those that Zelos and Ado were familiar with, though they were mostly in ruins. They took it as a clear sign that the ancient civilization here had seen a rapid decline. And going by the limited scale of these ruins, Zelos and Ado figured the civilization that built them must have fallen before it could fully develop the place.


      “It does look that way, yes,” Zelos said. “But I thought Isa Lante was supposed to be the youngest of the ancient cities. And from the air, at least, this looks like a military site...”


      Amid the city’s ruins were aircraft hangars and runways. And they didn’t exactly look like part of a civilian airport.


      That sense was only reinforced by a pile of scrap that had once been a spider tank, or the four-barreled antiaircraft gun fitted to the outside of a crumbled tower.


      Farther in the distance, Zelos spotted a crater where something had clearly been blown up.


      “Ah... I think I know what happened,” Zelos said. “I’d say our friend, the Dark God, paid the place a little visit. And that big field of wreckage that looks like a city was probably the barracks, don’t you think?”


      “So what—this whole place was a military site? In Swords & Sorceries, it was a trade city. I remember airships zipping through the sky between the mountains...”


      “Maybe that’s what this place would’ve turned into if it hadn’t been destroyed. You know, it kind of looks like if Tokyo-3—”


      “I don’t wanna hear it! No one’s creating any multipurpose humanoid weapons here, okay?!”


      “Mmm... Are you sure? Who knows what might be out there?”


      “Don’t creep me out like that, man! I don’t wanna get turned into primordial soup!”


      Shelving the question of whether a certain class of humanoid weapon existed somewhere out there in the world, Zelos landed the Sidewinder in the snowy forest that covered the ancient ruins.


      The two of them were yet to discover that this land was still inhabited—albeit now by the ferocious kingdom of the wild...


      A momentous battle for survival was about to unfold.


      * * *


      Windia, the Goddess of Air, floated lazily through the sky above a rugged mountain range.


      She didn’t want to be in the sacred realm right now. She was sick of Flaress and Aquilata’s complaining, so she’d decided to slip out until the two cooled off a bit.


      The pair were complaining for a reason, mind you: Windia had, after all, fled at the first available opportunity when the trio had been attacked by the Jet-Black Meteor Givleon, leaving Flaress and Aquilata to fend for themselves.


      The two reincarnators who’d been there were terrifyingly powerful too. Windia didn’t think all four of them together could take down the reincarnators.


      That being the case, she hadn’t seen the point in wasting her energy in vain, so she’d capitalized on the chaos of the fight to flee the scene. Later, though, Flaress and Aquilata had been furious.


      Windia wasn’t as shortsighted as the other two. She was capricious, sure, but she was levelheaded enough to try to avoid an obvious hassle.


      Aquilata was egotistical, Flaress was an idiot, Gailaneth was incredibly lazy, and Windia did whatever she felt like. Each goddess was a royal pain in her own way.


      Right now, though, Windia was in a bad mood.


      As for why...


      Wooooooo... Let us go back to our own worlds... Let us go hoooooome...


      I want to go hoooooome... I want to see my town again...


      Aha-ha-ha-ha! I look forward to seeing you burn! A curse upon you all!


      Ga-hyeh-hyeh-hah! A-hee, hee, bwa-ha-ha-ha!


      A thin film of black mist covered the world, made up of the spiteful remnants of summoned heroes.


      They’d been eliminated once they’d outlived their purpose, preventing them from returning to the cycle of life. And now, their very presence was eating away at the fabric of this world.


      Their loathing was directed, in part, toward the Four Gods. But what could some creepy mist do to get revenge against gods? They were powerless.


      Or at least, that was how the Four Gods saw them—and hence, the Four Gods had let them be.


      “Shut up.”


      These souls were invisible to the naked eye, but Windia, as a goddess, could make them out perfectly.


      Innumerable faces formed out of the mist and crowded around her.


      Filled with an intense homesickness and hatred—both toward this world and toward the Four Gods who’d brought them here—they were affecting the faeries and spirits that were Windia’s kin, and warping nature itself around them. They caused earth to rot, water to burn, wind to spread miasma in violent gales, and fire to freeze the life out of all it touched.


      Yet despite this incredible power, these vengeful souls couldn’t harm Windia herself.


      Hatred alone wasn’t enough to damage a god.


      Windia glowered as the souls continued to moan.


      I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you, I’ll kill you...


      How dare you, how dare you...


      Hatehatehatehatehate...


      This black mist had been enveloping the world since who-knows-when.


      Windia had never paid it much mind, but lately, this world had started to feel dirty to her, and she couldn’t shake the feeling.


      She couldn’t purify this black mist, though.


      She’d ignored it this whole time because, from her perspective, it was weak. But left alone, it had only transformed into something even more irritating.


      Windia had no idea why this mass of hatred was still here. After all this time, she thought, it should’ve met its natural end. She hadn’t realized that the origin of this mass was the souls of all the summoned heroes.


      Or, more accurately, she’d never even spared a thought as to where this mist had come from, or what had happened to the heroes’ souls. To her, the heroes had been disposable, and she hadn’t given a damn what happened to their remnants.


      After all, the Four Gods had only ever had a single encounter with a being that could harm them.


      Regardless of how many vengeful souls came together, they’d surely never be able to mount an attack on gods.


      Windia was so confident in that belief that she’d never stopped to consider how dangerous these souls really were. She was blind to the truth that they were gradually eating away at this world’s fabric of reality, and in turn threatening the gods themselves.


      “Leave me alone,” she mumbled, stirring up the wind to gather the black mist into a single, solid lump.


      Before long, that lump became so concentrated that it turned it into a single black crystal.


      Windia stared silently at the crystallized mass of vengeful souls.


      Finally, she had some peace and quiet—but she hadn’t given any thought to what she’d do with this crystal now that she had it. So, capricious as ever, she made a mind-boggling decision—


      “Meh. I don’t need it...”


      —and lazily tossed the crystal away.


      And then she left, self-satisfied, as she stared at a horizon a little purer than it had been before.


      She had no idea what the crystal she’d just made would bring about.


      * * *


      Below, there was a puny little monster, so insignificant that none even knew its name. Its only purpose in nature was to occupy its place at the bottom of the food chain, yet it struggled as best it could to survive in this harsh world.


      All of a sudden, a black crystal tumbled down a hill and landed in front of it.


      Immediately, the monster recognized this crystal of incredibly dense mana as food.


      All monsters, even a pitiful one like this, could absorb the magic stones of other monsters. And depending on the qualities of the stone they absorbed, doing so could let them evolve rapidly.


      The creature, desperate for any advantage that might help it survive, wasted no time consuming the crystal.


      Squee?!


      A colossal surge of mana shot through the tiny critter. Its magic stone began to rapidly swell, as did its physical body.


      In the blink of an eye, the miniature monster became enormous.


      And the transformation wasn’t over yet.


      Along with the boundless power came an equally boundless sensation of hatred, anguish, and a longing to go home.


      The critter’s mind had never stood a chance.


      Destroy... Destroy the Holy Land of Metis... The Four Gods... I hate... I mourn... I grieve... I long...


      The tormented souls had been merged into one and given a physical form. Now with a clear will, the creature launched its huge body into the sky.


      Its mind was racked with all sorts of different emotions, but its wish to destroy, if nothing else, was crystal clear.


      An agent of vengeance had just been born.


      This monster—one that would later come to be known as the Jabberwock—set out and began preying on other monsters to grow even more powerful.


      All the while, the flames of hatred burned within its mind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 11: How Legends Are Born


      Zelos and Ado trudged through snow so dense it made it hard to take a single step.


      The forest was snowier than the pair had expected; in some places, a step could suddenly leave them knee-deep in snow. They were quickly realizing that they’d underestimated the snowy mountains, and now they were regretting it.


      What had once been streets teeming with people were now filled with rubble and reclaimed by forest, as if to serve as a symbol of nature’s strength. It was humbling to think that nature could reclaim the remains of human society to this extent.


      The forest hadn’t quite overtaken the runways yet. And since they were exposed, the sunlight melted most of the snow that fell on them. Tufts of vegetation poked through cracks in the tarmac and the thinning layer of remaining snow.


      The collapsed spider tank off to the side, long since out of action, almost looked like a corpse.


      “I wonder why,” Zelos pondered, “the runways have these spots with no snow. Is it really just because of the sunlight?”


      Ado shrugged. “It’s probably because of these solar panel things they’ve built into them, right? No idea what they’re for, mind you... When you touch them, they feel like glass, but they’re radiating heat. Maybe they’re made from some special alloy?”


      “Hmm... Why put tempered glass on a runway, though? It could be to generate power, but I feel like there aren’t enough of them for that. Maybe they’re used as little backup generators? Frankly, though, there’s a lot I don’t know about technology from the ancient era.”


      Regardless of how mysterious it was, any tool or facility was probably there for a reason. And that was doubly true if—as the pair suspected—this place was an abandoned military site.


      Being from the ancient era meant these structures had been built by an advanced magical civilization. And since said civilization had possessed the mana-powered equivalent of nuclear reactors, it was hard to imagine they’d needed to harvest solar power. After all, the ancient era had already been brimming with clean energy.


      “Anyway—what do you think about this snow, eh?” Zelos said. “Your feet sure get stuck in it, don’t they? Makes this a tougher hunting ground than I’d expected it to be. Especially when some spots are so much deeper than others.”


      “Lots of monsters too,” Ado added. “Including the snow wolves surrounding us as we speak.”


      Food was scarce in alpine climates. Any monster capable of hibernation had already entered dormancy. Meanwhile, monsters that did stay active through the winter were doing their best to find prey.


      And those monsters, like the wolves surrounding Ado and Zelos, saw the pair as a potential meal.


      “Hmm... If we want to earn you some money, Ado, then we’d ideally kill these things without damaging them, no?” Zelos said.


      “What do we use, then?” Ado suggested. “Feels like bows could work here...”


      “Probably, yes. Arrows cost money, but I suppose beggars can’t be choosers.”


      Before Zelos had even finished his sentence, they were opening their status screens and tapping away at the panel to change their gear.


      Since nobody else could see their status screens, they’d just see two men making strange gestures in the air.


      The same thing went for their inventories and storage systems; only reincarnators had those. There were tools known as item bags, which were functionally similar, but those could only be obtained from dungeons.


      “I’m going to use plain old steel arrows, for reference. I’ll use a mithril bow, though,” Zelos said.


      “Yeah, something similar here,” Ado said. “If we used some crazy-strong enchanted weapon, we’d just destroy all the materials...”


      They had some incredibly powerful weapons in their arsenal, but those would be overkill against a pack of snow wolves.


      Combining the pair’s latent powers as reincarnators with the might of such weapons would turn their foes into a pile of blood and guts, not harvestable, valuable materials.


      Zelos still hadn’t forgotten turning that rabbit into mincemeat upon first arriving in the Far-Flung Green Depths.


      “You know,” he said, “I feel like this gear might still be overdoing it... Try to hold back as much as you can, all right?”


      Ado nodded. “Got it.”


      “Frankly, we could probably take these things out with just a few pebbles.”


      “Pebbles?! Okay, no, now you’re pushing it.”


      Apparently, Ado had never used the Snap Fingers or Stone Toss skills. They could be surprisingly useful for hunting, especially if you combined them with pitfall traps.


      “We’ll focus on saving their fangs, claws, and pelts. Those seem like the sorts of things rich people would buy for a good price.”


      “Sweet. Gotta get that dough if I want my own place, after all... Oh, and we could sell the magic stones too, couldn’t we?”


      “We could, but if they’re big ones, it may take a while to liquidate them. Probably wouldn’t be too easy for buyers to prepare the money for them either.”


      “Couldn’t we just sell them to a magic tool shop?”


      Zelos’s mind went straight to a certain store run by a particularly witchy-looking girl.


      “Ah... I mean, there is one in Santor, but it’s kind of in the red, so...”


      The employee in question was a prodigy at screwing the business over. Not to mention, she’d accuse her customers of crimes at the drop of a hat. Dealing with her was a real pain in the butt.


      “I hope that place hasn’t gone under already, now that you mention it,” Zelos said.


      “Jeez. You make it sound like they’re barely hanging on...”


      Eventually, the pair got to work and began their assault on the wolves—despite the fact that they could hardly take a step for all the snow around.


      Usually, such a reckless attack would’ve been akin to begging for death.


      But when these two beyond-the-pale mages were the ones pulling it off, it quickly turned into a one-sided slaughter of the wolves.


      * * *


      Belladonna, owner of the magic tool shop in Santor, felt a sneeze coming on.


      “Achoo! Mmm... Is somebody talking about me? My, my... Life’s hard when you’re such a catch. I don’t mean to steal hearts, but when I’m this beautiful, I can hardly help it...”


      “Manageeer,” the shop’s employee replied. “Can you save your dreams for bedtime? You’re creeping me ouuut!”


      Belladonna’s eyes narrowed into a glare sharp enough to bring children to tears. She grabbed her useless employee by the scruff of the neck. “Kuhti? Are you picking a fight?”


      This was no way to treat an employee. She had her reasons, though.


      Kuhti was always trying to find something wrong with the store’s customers and accuse them of crimes. And every time, Belladonna punished her for it.


      But no matter how many times Kuhti got told off, she never changed—and in turn, the store continued to lose customers. It was in a good location, facing directly onto a main street of Santor, and yet it was the only store in the area that couldn’t turn a profit.


      Making matters worse, Kuhti seemed to seriously believe she was a great detective, so she’d never hesitate to come up with outlandish accusations that made the store’s customers mad. Of course a business with an employee like that would lose customers.


      Belladonna was fully aware of that, of course. Kuhti was a relative of hers, though, and when the girl’s parents had come to her with tears in their eyes, Belladonna had agreed to do whatever she could to turn the little gremlin into an upstanding member of society. But so far, introspection had proven to be a completely alien concept to Kuhti.


      And thus, business was dead right now.


      “You do know that making these stupid accusations about every damn customer we get is what’s driving them all away, don’t you?!” Belladonna cried. “Have you ever heard of the idea of trying to be a better person? Even children have. So what about you? Hmm? Tell me.”


      “M-Manager... Having you all up in my face like this is kinda scaryyyyyy...”


      “I’m a patient woman, but even I have my limits, all right?! Whose fault do you think it is that I’ve snapped? Hmm?”


      “Umm... I-If you’re asking, I’d say it’s your fault, for not working hard enough to turn a profit...”


      “Bold words, coming from the parasite! You know what? You’re fired. I don’t need you here anymore.”


      The unrepentant fool’s grin froze on her face.


      “M— Manager? What was that?”


      “I said you’re fired. Laid off. Dismissed. Call it whatever you want. I don’t have the energy to take care of a good-for-nothing who doesn’t know how to do anything but drag me down.”


      “Y-You’re... You’re kidding, right?”


      “No. I’m being completely serious. Do you even know how much you’ve cost this business? And then, to top it off, you eat like a horse and put it all on the store’s tab at the diner without even asking me... If you can’t pay for your meal, then don’t eat out in the first place, damn it!”
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      “B-B-But... You’re my guardian, aren’t you?!”


      “What do you mean, your guardian?! You’re old enough that you shouldn’t need to leech off someone just to get by! How long do you plan to keep mooching off me?!”


      Kuhti’s selfishness knew no bounds.


      Day after day, she’d enrage a customer with her antics and hound them out of the store; after work, she’d rack up a massive tab at a diner, then rely on someone else’s money to pay it off. If you gave her an inch, she’d take a mile. She was an affliction to those around her, without a single redeeming feature.


      “If you still can’t support yourself at your age,” Belladonna continued, “you’ll be dead weight wherever you go, what with the way you get so carried away and refuse to listen to a single word people say. Maybe you could go be a slave working the mines? That might suit you better.”


      “How could you say thaaaaaat?!” Kuhti wailed. “Some miner would knock me up in three days flat!”


      “Then let him, for all I care! It’s not like you’ll ever be able to get a man anyway!”


      “But the same goes for you, doesn’t it~?”


      Silence.


      “I do have a man, I’ll have you know.”


      The air in the store froze—as did, again, the smile on Kuhti’s face.


      “Aha ha ha ha ha! As if you could ever get a partner! Aww, look at you, trying to put on airs!”


      “But I do. I would’ve married him long ago if I weren’t so busy dealing with you.”


      “W— Wait. Seriously? Are you sure you’re talking about a real boyfriend? Not just a figment of your imagination?”


      “How dare you! He’s my real, flesh-and-blood partner. Oh... Actually, hold on a moment. If this store does end up going under because of you, there’ll be nothing more stopping me from getting married. Hmm... Maybe that’s not the worst idea?”


      Kuhti started sweating from every pore in her body.


      “B-But... You’ve never told me about any of this...”


      “Why should I have to? Besides, if I’d told you, you would’ve started using it to extort us somehow, wouldn’t you? And I don’t want to cause him any trouble. I won’t be telling people his name, of course, or where he lives. Especially not you. I know how shameless you can be.”


      “Aww, come on! As if I’d do thaaaaaat~! Oh, you’re so funny, Manager...”


      “Have you forgotten what you got up to during your mercenary days? You’d borrow huge sums of money from your companions and never pay it back. You’d get them to treat you at diners, and yet you’d never return the favor. Does that sound about right? Were you ever useful? You know, I have trouble believing you have any sense of decency or morality.”


      “I have been useful! Like, I saved people’s lives in fights! So nyeh!”


      “Oh—do you mean all those times you went overboard, obliterated the monsters to the point there was nothing left to harvest, and ruined the hunt for everyone? Or are you talking about the times you completely ignored your party members’ warnings, waltzed into peril, and put them in danger too? Because that’s all just you causing trouble, hmm? I swear, there’s no worse headache than dealing with a failure who has zero self-awareness...”


      “You’re so meeeaaan!”


      Clearly on the back foot, Kuhti used every last bit of the gray matter she presumably had somewhere in that head of hers to reevaluate the situation and try to think of a way out.


      What if she did make the store go under? Then Belladonna would get married, and Kuhti would be left with nowhere she belonged.


      What if the store’s business started to go well? Then Belladonna would probably figure she could turn a profit even without Kuhti. That would have the same result.


      What if Belladonna held to her statement that she was firing Kuhti? Yep—same result again.


      Running through the possibilities and realizing she was on the verge of having to live on the streets as a young woman, Kuhti decided to...come up with a bombshell claim on the spot.


      “Y-You’re being tricked, Manager! There’s no way that guy could actually be into someone with a personality as rotten as yours! He’s after your money! I’m sure of it!”


      “‘After my money,’ hmm? What money? The money I don’t have because the store’s constantly in the red thanks to you? Oh, but if I do have some stash of money I’ve forgotten about—perhaps you could tell me where it is, oh she who is the cause of everything wrong in my life?”


      “H-Huh? Uh... Mmm...”


      “With you around, it’s only a matter of time until this business goes under. In fact, even with you gone, it’ll be hard to win back all the trust the store’s lost. It’s not going to be easy to hold on until things bounce back. And that’s if it’s even possible to bounce back—frankly, I’d be surprised if it is. Not that there’s any point in me explaining all this to you, I suppose. You don’t know the first thing about customer service.”


      “Th-That’s not true! Business is about kindness! And compassion! And... And trust!”


      “Oh? So you’d prioritize kindness and compassion over profit? Someone like that’s never going to make it as a merchant. You’re right about trust, at least—except you’re the one who’s ruined all the trust our customers had in us! Do you even get that?!”


      “I, uh... I feel like you’re wrong about that too...”


      “Hmph. I suppose it’s too much to expect understanding from a deadbeat with the brain of a slime. Sorry, I should have known better. Forget I even asked. I can tell you this, though: You could spend a thousand years looking for a boyfriend, and you’d still never find one.”


      “I so would! If I felt like it, I could get myself the best boyfriend ever!”


      Kuhti had given an emotional, spur-of-the-moment response to Belladonna’s taunting. And the moment Belladonna heard her say it, she burst into a roar of laughter.


      “Bwa-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! A-A boyfriend? YOU? No way! It’s impossible! Oh, that’s the joke of the century... Hee... Hee hee... Gods, my stomach hurts... BFFT!”


      “You’re lying,” Kuhti said, indignant. “If you can get a guy, then I can easily get one!”


      She had no idea she was digging her own grave.


      “Oh?” Belladonna raised an eyebrow. “If you’re so confident, then how about you actually go out and do it?”


      “Huh? Um... Uh... Like, right now?”


      “Remind me, Kuhti—what was it you said? That if I can get a boyfriend, you can get one ‘easily’? Then I’m not asking much of you here, am I?”


      “But, like... Now now?”


      “Mm-hmm. Right this very instant. You’re fired anyway, so consider this a chance to find someone else to look after you. Good luck out there! ♪”


      “Grrr... I hate that smug look on your face! Fine! I’ll do it, then! Just you wait and see! I’ll make some rich aristocrat boy fall for me, and you’ll eat your words!”


      “Yes, yes. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Anyway, don’t expect any more handouts.”


      “Hmph! You’ll bawl your eyes out when I show you what I can do!”


      After all the verbal barbs they’d thrown back and forth, Kuhti couldn’t take back what she’d said now.


      Hoisted by her own petard, she left the store and headed out into the streets of Santor alone.


      There was something Belladonna was forgetting, though: Kuhti could always make things worse.


      Promptly forgetting that she’d been fired, Kuhti went on a dine-and-dash spree around town. Over the next few days, Belladonna’s store became inundated by diners insisting that the store pay its tab with them.


      Kuhti was caught before long, but it was such a minor crime that she wasn’t sentenced to slavery. Instead, she was left in the care of a family member: Belladonna.


      The girl had a gift for causing others misery, if nothing else.


      From that day on, Belladonna had a new pet phrase: How can I get rid of this moron in a way that doesn’t just come back to bite me later?


      For now, at least, Kuhti was back where she “belonged”—albeit with her life now in danger.


      A danger she was completely oblivious to, of course.


      * * *


      After students from the Istol Academy of Magic had discovered a hidden route from Isa Lante to the surface the other day, a full half of the Solistian researchers in the ancient city had been dispatched to investigate.


      It hadn’t taken them long to find there was more than just one route. Some were straight paths to the surface, while others followed some complex route only to come out at the bottom of a deep valley. It was like an enormous ant colony.


      If Isa Lante had been a military stronghold, it would have made sense for the place to have all these different routes for bringing in materials. However, the researchers were struggling to gain a full understanding of them. After all, monsters had taken up residence in many parts of the network over the years.


      When the researchers had tried crawling through some of the narrower air vents that connected paths together, they’d seen kobolds and orcs roaming around. The side nearer the mountain range, in particular, was teeming with all sorts of monsters.


      Making matters worse, the monsters here were unusually strong. The knights and mercenaries escorting the researchers wouldn’t stand a chance against them.


      Hoping then to avoid a fight, the researchers exploring the vents had set up a base within a building that monsters hadn’t yet broken into. They figured that, if they were careful and stayed undetected, they could investigate without endangering anyone.


      Thus far, the investigators had learned that the kobolds and orcs here knew how to work metal, meaning they were clearly more evolved than those the investigators had seen elsewhere. It also meant these monsters were intelligent, and intelligent monsters were infamous for fighting like organized militaries. Making matters worse was how many of them were here.


      If, by some stroke of bad luck, these monsters ventured down to Isa Lante, the whole research group would be slaughtered. Knights were helping defend the routes into the city, but there was always the risk that the monsters would find a way through.


      For now, the researchers were hard at work investigating the inside of an enormous ventilation shaft. The captain of the research group, along with an aide, stood on a walkway that lined the inside wall of the shaft. They gazed out through a window made of thick, reinforced glass, racking their brains over what to do.


      “We’re in a tough spot,” the captain said. “We can’t continue the investigation with all those around. Nor can we reach the ruins outside for further research.”


      The aide nodded. “You’re right. I’m not surprised this place has turned into a monster habitat; it’s been abandoned for a long time. But I’d never have expected it to be this bad...”


      “And these monsters aren’t normal. They can get so much stronger than we humans. Stronger than regular monsters. Argh... Dammit! We have untouched, unexplored ruins right before our eyes, and we can’t do a thing!”


      “We’re just as frustrated as you are. Just think of all the ways we could help people’s lives if we could only begin to understand the technologies of the ancient era...”


      “I don’t even have the slightest clue how these abominations came to exist. Even after comparing them to the creatures in the old records, it still doesn’t make sense.”


      “Perhaps it was evolution? Still, though... Would even a drastic change in the environment have had this much of an effect?”


      “Mmm. That’s another question I’d like to find the answer to. I can come up with no end of hypotheses, but I have no proof for any of them.”


      Very few of the animal species mentioned in the scant remaining documents from the ancient era were still around today.


      Only the species ferocious enough to take down monsters—to the point that they seemed capable of turning into monsters themselves at any point—and livestock like pigs, cows, and horses had endured. Nowadays, it was pretty much just that, and monsters.


      “Greater kobolds and high orcs milling like it’s nothing... What fresh hell is this place?” the captain muttered.


      “If we could just get rid of them... But no. Even if we could, we’d lose too many men in the process.”


      These researchers were desperate to investigate the ancient ruins, a treasure trove of information about the ancient era. Even at this very moment, they were resisting the urge to run out there and see what it contained.


      But the ruins lay at the center of an ongoing struggle for existence between throngs of ferocious monsters. They’d have to have a death wish to head out into the middle of that for research.


      Some of them wanted to go ahead with it nonetheless, but they knew it wouldn’t be right to drag their subordinates on a suicide mission just to sate some selfish sense of curiosity.


      “As much as it pains me to say,” the captain sighed, “we’ll have to— Hm?”


      The captain suddenly paused as a white pillar rose up from the ground outside. “What was that?” he asked.


      “Part of some fight between powerful monsters, perhaps? Even our Appraisers can’t tell what level the monsters here are, so perhaps the impact from their—”


      “No. That’s a magic attack, I can say that much. I remember the Ice Geyser spell doing something like that.”


      “Perhaps it’s similar, but...how could any spell be that powerful? Look at that force! It’s like watching a massive iceberg crash down into a lake!”


      “Oh? You’ve seen an iceberg before?”


      “Just a record stored in a magic tool from the ancient era, but— Wait! That’s not the point! Whatever’s fighting out there must be stupendously powerful!”


      Next, an enormous pillar of stone burst out of the ground, flinging monsters aside as easily as if they were ants. It continued to rise until it pierced the sky and towered over its surroundings.


      Watching from the window, the researchers saw orcs and snow wolves on the edge of the rising pillar get torn in half, the front halves of their bodies ripped from their back halves. It was a ghastly way to die. Their remains fell to the ground with a mighty splat.


      “Wha— What is—?!” the captain spluttered.


      “Are the ruins going to be standing after this?” his aide asked. “If something like that hits any of the structures, even the more stable ones might topple...”


      “How could they survive it?! What even is this abomination that’s trying to destroy our treasure trove!”


      Overhearing the fuss, other researchers came to see what was going on. They crowded around the window and stared out.


      As they did, a colossal fireball began to form in the sky. It burned so bright that it resembled lightning rather than fire, searing the sky above like some divine miracle.


      The captain felt a chill run down his spine.


      “D-Don’t tell me...”


      Countless beams of light shot out from the huge orb and plummeted toward the ground.


      And as they hit...


      KA-BOOOOOOM!!!


      Then came the shock wave, rattling the thick, reinforced glass in the window frame and shaking the building on its foundation. Outside, the vaporized snow turned into so much steam that it completely obscured the landscape.


      Whatever that attack had been, there’d clearly been a ludicrous amount of heat energy packed into it. In one fell swing, it had split the earth’s crust, brought bubbling lava to the surface, and shaken the ground.


      It had been like a dragon’s breath—except that there was no dragon anywhere in sight.


      “Wha— The— What is that...”


      A colossal, humanoid shape formed within the steam, and the red glow around its mouth suggested the attack had been some sort of breath attack.


      In other words, this shadowy being had power to rival a dragon.


      The red light grew brighter and brighter. Eventually, it spat out a barrage of fireballs toward the ground.


      The ancient surface city went up in a blaze of fire.


      “Th-The ruins! The treasures of mankind! No...”


      “C-Captaaaiiin!”


      The captain fainted from the sheer shock.


      Ancient ruins like these were practically world heritage sites, and this one had just been annihilated.


      Seeing something like this unfold before their very eyes was too much of a tragedy for archaeology experts to endure.


      It was practically their worst nightmare.


      Shortly thereafter, the research group reported that they had encountered an invisible giant in the mountain range.


      And the legend of the Ethereal Giant was born.


      * * *


      A little earlier that day...


      Zelos and Ado had just finished mowing down the pack of snow wolves they’d charged into.


      It was no surprise. Only the likes of an ancient dragon or a god could put up a fair fight against these two.


      However, the duo had made a big mistake.


      This abandoned mountain city was hosting perhaps the fiercest struggle for resources between wild animals anywhere in the world. The intense scarcity of food only made the monsters that much more desperate.


      It wasn’t like Zelos was taking nature lightly. In fact, he was being cautious. But he’d failed to realize that he was forgetting about a very basic concept...


      “Their pelts are beautiful, aren’t they?” Zelos asked as he and Ado butchered the dead snow wolves. “Ah... Hmm. Actually, mightn’t selling this many pelts crash the price?”


      “Tell me that before we slaughter every last one of them, dammit...” Ado sighed. “Oh, well. I guess even with this many, our Dismantling Aid skill should make for easy work.”


      “If we palm them all off onto the duke—or, well, I suppose he’d be the company president, in this context—then Solistia Trading could sell them on a large enough scale for it to be fine. Though...at the same time, I’m sure he’ll be aware we only have so many places we could sell them to. He’ll probably take advantage of us to some extent.”


      “I’m not good at dealing with that guy...” Ado muttered. “Even his smile gives me the creeps, and you can just tell by how he holds himself that he’s ready for anything you might throw at him.”


      “He is a noble, after all,” Zelos shrugged. “And a duke, at that. So yes. If you messed with him, you wouldn’t just be getting away with a scratch.”


      “Still, the guy’s got crazy aura...”


      Every year, the mercenaries’ guild got requests to slay snow wolves.


      Their white pelts were very popular among noblewomen, and a single one could sell for a hefty sum. They were terrifyingly cunning beasts, though, not to mention organized.


      “Their meat’s pretty tasty as well, if you didn’t know,” Zelos said. “So we can sell that for a nice profit too. The problem is just how much we have here...”


      “Yeah. We just killed two hundred of the things, at least. You sure this is gonna work out?” Ado asked.


      Zelos laughed. “We can leave that part to Delthasis. Just turn in twenty to the mercenaries’ guild, and you’ll rank up for sure.”


      “What—that won’t just be creating a problem for him? Won’t he struggle to sell that many pelts?”


      “Okay, Ado, you see... I don’t have connections with Duke Delthasis quite so much as I have connections with President Delthasis. This is business, in other words. Do you get me?”


      “What’s it matter? Still feels like we could get manipulated by a noble...”


      “Delthasis is good at keeping his roles separate. If you’re speaking to Delthasis the merchant, he’ll never use his authority as a duke to get an advantage over you. He’s a dangerous man like that, you know.”


      Zelos and Delthasis saw each other as business partners.


      If Ado tried to deal with Delthasis as a businessman, then Delthasis would respond in kind. He’d even make sure both parties stood to profit.


      He was a man of many hats; he knew when to act as a duke and when to act as a merchant, and his territory was completely under his thumb on both fronts. He had other identities too—the most famous of which was his reputation as a womanizer.


      Not that Zelos, as a guy, had to worry about that one.


      “So you’re saying that he’s an honest businessman, yeah?” Ado asked. “He’s not gonna try to pull one over on me?”


      “Oh, Ado... What are you even saying? Business is all about pulling one over on the other guy. You should just count yourself lucky he makes sure his business partners profit at all. Heh.”


      In other words, Delthasis would absolutely take advantage of you, but you wouldn’t even notice he was doing it. He’d offer the seller a good price, and then make sure he profited even more.


      He was a master of information with a vast network of connections, and he wasn’t above a bit of market manipulation. He combined his talent on all these fronts to make some serious dough—and the fact that he did it all as a side hustle while attending to his ducal obligations made him that much scarier.


      “So... He’s just gonna use me?”


      “You’ll use him, and he’ll use you. Sounds perfect, don’t you think? Just don’t get too greedy when you’re dealing with him. That’s what’d really get you screwed over.”


      “Damn, you’re being utilitarian about this. Honestly, it’s making me scared of you too, Ze— Wait. Zelos!”


      “Mm-hmm. They’re coming. Did they smell the blood, I wonder? Even then, though... What’s with these numbers?”


      Packs of monsters had begun approaching them from all four directions, and the pair could sense the bloodlust and determination emanating from them.


      This was what Zelos had forgotten: In this frigid mountain range, bereft of food, the monsters had to be starving.


      They were constantly hunting for survival. They’d even scavenge their own fallen kin, and they were relentless in preying on any unwitting outsiders.


      Their bloodlust was purely organic, at least—driven solely by survival instincts. The sheer number of ravenous monsters descending on them was crazy, though.


      “Wait, wait, wait... How many of these things are there?!” Ado exclaimed.


      “Well, this is a pickle,” Zelos observed. “I thought I was giving nature the respect it deserves, but...I can’t say I was expecting this.”


      The narrow confines of this territory made it all too easy for monsters to grow savage in their desperation for food.


      This was the exact opposite of the Far-Flung Green Depths: A small selection of species fighting to survive in a habitat with limited resources.


      Come spring, they’d reproduce, their numbers would explode, and they’d kill each other to avoid starvation. Come winter, there would be no food, and they’d...kill each other to avoid starvation.


      The species that triumphed that winter would then starve due to having too many mouths to feed, bringing its numbers back down—and next year, the process would repeat.


      This was the cycle nature had settled on.


      But there were no real winners here. The only prize for victory was getting to live one more day in a never-ending struggle.


      “Bfft-hah-hah-hah! Well, well—looks like we’ve messed up the equilibrium here, doesn’t it?” Zelos chortled. “And now, it seems like every last monster in this territory is about to start a battle to the death.”


      “Why are you laughing?! This shit isn’t funny!”


      All at once, the monsters sprang into action.


      The snow wolves attacked the greater kobolds; the high kobolds swarmed the high orcs; the other orcs charged at the snow wolves.


      Any monster that died was quickly devoured by another, only for that monster to promptly get eaten too.


      And this wasn’t just some three-way or four-way fight. It was a chaotic free-for-all, each and every monster killing others to try to stay alive.


      In short, it was hell.


      A hell that Zelos and Ado found themselves right in the middle of.


      “The fuck are we meant to do about this?!” Ado cried.


      “Wipe them all out, I suppose,” Zelos shrugged. “Frigid Breath, Spout Forth from the Earth!”


      This spell, an enhanced version of Ice Geyser, caused incredibly cold air to shoot out of the ground like a geyser, instantly freezing anything it hit.


      But it worked on a much larger scale than Ice Geyser.


      A pillar of white ice exploded out of the ruins of the ancient city and rose high into the air.


      It hit a huge throng of monsters, sapped their body heat completely, and killed them in an instant. The spell was cold enough to freeze the air itself, after all. There was no surviving that. But despite the terrifying sight, the starved monsters that hadn’t been hit showed no signs of backing off.


      “These monsters are really something, aren’t they?” Zelos mused. “They’ve seen what I can do, and they’re still coming at me. You know, I’ve heard people say the cold’s not the only thing that can kill you on mountains like this; it looks like they had a point, eh?”


      “I don’t think they were talking about literal monsters, though—like the ones charging at us right now! Argh, whatever. I don’t like using this spell—it’s disgusting to see—but I guess I have to... Sinners’ Sentence: Pincushion!”


      Sinners’ Sentence: Pincushion was a spell Ado had created with Zelos.


      As the name implied, it was a gruesome bit of magic that impaled its targets.


      After Ado cast it, the ground beneath a dense group of enemies suddenly swelled and formed a huge ridge of ice. Spikes bristled on the surface, skewering its unfortunate victims as the ground rose.


      After the initial cast, the icy mountain promptly collapsed, crushing any surviving targets under the weight of the falling ice.


      This was not a spell you wanted to accidentally cause friendly fire with.


      A single spike could pierce right through your flesh, and that alone could be lethal.


      Just like that, a crowd of monsters was buried under the collapsing ice. But so many monsters were coming that it seemed like it had barely put a dent in their numbers.


      “My, my... If anything, I’d say there are more of them here now, wouldn’t you?” Zelos observed.


      “Just how many damn monsters were living here?” Ado groaned. “We’re getting nowhere!”


      These monsters were ravenous enough to devour fallen members of their own pack.


      They’d never kill their kin, though; perhaps you could say it showed their love for each other. At least, they wouldn’t usually. But the circumstances had changed.


      The territory had been maintaining a tenuous equilibrium, and Zelos’s and Ado’s presence presented an abundance of food. Now, a chaotic scramble ensued as each monster tried to secure that food for itself.


      “Whew... At this point, it’s kind of funny how out of hand it’s all gotten, isn’t it?” Zelos asked.


      “I mean, yeah, the situation has gone off the rails—but couldn’t you say the same about us and all the crazy magic we’ve been firing off?” Ado replied. “Not to mention, we’re blowing up the remnants of an ancient city. Aren’t you worried about that? Feels like this place should be heritage-listed.”


      “Well, at this point, we’ve already destroyed so much of it that any heritage listing would be worth diddly-squat. In fact, it might be kinder to just burn the whole place to the ground at this point. Let people move on rather than mourn over rubble.”


      “You’re heartless...”


      Back in Swords & Sorceries, internal conflict had seen Zelos and the other Destroyers blow up their allies along with the enemy monsters in huge, flashy explosions.


      Some poorly considered explosion would collapse a fortress’s wall, giving monsters a way into the city the Destroyers were supposed to protect—and then they would clear the resulting raid, with devastating casualties in the process.


      Right now, Zelos was showing the same strangely dispassionate attitude he and the other Destroyers had been infamous for. It was a sort of resigned philosophy, something along the lines of yeah, we messed up, but what’s done is done.


      And here, it seemed, that had transformed into something like, well, there aren’t any human casualties, so whatever, it’s fine.


      Maybe you could say that was progress, but it still amounted to Zelos brushing off his own responsibility.


      “Seeing as the whole place was teeming with predators, it’s not like anyone would’ve been able to investigate these ruins anyway,” Zelos shrugged. “Well—I’m going to burn all the leftovers at once. Could you swat away any that get near me?”


      “Urgh... Feels like today’s gonna make me an honorary Destroyer,” Ado sighed. “Goodbye, my life as a man with common sense. You were all too short...”


      “Implying something rude about me there, aren’t you? I don’t want to be lectured on common sense by a man who let himself get collared by that basket case of a wife... Oh—or maybe you’re into that? Are you a masochist?”


      “And you’re calling me rude?!”


      Zelos was the kind of guy who’d call someone’s wife a “basket case” to his face. He was, indeed, pretty rude. It was also true, though. Yui’s obsession with Ado was overbearing.


      “Ever worry you’ll wake up chained to a bed in a locked room?” Zelos asked.


      “D-Don’t say that. I could actually see her doing it, so you’re creeping me out...”


      Even as the pair watched out for the approaching monsters, they felt confident enough to chat.


      All around them, the chaotic throng of monsters jostled for position, ate the corpses of the dead, and killed each other.


      “Well, then, let’s wrap things up...” Zelos said. “Blinding Rays of Ruination!”


      “You’re still giving everything you come up with a chuunibyou name?” Ado quipped, bemused.


      “We’re in an isekai! It’s fine here!”


      Blinding Rays of Ruination created an enormous sigil in the sky and then filled the center of that sigil with a huge orb of light that looked, from the ground, like a larger version of the sun. Laser beams then shot out from the orb, burning enemies to ash. It was, of course, a custom-made Zelos spell.


      Until the sigil faded, it would continue to convert mana from the surrounding area into destructive power and indiscriminately rain down thick, deadly lasers at any enemies.


      There was a five-meter safe zone around the caster, but anything outside of that was liable to get hit. It was effectively a devastating, map-wide AoE.


      The lasers scorched the remaining horde of monsters to death in mere moments. Then it melted the ground into lava, which welled up as if a volcano had just exploded. The thick layers of snow that had covered the ground just seconds ago were vaporized, instantly filling the forest with a white fog of steam.


      It was a saving grace, perhaps, that this fog obscured the lurid carnage from anyone outside it.


      “Hey... Was that spell always this strong?” Ado asked. “Those lasers went pretty far...”


      “The lasers disperse as they go through the atmosphere. Plus, the spell itself turns back into mana eventually. So the farther the lasers travel, the weaker they get. They should’ve lost most of their power by the time they got to the ventilation shafts.”


      “Y’know, I saw a laser hit the wall of one of those shafts... I can’t make it out that well because of all the fog, but couldn’t that be bad news?”


      “Meh. This place is abandoned. I highly doubt anyone was there.”


      Except people were there.


      Specifically, members of the Isa Lante research group, who’d been watching the spectacle from afar.


      Fortunately, none of the researchers had been hit, but part of the wall right next to the window they were huddled around had been dissolved by the impact, leaving a scar in the wall.


      If that laser had struck just a little more to one side, there would’ve been a massacre.


      “Anyway, forget about that,” Zelos said, “We’ve got fliers on the way now.”


      “Wait—aren’t those boarberflies?!” Ado shouted. “Fuck... Their farts stink bad enough to instakill you!”


      “Mm-hmm. And when they fart, they send shit flying too. Not to mention, they can use their fart attack from midair... Ado, I’ll leave it to you to deal with them.”


      “Seriously?!”


      Just like that, Zelos made the boar-headed butterfly bears—or boarberflies, for short—Ado’s problem.


      “L-Leave me alone!” Ado panicked. “Corona Nova!”


      In his terror, Ado created a colossal fireball. That was how Corona Nova began. Next, flames fanned out from the ball, creating a terrifying inferno.


      It was clear Ado really hated boarberflies if he was resorting to using this.


      As the fireball’s light reached Zelos, it projected a giant shadow of him onto the steam that filled the air.


      Oh? So this is what they call a Brocken specter, eh? First time I’ve seen it in action.


      He’d heard of this phenomenon back on Earth, but it was rare, and he’d never encountered it in person. He started wiggling his body around, amused by the novelty of an enormous, floating shadow copying his movements. And as he did—


      KA-BOOOOOOM!!!


      —Ado’s unbelievably powerful spell fired out toward the ruined city, reducing most of the surviving buildings to nothing but a sad pile of rubble.


      “So, Ado... Seeing as you resorted to such a big spell, I take it you must really hate boarberflies, hmm?”


      “Does anyone not hate them? Their meat stinks, their bodies stink even worse, and, well, when I saw a whole pack of them coming at us, I just...”


      “Congratulations. I hereby anoint you a full-fledged Destroyer.” Zelos lightly placed a hand on Ado’s shoulder, a welcoming but disconcerting look in his eyes.


      “I don’t wanna be a Destroyer!”


      Here they were, two aberrations who’d just unleashed their full, unbelievable might out in these desolate mountains devoid of anyone with common sense.


      Unfortunately, what had already been a ruined city was now far more ruined. It was a miracle that there were even a few buildings still standing.


      “So, uh... Do we hightail it?” Ado suggested.


      “Myep. Sounds like a plan.” Zelos agreed.


      Each feeling a cold sweat at the thought of the irreparable damage they’d just done, Zelos and Ado thanked their lucky stars for the lack of eyewitnesses and decided to quickly harvest whatever loot they could before fleeing the scene posthaste.


      They were clueless about the new legend they’d just created.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 12: A Scheming Adversary


      Having burned the ruined city to the ground, Zelos and Ado left it behind to gather the snowblossom root Luceris had requested in the nearby forest.


      Snowblossom root was a fairly common ingredient in potions. On top of that, it could be combined with mandrake to make supplement drinks, so swathes of laborers bought it up from stores too. Hamber Construction had a particular habit of buying out stores’ entire stock of the stuff in Santor.


      Despite the high demand, though, it could only be gathered in winter. And since it needed its roots to reproduce, you couldn’t just harvest all the roots.


      “This stuff works pretty well,” Zelos said. “And there are a lot of ways you can use it. It’s handy to have some around.”


      “Who taught you that?” Ado asked. “Kanon?”


      “Oh, no; I already knew that much from all my time playing solo. I only started playing with Kanon around 5.0. I think I remember her saying at the time she was a middle-school girl in real life?”


      “Huh. So, wait—does that mean you taught her?”


      “No, no. It was Kemo who taught her. If anything, you could maybe say I taught Gantetsu. He was aiming to be a weaponsmith at first, you know. But then one day we got ourselves blown up by a bomberdillo, and from that point on he was obsessed with suicide bombing tactics.”


      “So that’s how he got into that, huh?”


      Gantetsu, one of Zelos’s fellow Destroyers, had been an artisan of self-destructing gear.


      Zelos had been helping Gantetsu gather materials when the two of them had ended up in a fight with a bomberdillo—a monster like an armadillo golem. The thing had blown itself up, and the two of them had gotten caught in the blast.


      After that, Gantetsu had adopted “Art is an explosion!” as his catchphrase and started making some truly bonkers gear.


      “And you didn’t stop him?” Ado asked. “Self-destructing equipment’s way too dangerous to use. And it’s a pain in the ass.”


      Zelos shrugged. “Everyone’s got their own way of enjoying games. In fact, I thought it sounded interesting too, so I even helped him out. Oh, the thrill I felt when those gankers got their hands on some Gantetsu specials... I was over the moon when they all blew up.”


      “Oh—I heard about that. A party of gankers was terrorizing an area, and then they just suddenly exploded... So that wasn’t just a rumor, huh?”


      “Yup. And now you know the story behind it. Ted helped out with that batch of gear too, actually. He gave each piece a hidden cursed skill: Misdeed Counter. Every time its user ganked someone, a counter would tick up, and once it hit a certain threshold, the self-destruct Gantetsu built in would activate and they’d explode. And there was this great little gimmick where if multiple pieces with the same design were in range of each other, and one went off, any others would detonate too. I have to say, though, I never thought it’d blow up a whole clan of gankers in a chain reaction!”


      “Ted...” Ado groaned at the name.


      “Ah, yes. Speaking of Ted, apparently, he made a curse called Normie Counter too. I heard he was even planning to sneak it into your gear!”


      “That little prick!”


      Ever since Yui had rejected him, Ted had resented Ado.


      Ted’s resentment had driven him to create the Normie Counter skill—and a great many in-game couples had become casualties to his test runs, all with the end goal of blowing Ado to smithereens.


      In short, the skill was a product of a lot of hard work and persistence that Ted had channeled into the wrong outlet.


      “Ah—here we are,” Zelos said. “Some snowblossom. Now, remember—you have to dig up all the dirt from under it and take it out in one piece.”


      “They reproduce with their underground stems, right?” Ado asked. “So how long are the sections we’ll be taking back?”


      “From what it feels like, digging for this one... Ooh. These are pretty long! About five meters, I’d say.”


      “Damn. Sounds like it’s been growing like crazy out here. Well, I guess no one would’ve been picking the stuff around these parts...”


      Snowblossom reproduced from seeds and underground stems.


      In summer, it lay dormant, waiting until enough of the plants that were better at reproducing died off. Then in winter, when there was less competition, it would spring into action. It could be identified by its butterbur-like leaves and lotus-like white flowers.


      Snowblossoms were beautiful when they bloomed, what with the way they gently poked up through the snow. Both their leaves and their stems contained a deadly poison, though, so they could never be consumed. Only the roots were useful.


      “I think we make a big pile of the stuff in a draining basket, as high as it’ll go—that should give us enough,” Zelos said. “No point scouring the place clean, after all. If we brought back that much, it’d just go to waste.”


      “The digging alone is gonna be a pain, though, isn’t it?” Ado groaned.


      “I suppose, seeing as we do want to leave about a meter of the roots from each plant. But they’re all over the place around here, so we shouldn’t have any problem finding enough.”


      “We’ll have to dig a hole every time we want to harvest one, right? Then we’ll have to rebury a meter of root, and then go start another hole from scratch...”


      “It’ll be easier than harvesting burdock root, I can tell you that much. Snowblossom roots grow out rather than down, and with all the leaf mold here, the dirt’s nice and soft. Plus, the snow here isn’t as thick, so we can melt what snow is here with fire magic.”


      “Still sounds like a hassle. I wanna get back before it starts snowing again... Wait. What’s—” Ado stopped, spotting a large black shape moving in the distance of the forest. He squinted. “Oh... It’s a rock boar. And that means... Pork.”


      A smile came to Zelos’s face. “Say, boyo. What do you think of joining me for a little hunt? The meat from those things tastes divine, let me tell you. You don’t want to miss out.”


      “You sure this is the right time, Zelos? What about the snowblossom?”


      “Rock boars are omnivorous. We leave this thing around, it’ll eat our snowblossom, roots and all. May as well take it out before it gets a chance to, eh?”


      A slideshow of delicious food Ado remembered from Earth flashed through his mind. Tonkatsu. Motsunabe. Shogayaki. Sausages. Bacon.


      Rock boars weren’t just good for their meat. Crafters could use their stony outer shells to make some pretty good armor, so the shells went for a decent amount of money.


      But all Ado had on his mind at this point was food. He couldn’t give a damn about the other materials he could get from the monster. And thus, he decided it was time to get some meat.


      Zelos could almost hear Ado drooling next to him.


      “Give us your meat!” Ado shouted at the creature. “Gah hah hah!”


      “Ah. He’s turned into a meat fiend like Kai...”


      Okay, so Ado had been literally drooling, Zelos realized.


      Ado had been reminiscing more and more lately about the taste of Earth. There was no stopping him now. He rushed at the huge boar—a creature more than three meters long—like a savage, carnivorous beast.


      It didn’t look like he was going to need Zelos’s help.


      SCREEEEEEEEE!


      “Meat-meat-meat-meat-meat-meat... WRYYYYYYYYY!” Ado screamed.


      “Run for it, piggy!” Zelos cried out to the monster. “Run for your life!”


      Zelos was starting to sorely regret suggesting this hunt.


      Gone was the young man who’d been racked by a sense of guilt just earlier when he was forced to massacre all those monsters. Ado’s hunger, it seemed, had transformed him into one of the monsters who lived in these lands.


      It was a philosophical moment for Zelos: the realization that when it came down to it, even humans were just another species of wild animal in the vast kingdom of Mother Nature.


      In just a few minutes, the rock boar would be reduced to nothing but a pile of meat.


      Zelos used the time to keep harvesting snowblossom root.


      He pitied the rock boar, but he wasn’t about to save it.


      Nature was a harsh place.


      * * *


      A man roamed the streets, searching for a woman who’d disappeared from his side.


      The man’s name was Zabon. He was a fisherman who’d recently pulled his net from the Aurus River and found a woman inside, still alive.


      When he’d asked for her story, the woman had said she was beset by monsters along her travels and fell from a cliff above the Aurus River while trying to escape.


      For a while after that, Zabon had looked after the woman, and they’d grown closer.


      She was a beauty, with a great body to boot; Zabon had fallen for her at first sight. But he’d also figured he’d never have a chance with her.


      Before long, though, his dreams became reality, and the two of them slept together. For a few days thereafter, he’d felt like the happiest man alive.


      In no time at all, he’d fallen head over heels for the kind, motherly woman who’d held him in her passionate embrace.


      But then, Zabon had come home one day to find the woman missing, his home trashed, and all of his valuables stolen.


      Frankly, he didn’t care about the valuables. His only concern was that the woman he loved had been kidnapped.


      He’d spent the time since then frantically searching for her and gathering information from fellow fishermen, but it hadn’t gotten him anywhere. And so, once again, he was ending another day downing ales at a bar, trying to raise his spirits before another day of searching.


      He let out a deep sigh.


      “C’mon. You can’t give up hope,” another fisherman urged him. “The moment you do, that’ll be the end of you. I can feel it.”


      “It’s just... I’ve still got nothin’ to go off!” Zabon wailed. “M-Maybe, by now, she’s already...”


      “Nah. You know how hard the government’s been cracking down on the illegal slave trade. And we filed a missing person’s report with the guards, didn’t we? So don’t you worry. We’ll find her soon, I bet.”


      “Hah! Like those oafs’ll be any help! Oh, my poor Sharla...”


      Zabon had been the only bachelor among his fisherman buddies. To be blunt, he was downright ugly. The moment his buddies had heard the news of him finally getting himself a woman, they’d thrown a grand celebration for him.


      He’d finally found happiness and thought it would last forever. And so, when he’d lost it, the shock had hit him that much harder.


      Despite all his searching, he had yet to find even the tiniest clue.


      Suddenly, while Zabon was in the midst of drowning his sorrows, another of his friends came running into the bar, out of breath.


      “O-Oi... Look at this...”


      “Huh? What’s a— Why’d you bring me a wanted poster?”


      “No, you moron! The face! The woman on the poster! Look at her face!”


      There was a moment of silence, before...


      “Wha— WHAT?! It’s... It’s Sharla!”


      Drawn on the wanted poster was a face Zabon was very familiar with. And apparently, she was wanted for the attempted assassination of a noble.


      There was an enormous bounty on her head, and she was wanted dead or alive.


      “Whoa, hold up... Says here she had somethin’ to do with the murder of that merchant a while back.”


      “I can’t believe it. So she tricked all of us...”


      “Apparently, a witness said they saw her putting on a hooded cloak and boarding a carriage headin’ toward Santor...”


      “Y-You’re kidding me... My... My Sharla...”


      “Says here her name’s Sharanla. The way she looks, I thought she could barely harm a fly. But this thing says she’s the lover of a crime syndicate’s boss? Looks like this poster’s been up for a while too...”


      As you might expect, the fishermen had all talked normally with “Sharla” this whole time, treating her as they would have any other person.


      She’d seemed friendly and caring, and above all, she was clearly a catch.


      Yet the truth was apparently that she was a thief—one who worked by getting close to her target and gaining their trust only to rob them blind.


      And seeing as she was wanted for the attempted assassination of a noble, she was probably an experienced assassin too.


      But Zabon clung to false hope. “N-No... That can’t be right... Sharla would... She’d never do something like that!”


      He’d been shown a happy dream, drowned in its depths, and now he refused to accept the reality before his eyes. He didn’t want to give up on the bliss he’d felt.


      This was exactly what made Sharanla so scary.


      She’d find your weakness, take advantage of it, worm her way into your heart with her silver tongue, and turn you into her puppet. Then, when she no longer had any use for you, she’d toss you away without a moment’s hesitation.


      Zabon’s new life had been built upon a bed of lies, and yet he couldn’t bring himself to wake from that sweet, blissful dream.


      He refused to accept the revelation that it had all been a lie.


      “No... This woman on the poster’s not her. It’s someone else. That ain’t my Sharla...”


      Later that day, Zabon disappeared from town.


      * * *


      The carriage jostled Sharanla as it headed toward Santor.


      She was headed there to steal an antidote that could prevent the side effects of the youth restoration potion she’d taken.


      She intended to steal it from her blood-related younger brother, to be precise—and she resented him enough for what he’d done that she wouldn’t hesitate to kill him if it came to it.


      If anything, it was Sharanla who’d behaved in a way that would justify resentment. Not that she’d ever see that. In her mind, she was always in the right.


      She was arrogant. Arrogant enough to truly believe she was the center of the universe.


      She had a slight problem, though: While she knew she was heading to find her brother, she didn’t know where exactly he was.


      If she carelessly showed up in front of him, he would be all too happy to come at her guns blazing and kill her instead. There was no doubt about it.


      That meant she needed to locate his whereabouts without him knowing.


      My god. His own big sister’s fighting for her life, and not only does he not try to help—he tries to kill her?


      In Sharanla’s eyes, her younger brother had always been nothing but a convenient wallet—no different from any other man, in that sense.


      She would use the fact they were tied by blood to hover around him, win over anyone he knew, and do whatever it took to wring money out of him.


      And for most of her life, that strategy had worked.


      But ever since they’d arrived in this world, the tables had turned.


      Life here came cheap. The laws in this world were far looser than those back on Earth, and most matters were resolved then and there, on a case-by-case basis.


      On Earth, for example, the verdict of a criminal trial hinged upon whether the defendant had truly broken the law. It was thus important to investigate the defendant’s character, as well as the details of the offense, and in turn, it took a while for any case to reach a verdict.


      But in this world, there was no need for that sort of detailed investigation. Sure, people could look into what had occurred, but depending on the offense, the perpetrator might just be executed on the spot. False accusations were a common problem, of course.


      In Sharanla’s case, the charge was attempted assassination of the heir to a ducal house. That alone was enough to guarantee the death sentence—and there had been so many witnesses.


      One of those witnesses was her younger brother Satoshi—known here as Zelos—and he had tried to execute her on the spot himself.


      Which means he must’ve made some sort of connection with the ducal family. What a hassle. He’s always been adaptable, so I’m not that surprised he pulled it off, but... Urgh.


      The fact that Zelos had formed ties with a ducal house complicated things for Sharanla.


      After all, Sharanla was on Solistia’s wanted list. The thought that there were probably bounty hunters out looking for her at this very moment reminded her she had to be careful.


      Plus, Zelos was the one who’d given the ducal house information about her.


      He just had to make things harder for me... I can’t even walk around town anymore! I had to let some uggo fuck me just so I could get by, and... Ugh! I don’t even want to remember it!


      She was thinking about Zabon, the fisherman she’d used.


      In truth, she’d found the idea of sleeping with him repulsive, right from the start.


      I dangle the tiniest little bit of kindness in front of him, and he latches onto it like he’s drowning. What a disgusting man—no, disgusting isn’t a strong enough word! If he’d at least had money, it might’ve been okay. But no, he was poor! This is all your fault, Satoshi!


      He’d had an ugly face too. Sharanla couldn’t erase her memory that she’d done it with a guy like that, and the longer she dwelled on it, the worse her mood became.


      Whatever. When we get to the next town, I’ll sneak into some merchant’s house and take their valuables. It really is handy having an inventory...


      As the carriage rolled along, Sharanla planned her next theft.


      The mercenaries around her, clueless as to her thoughts, were captivated by her beauty, constantly stealing glances at her.


      They were just lucky they hadn’t come face-to-face with her true nature.


      She shot a smile at the men, and every last one of them gave a look that made it clear they were hopelessly lovestruck.


      Aha. Looks like I won’t have to worry about money for a while.


      Sharanla had no money to pay for her journey—and a bunch of guys with ulterior motives were the perfect easy marks.


      * * *


      Having finished their herb-gathering in the snow, Zelos and Ado made their way deeper into the mountain range.


      They weren’t leaving the ancient city behind out of any sort of guilt at burning its buildings and the surrounding forest, or at slaughtering a huge swarm of monsters. No, certainly not. They were headed this way in the hopes of seeing whether a dungeon they remembered from Swords & Sorceries was here.


      Eventually, they found what they were looking for.


      “Huh. So it is here,” Ado muttered.


      “Yup. Sure is,” Zelos said.


      There was a crevice in the side of the mountain just large enough for a human to squeeze through.


      The only question now was whether this place had actually turned into a dungeon or not.


      “This was a static dungeon in the game, but what’s it like here, I wonder?” Zelos wondered. “I remember it being a treasure trove for medicinal herbs, so hopefully...”


      Ado shrugged. “Don’t ask me. If we wanna find out, we’ll have to check it out ourselves.”


      “Fair point. That said—what if something attacks us the moment we set foot inside?”


      “Don’t tempt fate like that. I’m begging you. One time, I stepped into a randomly generated dungeon, and the first damn room was the boss room.”


      “And it was a particularly strong boss, right? Mm-hmm. I had the same thing happen to me... Good times, good times.”


      Zelos strode forward with a casual puff of his cigarette.


      Ado, on the other hand, couldn’t stop worrying.


      A layout where the boss room was the first room meant that all of the mana that formed the dungeon went to that monster, inevitably making it very, very strong. In the right circumstances, it could even turn into a raid boss.


      “I did beat it, but just barely, and I had to use up so many consumables,” Ado said. “The damn thing was demon lord tier.”


      Zelos nodded. “I get you. Sometimes bad luck’s enough to make you wipe against a boss like that, but if you do beat it...whew, it can have some juicy loot.”


      The two of them chatted as they squeezed through the crevice, and eventually, it opened out into a wide space. So far, it looked like they were right about this being a static dungeon.


      But then they noticed an enormous figure towering just in front of them.


      Zelos’s jaw dropped, his cigarette falling to the ground.


      “A giant kobold...” he said.


      Ado was just as flabbergasted. “You’ve gotta be kidding...”


      They’d run right into an infamous noob-slayer.


      GROOOOOOURGH!


      The monster roared—loud enough to make Zelos and Ado wince—before swinging its gigantic sword from side to side.


      Moving on instinct, the two of them leaped up and kicked off the wall, propelling themselves forward.


      The massive sword flew through the air where they’d just been, slammed into the wall with enough force to break off huge chunks, and sent rubble exploding outward.


      “What the hell?!” Ado cried. “Why’s there have to be some huge threat already?!”


      Zelos cackled. “Myep! It’s one terribly balanced dungeon, isn’t it? Noob traps are one thing, but this place is on a whole other level. Think it’s worth submitting a complaint?”


      “This ain’t the time to be laughing! And who would we even complain to?!”


      Facing this thing for real was so much more imposing than fighting it in a game.


      Even with all the cheat powers in the world, you’d go weak at the knees when you encountered something like this.


      Especially when the creature in question was so damn big.


      Sure, being this large had its drawbacks—it meant you needed a lot of food to survive, for example—but it gave you a combination of strength and endurance that made you hard to take down. In nature’s struggle to survive, that was a powerful upside.


      “I say we follow the usual strat: Overwhelm it with speed,” Zelos said. “Hyup!”


      “More like the only strat!” Ado protested.


      Ado darted around the giant kobold’s feet, peppering them with attacks. Meanwhile, Zelos kicked off another wall and fired a bow as he soared through the air.


      But while they were landing plenty of attacks, it didn’t seem like those attacks were accomplishing much.


      The giant kobold was as sturdy as it was large, and its reflexes were surprisingly quick for its size. Worse, the confined space restricted the pair’s options—it wouldn’t be easy for them to go all out in here.


      “Shit. This thing’s even tougher than I thought!” Ado shouted. “My sword can’t cut it!”


      “My arrows don’t seem to be doing much either,” Zelos agreed. “They’re piercing its skin, but it feels like I’m just pricking it with thorns.”


      “Yeah. Makes sense when we’re dealing with this thing!”


      A greatsword that massive, in the hands of a monster that enormous, was going to be deadly. Even with all the cheat abilities in the world, Zelos and Ado weren’t about to get off scot-free if that thing hit them.


      Even a simple physical attack could be extra lethal to humans when it came from something that much larger than them. Just one hit would turn them into a disfigured lump of meat. Add levels into the mix, and things got even worse.


      A rampaging giant kobold was just that dangerous.


      “So what’s the plan?!” Ado shouted. “Right now, we’re—ngh!—getting nowhere!”


      “Let’s take it down with magic,” Zelos said. “We’ll just have to make sure whatever we use doesn’t shoot right through it, hit the cavern and cause a cave-in...”


      “Ugh, I don’t even wanna think about that... Ray!”


      “Thunderbolt!”


      A ball of lightning and a beam of light fired at the giant kobold.


      A powerful current from one spell surged through the monster’s body while light from the other pierced its heart.


      The beam shooting right through the creature’s chest and exploding the rock wall behind it might’ve been risky, but it was also undeniably cool.


      “Wait. Why didn’t we do that in the first place?” Ado said.


      “I see your point, but...I mean, a cave-in’s pretty scary, you know?” Zelos replied. “In fact, now that I think about it, we don’t even know for sure yet that this place is a dungeon. It might just be your average old cave, mightn’t it?”


      “Using magic from the start still feels like the better choice than exhausting ourselves running circles around the thing.”


      “Then what were you planning to do if we got unlucky and buried ourselves alive?”


      Zelos’s and Ado’s magic was the textbook example of overkill. Yes, they were incredibly strong, but that same strength risked killing them as well.


      Power like that was a double-edged sword.


      “Don’t scare me like that,” Ado said. “But, well, yeah. I guess we should use regular spells to prevent that from happening...”


      “That’d be best, yes,” Zelos agreed. “I have almost died before from firing off my own custom magic inside a dungeon.”


      “What were you thinking, man...”


      Zelos had cast a dangerous spell while doing some mining in a shaft within a dungeon.


      The destruction his spell had caused had made him worry for a bit that he might really die.


      Things in this world weren’t like Swords & Sorceries; if something like that happened to him again, there was a real risk it could kill him this time. He had to be careful.


      Besides, dungeons in reality didn’t have set boss rooms.


      Real monsters would move around the dungeon, meaning you had a high chance of running into one as you explored.


      “I only know this from looking it up, mind you,” Zelos said after explaining the above. “It’s not like I’ve actually had it happen to me.”


      “Does that mean the giant kobold we just fought was this place’s boss?” Ado asked.


      “Who knows? Maybe there’s something even worse in here.”


      “Please no... I mean, I guess we’re here to hunt monsters either way.”


      One way or another, they’d have to defeat swathes of powerful monsters to help fully revive Alphia Magus.


      And monsters that had evolved far beyond what nature intended were the perfect sacrifice fodder.


      After all, gods were beings from a higher plane of existence. To manifest in a lower plane, which ran on different rules from their own, they needed to both construct a physical form in that lower plane and regulate their power.


      Alphia, however, didn’t have much power right now—and constructing a physical form required vast amounts of energy.


      Hence, the need for Zelos and Ado to collect that energy.


      “So what—if this place is a dungeon, are we gonna clear it?” Ado asked.


      “We’ll have to,” Zelos replied matter-of-factly. “If we want little Miss Dark God back at full power, we’ll need the ‘life energy’ from mutated monsters sooner or later. And the more sacrifices we can get our hands on, the better.”


      As they talked, they headed deeper into the cave. They thought they were imagining it at first, but they soon realized that there was definitely some sort of black mist hanging in the air.


      “Huh. What is this stuff? Miasma?” Zelos wondered.


      “Uh...is it just me, or is it gathering around us? I don’t like where this is going...” Ado said.


      But as worrying as it was, they had no choice but to press on.


      With how tough their bodies were in this world, it’d take a lot to kill them, but they still had their sense of danger. And they somehow felt like this black mist had a power—some kind of will, almost—that was trying to meddle with their minds.


      Still, they continued on.


      * * *


      Back at the underground storeroom underneath Zelos’s house...


      Alphia Magus, still floating bored within her culture tank, felt mana flow into her.


      Oh? ’Twould seem those two have started making progress.


      It was only a tiny amount of mana in the scheme of things, but she didn’t need them to collect all of the energy to get her back to full power.


      She just needed enough to get started, sort of like using a battery to start up a car. As long as it got her up and running, she’d be able to then absorb an enormous volume of mana from the world herself.


      But to make that happen, she’d need to reconstruct her body.


      She would have to simultaneously work toward reconstructing her body and absorbing power from the world.


      These are...the souls of summoned ones? Interesting. I shall absorb them, of course.


      The mass of power flowing into her was small, but its potential was limitless.


      As far as this world was concerned, though, these twisted souls from another plane were nothing but contaminants.


      A program had been built into each soul to adjust them to the workings of this world, but right now, those programs were corrupting the world instead, eating away at it.


      Hmm. This would be...five souls? And the program in every one of them has grown corrupted. I shall have to form a system to rectify them—not that I have the power to do so, in this state.


      The heroes had been summoned from a number of different worlds, and the laws of reality from those other worlds, ingrained in the heroes’ souls, were leading to errors here.


      The programming of the Antibody System had been corrupted with critical bugs, malignant tumors that would affect the whole of this reality.


      And as Alphia analyzed these souls, she saw that the corruption was worse than she’d been expecting.


      So they are even moving to encroach upon other souls... Fortunately, each of the souls I have just obtained is from a world with different laws of reality—albeit all of those worlds are similar. For now, I shall absorb the programs from within them, analyze them, and use them to make my own body into an antibody akin to theirs. I know not how many souls were summoned from worlds afar, but should my plan succeed, this may well expedite the recovery of my power.


      These corrupted hero souls were existentially similar to gods themselves. They were lower-ranking than Alphia, though, and what consciousness dwelled within each was capable of feeling nothing but wrath, hatred, and homesickness.


      Alphia decided to put the souls themselves to sleep while making use of the antibody programs within them.


      These souls are capable of interfering with the world. Hence, incorporating their systems into my own physical reconstruction should ease my task. The world may yet reject my permissions, but it does not reject the Antibody System. Mayhap this could let me interfere with the sacred realm where they reside.


      Corrupted though they might have been, the antibody programs in these souls were a recognized part of this world’s reality.


      Together, they formed a defense system meant to eliminate contaminants from the world—and to that end, they themselves were allowed to bend the laws of reality to a degree.


      Alphia decided to extract the programs from the heroes’ souls and adjust them to be compatible with her.


      Wasting no time, she stored the souls themselves away separately and began incorporating their programs into her body.


      This way, even without her rightful permissions, there was a route for her to seize control of this world’s administrative system from the outside.


      As she put her plan into action, she felt more energy being sent to her. Quite a lot of it, actually.


      Hmm. Overdoing it a touch, are they not?


      The covenant she had formed with Zelos and Ado continued to send her energy via a line that ran through the upper planes. She’d never expected them to send her so much that she could hardly keep up with processing it—not that she was complaining.


      It seems I may be able to leave this tank before long.


      The day of the Dark God’s full revival drew near.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 13: It’s All Their Fault


      Luceris lived by a routine.


      She’d begin each day with her morning prayers before preparing breakfast, doing some cleaning with the children, and heading into town to heal people with her holy magic. It was like clockwork, but she was content with this slow, peaceful life.


      Since her routine was so consistent, the tiniest of differences would stand out, and those simple little things could make a day feel special to her. That something like that could put a smile on her face spoke to her positive outlook on life.


      Today, as on most any other day, she was following her routine—though this was one of those days with a slight variation.


      “Urgh, this is such a drag,” Jeanne groaned. “Is making potions always like this?”


      “Um, Jeanne... We are broke, remember?” Iris said. “We have to save money wherever we can! And that includes making stuff like this ourselves. The little things all add up, y’know? If we don’t put in the effort for things like this, we might end up with nowhere to sleep, nothing to eat...”


      “Yeah, I know. It’s just... I’m not cut out for this. I’m better with, like—I don’t know—things that are all just bam! and then you’re done. Straightforward stuff. You get me?”


      “This is straightforward. You just boil the herbs, add crushed magic stones, and put the mixture in a bottle...”


      “You need to make sure you crush the stones nice and fine, though. And you need to get the right ratio between the powder and the herbs and stuff...it’s all a big pain in the butt! Right?! How do alchemists and apothecaries put up with this every day?!”


      “Uh... Because it’s how they make a living?”


      Luceris watched the pair quietly.


      Iris and Jeanne were essentially freeloading off the orphanage, and they’d been making potions a lot lately.


      Being a mercenary came with expenses; there was no getting around that. Mercenaries had to be frugal where they could to avoid financial ruin, and Iris and Jeanne were no exceptions.


      As Luceris listened, she was reminded of the past:


      “Hey, Jeanne! What’re you doing?”


      “I’m... I’m baking cookies.”


      “Huh. Looks like a pain.”


      “The priests said you have to be thorough when you’re making cookies. If you skip any steps, they won’t come out yummy. And I want them to be yummy! I want to open my own sweets shop when I’m older!”


      It was a memory from Luceris and Jeanne’s childhood. The little girls from back then were full-fledged adults now.


      A quiet tear fell from Luceris’s eye. Oh, Jeanne... What turned you into such a careless person? You were so dedicated and methodical, dreaming of opening your own sweets shop one day... What happened to that girl?


      “Huh? Lu? Why’re you crying?”


      The little girl who had once done her very best to bake cookies with her clumsy hands had become an adult who wouldn’t bother with anything that seemed like a hassle. Thinking about it made Luceris a little sad.


      “N-No, it’s— I was just, um, thinking how cruel the march of time can be. You used to be such a girl’s girl, Jeanne, and now it’s like you’ve just thrown all of that away...”


      “Huh?! What’s that supposed to mean?!”


      “What happened to the pure little girl who loved making sweets and stuffed toys? You even made them for all of us orphans. Remember? It’s just...the memory makes me kind of sad.”


      “I was a kid back then! People change! Is it really worth getting so depressed over?!”


      “Look at you, Jeanne! Nowadays, you get so drunk you start hugging streetlights; you walk around with barely any clothes on; you sleep in these bizarre positions and snore while doing it... What sort of lady acts like that?! You were so cute, but then you grew up to be, well...”


      “Sounds like you turned into a real girlfailure, huh?” Iris chimed in.


      “Hey... Aren’t you two being kinda mean?” Jeanne said. “You’re taking it too far...”


      Sometimes, over the course of your life, you had to accept some harsh truths. And for Luceris, seeing her childhood friend turn into a rough slob of a woman was one such experience.


      “Reality is cruel,” Luceris said. “You used to be such a levelheaded girl, and now you don’t even budget properly... Why did you buy all those stuffed toys? Where do you even plan to put them?”


      “Ngh...”


      “You used to always say, ‘I have to save up! It’ll help when I’m older!’ You sounded so mature for your age. But now...”


      “I mean, can you really talk?! Look at how much you’ve changed!”


      “Wh-What? Really?”


      “Yeah. Back then, Lu, you were more like...”


      Jeanne proceeded to tell the others about a certain day she remembered. It had gone something like:


      “Huh? You got bullied? Well, we’ve gotta get revenge, then!”


      “L-Lu? What are you planning to do with that plank of wood?!”


      “I’m gonna beat up the bad guys! The Head Pastor says, ‘If some violent prick starts shit, they don’t get to moan if it gets ’em killed.’ So yeah! It’s time to search and destroy!”


      “N-No! You can’t actually kill them!”


      “Yeah, I can! It’s what they call ‘just deserts’! I’m gonna bring justice to this town!”


      Luceris had then beaten up the brats who’d bullied Jeanne.


      In doing so, she’d become the leader of that group of brats—and thanks to that, a wave of bullying and harassment around the orphanage had come to an end.


      In fact, under Luceris’s leadership, the group of kids had expanded their territory.


      “You had a favorite phrase back then, Lu: An eye for an eye, wasn’t it? You’d always tie up nasty little brats and hang them from tree branches... Sometimes you’d even strip them naked and leave them dangling there.”


      Iris’s eyes went wide. “L-Luceris?! That’s not just being a wild kid. It sounds like you were a mob boss or something! You shouldn’t have gotten away with stuff that mean just because you were a kid!”


      “W-Well, I was young, and immature, and...”


      “She used to ride around on a stolen donkey,” Jeanne recounted, “crushing one juvenile street gang after another. She kept expanding her influence, and eventually, one day, she had control over all Santor’s alleyways. Oh—and do you know what they called her group? The ‘Blood Crusaders.’”


      “The alleys were a battlefield back then,” Luceris said. “If we didn’t take other kids out, they would’ve done the same to us.”


      “She had her own nickname, by the way,” Jeanne continued. “The Mad Maiden.”


      “And this is when you were kids?!” Iris exclaimed. “How does a little girl get a nickname like that?!”


      Jeanne looked off into the distance as she reminisced. Luceris, meanwhile, tried desperately to avert her gaze and play things down.


      To give some context on Jeanne’s anecdote: Even early on, Luceris had known she was different from the other orphans, and she’d worried about it.


      Most of the others had ended up at the orphanage after their families had died from illness or had become too destitute to support their child any longer. In other words, they’d all had a family, at one point or another, and they knew what that felt like. Luceris had been the only one who didn’t know a single thing about her parents.


      Even at a young age, it had made her think, Did my parents not want me? Did they hate me so much they got rid of me?


      Not that she’d said a word about it to the priests or the other orphans at the church.


      She’d vented those bottled-up feelings and frustration by crushing every last street gang that messed with the orphanage—something she’d been able to achieve thanks to the self-defense skills a certain head pastor had taught her.


      Frustration hadn’t been her only motivation, of course. A childlike sense of justice had also driven her to protect her friends. She hadn’t been a complete delinquent, then—just a bit of a handful.


      Besides, compared to what went down in other towns and cities, the alleyway fights between Santor’s juvenile gangs had been pretty mild. They’d mostly consisted of thwacking away at the other side’s kids until someone started crying.


      That wasn’t the only rule of engagement between the youth gangs in Santor, mind you. For example, they’d only use weapons against street gangs that sauntered in from outside the city—not against each other. And the local kids all followed those rules. Apparently, a certain rowdy pastor had played a big role in setting that up.


      Regardless, a now much more mature Luceris had finally found out about her mother, Meia, and now knew that she really had been loved. She’d also met her sister Lusei, and they’d started exchanging letters.


      It wasn’t like things were perfect with her family now—she still had yet to reconcile with her father and her extended family, for example—but she was fine with that.


      After all, at this point in her life, she was already walking her own path. She’d long since overcome the complex jumble of feelings that had plagued her as a child.


      “And then,” Jeanne said, “get this: When Luceris left to train as a priest, somehow I ended up as the group’s next leader.”


      “Oh. So that’s what changed your personality, huh?” Iris said.


      “Well, the head pastor was an influence on her too,” Luceris added. “Jeanne always did look up to her.”


      “Thinking back now,” Jeanne mused, “maybe she wasn’t the best person for a kid to idolize, huh? She drinks, she gambles, she gets in fights every day... Heck, she’s probably out messing with some shady organization right now.”


      Jeanne had tried her hardest to succeed Luceris as the leader of the Blood Crusaders. In fact, she’d probably tried too hard.


      Without a strong leader, the gang would’ve fallen apart, and the streets would’ve turned back into a battleground.


      Indeed, following Luceris’s departure, the kids from the orphanage had been targeted again and again. And so, set on protecting her friends, Jeanne had taken up Luceris’s trusty plank of wood and mounted a counterattack—even though she’d cried as she did it. Between the self-defense techniques that she too had learned from a certain pastor and the fact that all the “combatants” were just kids, the conflict had been over quickly enough.


      But it had lasted long enough that Jeanne had earned a nickname of her own: the Blubbering Boss.


      Ultimately, Jeanne and Luceris had changed in completely opposite ways as they’d grown up. Luceris had turned into a saintly young woman, while Jeanne had developed more of a wild kind of charm.


      You could never really know where life was going to take you.


      “I... I guess the environment you grow up in shapes you a lot, huh?” Iris said. “Even good kids can turn out bad depending on what they go through.”


      “Don’t remind me, Iris...” Jeanne groaned. “My past’s just embarrassing for me.”


      “I know I used to be rather...on edge,” Luceris said. “Justice without force is powerless—that was my motto at the time.”


      “Sure, but why’d you have to pick me as your damn replacement when you left?!” Jeanne protested. “You should’ve known I wasn’t cut out for it!”


      “You say that, but whenever one of your friends tried to desert a fight, you’d knock some sense into them, wouldn’t you? Even though doing that made you cry. I heard all about it, you know? The little girl I knew sure grew up to be tough... Time flies, doesn’t it?”


      “Stop talking like that. You sound like the geezer right now.”


      “Oh, and I heard about that time you all went to get revenge when Aesop got beaten up. What was it you used to say—all for one, and one for all? Is that right?”


      Iris tilted her head. “Huh? Pretty sure I’ve heard that somewhere before...”


      While everyone had a past, these two women—who’d transformed completely as adults—had more skeletons in their closets than most.


      If Luceris had ruled with an iron fist, then Jeanne would have been a just and caring ruler. Each had waged their own war of unification between Santor’s street kids.


      It wasn’t the sort of bloody conflict Iris imagined when she heard the term “gang war,” though. Apart from dealing with wandering orphan gangs that came from outside the city, it had been pretty tame; the losing side would start bawling their eyes out, and the winners would shout, “Got ’em! They started cryin’—we win! Woo-hoo!”


      “Jeanne? Your hands have stopped,” Luceris noted. “Aren’t you supposed to be making potions to help with your mercenary work?”


      “I stopped because you distracted me,” Jeanne grumbled. “Anyway, Lu—what about you? What are you making?”


      “Just some stomach medicine,” Luceris replied. “I get a lot of sales from mercenaries.”


      “Huh. Yeah, I guess mercenaries are always getting drunk at taverns,” Iris said. “I can see why they’d have stomach issues!”
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      “They really should be taking better care of themselves, shouldn’t they?” Luceris said. “A sick mercenary can’t earn much.”


      “Tell that to Lena,” Jeanne said. “She drinks like she’s got an iron liver. And then there’s her taste in guys, which is, uh... You know...”


      “I wonder how she even pays for lodging?” Iris pondered. “She should only have as much money as we do, right?”


      Lena had a lot of mysteries about her too.


      At this point, the others were used to seeing her head into a tavern room with some pretty young boy. But when they actually stopped to think about it, they couldn’t imagine her being able to afford those rooms with her mercenary pay. She had to have some other source of income.


      She’d never mentioned anything about a side gig, though...


      Jeanne and Iris had no idea where Lena was really getting her extra money from.


      * * *


      Right as the others were talking about her, Lena was sitting in a public casino in Santor.


      She glanced down at her five cards, and a confident smile came to her face.


      “All right,” she said. “I raise you five gold coins.”


      A well-dressed man glared at her, the panic clear on his face. “Ngh... Must be a good hand, huh?” He thought for a moment in silence. “Fine. Call. Set of fours.”


      “How unfortunate for you,” Lena smiled. “Full house.”


      A throng of spectators around the table burst into cheer. “Woooooo! The Queen’s done it again!”


      Yep: Lena’s party members had no idea, but she was a famous card sharp.


      She was undefeated, in fact. And while usually a casino would’ve long since banned someone like that, there was a good reason they hadn’t done so in her case:


      “Well, then—I’ll do the usual,” she said. “I’ll keep a third of the winnings for myself and put the rest toward drinks for everyone!”


      “You ’eard ’er! It’s the Queen’s shout! Get us some grog!”


      “Whooo! I don’t know how she does it! But that’s exactly what’s so fascinating about her!”


      She always spent two-thirds of her winnings right here at the casino, generously treating the other patrons. In other words, her presence pumped up the establishment’s revenue, so they were more than happy for her to keep coming back.


      The casino wasn’t so fond of every gambler it got, though.


      “Well, well! If it ain’t Lena! Livin’ up to your reputation, it sounds like?”


      “Oh! Head Pastor Melratha. This is...the third time we’ve run into one another at a place like this, isn’t it? I wonder if it’s fate?”


      “Bah-hah-hah-hah! Nah, it ain’t nothin’ like that. Just had a hunch I should get my ass down to this little nook about now. Call it a sixth sense. And would ya look at that—the moment I get here, there’s free booze bein’ offered! Much appreciated. I’ll take ya up on that!”


      “Which god of debauchery granted you that kind of sixth sense? Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to see you living up to your reputation.”


      “Who knows? Could’ve been a god—or a devil. Hah!”


      Lena and Melratha were talking to each other like old acquaintances, but there was a strange sense of distance between them.


      The two of them had run into each other just the other day at a different gambling den, resulting in a card game that would go down in the history books.


      That had been the first showdown between the mercenary with a questionable future and the pastor who neglected her work to gamble. But strangely, ever since then, they had kept encountering each other.


      “Y’know, I don’t cheat or anything, but for some reason these places all end up bannin’ me,” Melratha said. “All I did was win! Buncha tightasses.”


      “It’s probably because you bled every last penny out of everyone who played against you, don’t you think?”


      “If they’ve got a problem with that, they shouldn’t have been gamblin’ in the first place! Ones like that’re the real fools—tryin’ to get rich quick instead of just enjoyin’ the game. If they’re gonna gamble, they should know it’s winner takes all.”


      The pair continued their casual chat over a few drinks.


      Both were gamblers, but past that, they were opposites.


      When Melratha won, she’d cash her winnings and take them with her. When Lena won, she’d spend most of her winnings at the casino.


      It was only natural that businesses preferred to serve the latter.


      Their habits had given them each a nickname: Melratha was the Miserly High Priestess, and Lena was the Empress.


      Perhaps their encounter really had been a twist of fate.


      A grin came to Melratha’s face. “Now, girl. We ended up about even the other day. What do you say to a little rematch?”


      “I’ll have to pass for today,” Lena said. “If Jeanne and Iris found out, I’d never hear the end of it.”


      “Aww, ya spoilsport! Who gives a damn about livin’ up to people’s expectations? If ya wanna gamble, gamble! Ya tellin’ me yer so spineless you’d get embarrassed just ’cause someone found out how ya spend yer time? Ya gotta be pretty shameless in the first place to be a regular at a spot like this, don’tcha?”


      “I don’t want to push my luck too far and ruin my life. That’s part of why I’m so generous with my money here too, by the way. I’m hoping it gets me some kind of good karma.”


      “Yeah, s’pose I can’t complain—not when I’m gettin’ free grog outta it!”


      “You’re welcome.”


      With that, Lena gave a smile and left the table.


      The tyrant of the gambling den, now alone, prepared to go wild.


      * * *


      As Zelos and Ado made their way farther into the cave, they soon confirmed that this was, in fact, a dungeon.


      Then they saw something uncanny ahead of them and, bewildered, hid in a nearby thicket to observe.


      “Mmm... What are those things?” Zelos mused.


      “I know a fantasy world’s gonna have some weird stuff living in it, but still...” Ado said.


      MEOW-OOOAAAR!


      NEIII-OOF!


      SQUEEE-OINK!


      Just up ahead was a vast field of plants with all sorts of animal heads—cats, dogs, pigs, horses, bears, mice, and more.


      And tending to the plants was a group of kobolds.


      Simply trying to rationalize what they were looking at gave Zelos and Ado a headache. It was like the place was whispering to them: Welcome to bizzaroworld! Population: You!


      “What’s up with those plants?” Ado asked. “Are they supposed to be food, or...”


      “Are they even plants? Or are they animals? They’ve got heads, at least,” Zelos said.


      It was like something out of a nightmare—kobolds toiling away to work a huge field of mysterious life-forms that seemed half-plant, half-animal.


      As the two watched, a kobold pulled one of the bizarre things out of the ground.


      The moment it was yanked from the soil, it cried out—MOOOOOO!—and then it was dead.


      That one had been a cow, from the sounds of it.


      “Looks like a root vegetable,” Zelos commented. “Something like a sweet potato.”


      “So they are food...” Ado said.


      The kobold took a great big bite out of the vegetable it had just picked. Its teeth sank in, and a torrent of familiar-looking red liquid gushed out.


      Zelos and Ado recoiled at the sight. S-So it was an animal?!


      Before long, a rusty smell wafted toward them.


      While the kobold savored its bizarre meal, several of its kin surrounded it and started wailing on it.


      They must have been mad at it for snatching food when they were all supposed to be working.


      “Now that I take a closer look,” Zelos said, “these...plants, if that’s what they are, don’t just look like the same thing but with different heads. I think each one’s a different species.”


      “So...what, are they all kinda like euglena?” Ado asked.


      “Beats me. All I can say is they’re kinda like animals, they’re kinda like plants, and they give me the creeps.”


      The fantasy-world ecosystem was a quagmire beyond human comprehension.


      Speaking of humans: As the pair continued watching, they spotted a plant with a human head. Worse, it had an unearthly grin on its face.


      Zelos and Ado were desperately hoping it was just some kind of natural camouflage. But they had no way of knowing for sure.


      After all, even their Appraisal simply came back as “Unknown.”


      “So, uh... You want to burn it to the ground?” Ado asked.


      “What, when the kobolds have put so much hard work into growing them?” Zelos replied. “As a farmer, I’d feel terrible.”


      “‘Growing’? So are they vegetables or what?”


      “Again, it’s hard to say. Still... If we leave the place like this, I’ll probably go insane every time I remember it’s still here.”


      “We’re taking out the monsters either way, right? And we’ll wanna do that before you lose your mind, I’d assume?”


      “Mmm... All right. I suppose we do just burn it al— Hm?”


      As Zelos looked to his right, he suddenly met the gaze of a bald man with a grotesque face.


      Actually, correction: It was only the face of a man. Its body was a plant from the neck down.


      A bewildered silence fell.


      “The hell you lookin’ at?” the thing asked.


      “I-It can talk?!” Zelos and Ado shouted.


      “Huh? What—there somethin’ wrong with me talkin’? You two are talkin’ too, aren’tcha? Oh. Oh, I see how it is. So you get to talk, but when I do it, it’s ‘how dare you?!’”


      “This can’t be real...” Ado muttered. “The one we saw earlier didn’t say anything. Just looked at me with this crazy grin...”


      “Ah. Yeah. That’d be Grambeldt. Guy got some fertilizer three days ago, and he’s been high on the stuff since then. Yeah. Yeah, that’s right. I’m here barely growin’ at all, and he gets the fertilizer!”


      Zelos paused for a moment. “Grambeldt? Quite the fancy-sounding name.”


      The thing sure had an extravagant name for a creepy plant.


      Zelos and Ado couldn’t stop sweating from how eerie this all was.


      “Anyway,” the man-plant said. “Doesn’t matter. You’re intruders, so I’ve gotta let ’em know. Urgh, bloody rules...”


      The pair’s eyes went wide. “W-Wait...”


      “LADS! We’ve got company!!!”


      The kobolds sprang into action.


      ROOOAAAAAARRR!


      They started approaching Zelos and Ado, farm tools and weapons in hand, their fury clear in their eyes.


      “Y-You creepy plant bastard!” Ado shouted.


      “Heh! Your fault for waltzin’ in here like ya own the place. If you wanna blame somethin’, blame your own shit luck.”


      “Air Burst Destruction.”


      SCHWU-BOOOOOOOOOM!


      This spell fired off a blast of ultracompressed air all at once. And in a closed space like a dungeon, it was even more potent.


      An explosion was effectively the outward release of energy. But when the energy from this spell was released in an enclosed space, the shock wave couldn’t spread evenly. Confined by the ceiling, the energy blasted toward the exit of the cave. And since the exit was narrow, it served to concentrate the force of the explosion and amplify it, with the walls, ceiling, and floor acting as a funnel.


      What was more, as the shock wave bounced off the ceiling and the walls, it would accelerate, its energy all converging upon a single point once more.


      And that was exactly what was unfolding now. A wild tempest blew through the depths of the cave, laying waste to the kobolds’ buildings and fields.


      “The— The hell’s happening?!” the man-plant shrieked.


      The corner of Zelos’s lips curled upward. “Hmph. That’s what you get for calling your allies without any idea of what you were up against. That wasn’t very smart of you, was it? Now who should ‘blame his own shit luck,’ eh, mister creepy plant-man?”


      “C-Curse you, humans! Ah... I wish I’d gotten to eat some tasty manure just once in my life. I wanted to know how it felt...to get that...high... Gukh.”


      With that, the man-faced plant—uprooted by the force of the shock wave—was no more.


      These things died if they were dug up, by the looks of it.


      “So, uh... These things see fertilizer like, what—alcohol? Some kinda illicit drug?” Ado asked.


      “Who knows?”


      These life-forms were full of mysteries, that much was for sure. But neither of the pair felt like uncovering those mysteries at the moment.


      One way or another, the kobolds that had been living here were all dead now. The ground was littered with corpses.


      “Guess now we get rid of whatever creepy plants survived the first attack,” Ado said. “Dark Rift.”


      Ado’s spell proceeded to swallow up the disconcerting plants with pitch-black darkness, almost like a black hole. It fell under the banner of gravity magic, so anything it hit would be compressed by vast gravitational power until it could only be measured on a quantum scale.


      Or at least, that was how it should’ve worked, based on the theory. But Zelos was curious about something...


      “Say, Ado. Aren’t you curious about what’s on the other side of a Dark Rift?”


      “Huh? Where’s this coming from?”


      “Well, the simple version of how the spell works is something like...it instantly creates a supergravitational field and uses it to warp the space around it. Which means the gravitational force presses down on space and creates a hole in space-time. Then it disposes of the monsters or whatever into that hole. The thing is...”


      “Can you spare me the confusing physics stuff and just get to the point?”


      “Fine. The matter the spell sucks in is pulled through a singularity, and it ends up somewhere in another dimension. So here’s the question: What do you think might happen if those bizarre creatures survive the trip and end up in another world, alive?”


      Ado’s eyes shot wide open.


      The things they were talking about were nightmarish plants with animal heads. The obvious answer to Zelos’s question was: If they made it to another world, they’d reproduce. And, in turn, the follow-up: Then what? Would they evolve? It was terrifying to imagine what might happen.


      “Right now,” Zelos said, “they’re only the size of a flowering plant. But there’s nothing to say they can’t evolve and grow into massive trees. And then they could spread to take over a whole planet. Scary thought, isn’t it?”


      “Hah... A-ha... What are you talking about, Zelos? I mean, I guess it’s not impossible, but the chance of that happening would have to be—”


      “Of course. The chance would be approaching zero. The universe is infinitely large, after all. But it isn’t actually zero. Not by any means.”


      “Stop! You’re freaking me out here! You’re— You’re trying to scare me for fun, aren’t you?!”


      “Hmm... You know, we really do get up to some crazy stuff, don’t we? I’m talking about when we cast Dark Judgment, for example. Or Gluttonous Void.”


      Both Dark Judgment and Gluttonous Void spells leveraged supergravity. They used a combination of mana and the spell’s targets to form supergravitational fields, which would then eradicate matter via gravitational collapse and the resulting shock wave. They really were some dangerous spells.


      The fact that they created gravitational fields meant they distorted space, even if only for an instant.


      And if a hole opened in space-time before the spell unleashed its full destructive force, then monsters could be sent through that hole, alive, and come out in another world. Mind you, that was only true of monsters that could somehow survive within such a tremendous force field.


      “Statistically speaking,” Zelos said, “it’s next to impossible. But—”


      “But there’s a...”


      “There’s a chance. Yes.”


      The two looked at each other in silence.


      If, by any chance, they had been sending these crazy creatures to another world, they’d have no right to blame the Four Gods. They would’ve been causing the very same kind of careless mayhem themselves.


      Sending, say, goblins to another world wouldn’t be so bad, since there was a good chance natural selection would weed them out. But these absurd creatures had properties of plants, so there was a real possibility they could multiply out of control in no time at all.


      Forget how unsettling it had been to look at a field of them—that would be the real nightmare.


      “Let’s... Let’s just not think about it, eh?” Zelos suggested. “I say we clear the dungeon, finish gathering, get back to Santor, have a drink, and get some sleep.”


      “Y-Yeah. That sounds good,” Ado agreed. “This dungeon was supposed to have slime molds that work great in medicines, right?”


      “Ah. Yes, I think so. How about we gather as many as we can?”


      “Sure. Wouldn’t hurt to have extra sitting around. Right—once I get back, I’m gonna bang out potions one after another, and I’ll finally have some money to live off!”


      The arrival of these two intruders marked the beginning of calamity for the hitherto peaceful dungeon.


      For two days, they wreaked havoc throughout its depths, taking the lives of one monster after another.


      Kobold parents hid with their children, trembling in fear and waiting for the danger to pass. The dungeon’s stronger monsters, furious at having their territories ransacked, boldly stood up to the intruders...and got slaughtered for their efforts.


      As the death throes of countless monsters echoed through the caves, the place started to feel less like a dungeon and more like hell.


      The more intelligent survivors recorded the two days’ events for posterity in a written language reminiscent of hieroglyphs:


      Those monsters were afraid of something.


      It was like they were attacking us to distract themselves from it. To help them forget about it.


      We don’t know what they were afraid of.


      Their power was tremendous, though—and they killed so many of our brethren in cold blood.


      What terrors must lie out there, that even they would live in fear?


      We will never know. All we can say is that it must be truly powerful.


      The world outside our homes is a horrifying place.


      The poor creatures had no idea that what had terrified their invaders so badly were the eerie plant organisms that they themselves had been growing.


      After all, as they saw it, they simply farmed these strange life-forms to help them survive.


      It wasn’t until three hundred years later that the outside world would find the history recorded by the dungeon’s monsters.


      News of the discovery would go on to spread like wildfire as a unique sign of monsters’ intelligence.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 14: The Old Guy Receives a Mission from the Gods


      Lucifer and her colleagues—still in the middle of an uphill battle to wrest control of the hallowed realm—stared at a screen, lost for words.


      The system’s locks, which had been giving them so much strife, were already about fifteen percent undone. This meant that Alphia Magus, the successor to the position of Observer for this plane, had already regained enough power to govern an entire galaxy.


      Fine control was still beyond her for now, though, as was the hallowed realm.


      All the same, she had been granted a name, establishing her rightful existence as a god—and as a result, the mechanisms that allowed control over the realm had rapidly started opening up to her, granting permissions to the new custodian.


      The locks on the all-important planetary control system, however—which allowed gods to manipulate the world itself—hadn’t yet been released. So, for now, there was still the risk of the world’s anomalies resulting in a singularity and, in turn, dimensional collapse.


      “It’s strange, don’t you think?” Lucifer asked. “With all the protections that have been removed, we shouldn’t be struggling to obtain administrative permissions for a single planet. And yet here we are...”


      “This is just a guess, but maybe the system keeps those permissions locked until you gain control over the entire system?” Solas suggested. “I know the guy who set this system up. Annoying requirements like that are his modus operandi.”


      It was enough to make Solas want to throttle their old superior—a god capable of creating a state-of-the-art system, but who felt the need to fill it with the most frustrating of pointless “features.”


      If it weren’t for those extraneous features, the gods could’ve resolved the problem here and now. But no. Each part of the system was interconnected, and they all had to be untangled like an intricate wire puzzle to gain access.


      “Oh, that accursed— Why put something like this in our way when we’ve already made it so far?” Velthasis grumbled. “The one who designed this thing must’ve had a real nasty streak.”


      “I concur. The core system is impressively elaborate, but we have identified numerous obscure functions of no clear purpose. Removing protections without utmost care would carry a high level of risk,” Proto-Zero stated.


      Inserting a roadblock so far into the process could only have been done to mess with other gods, they all thought. They could almost hear the former Observer laughing at them right now.


      The system was just that much of an enigma.


      “The old Observer definitely did it on purpose, yeah,” Solas explained. “The guy never learned the phrase ‘less is more.’ I’ll bet he had a big, smug grin on his face when he heard he was demoted—or, er, ‘reassigned’—to another jurisdiction.”


      “You think the same goes for how the Dark God got sealed away?” Velthasis asked. “If not for that, multiple worlds would’ve been better off.”


      “Oh—no. That would’ve just been a mistake, one hundred percent,” Solas replied. “He’s not good with that stuff. The right tool for the right job, or whatever they say. And he’s the textbook example of how much damage you can do by using the wrong tool for the job.”


      Lucifer sighed. “So that’s why they demoted him. Urgh, the trouble he’s caused...”


      Forget keeping the realm running smoothly—the former Observer had actively made it worse.


      Solas and Velthasis were only here as effectively clones, so they couldn’t offer much in the way of data processing. Lucifer and Proto-Zero, meanwhile, were merely a disciple and a guardian, respectively. They couldn’t handle it all themselves.


      Sitting around and waiting until the new Observer was full-fledged was technically an option, but it didn’t seem like a good option. Not when there was an imminent threat of planet-ending apocalypse—plus the chance that said apocalypse could cause a singularity that would lead to broader dimensional collapse.


      And so, these custodians were faced with a problem that they had to solve, that should’ve been easy to solve, but that they couldn’t solve. It was frustrating to no end.


      “His mind’s too sharp for his own good. That’s the problem,” Solas said. “I’ve known him for—oh, I don’t know how long it’s been—and he’s always been a troublemaker.”


      “Sorry to derail you,” Velthasis said, “but Solas...hearing you talk about the distant past when you look like that feels incredibly uncanny.”


      “Mm? What, because I look young? It’s not like age is really relevant to us, though, is it?” Solas replied. “Anyway, our top priority should be getting some more help.”


      Lucifer nodded. “You’re right. We’ll also have to keep things hidden from the four idiots until the new Observer is fully revived.”


      “Hey—how about you do your ‘righteous hero’ thing again?” Solas teased. “If you chase those stupidheads around the world, hiding stuff from them should be a piece of cake! Besides, it’s not like they’re doing their jobs anyway.”


      “No!” Lucifer begged. “Please no!”


      She sorely regretted having done that once. She did not want to do it a second time.


      She was aware, though, that the “righteous hero” program that had made her do it was still installed inside her.


      Kemo could make her transform like that again at a moment’s whim.


      “Gravity quake detected,” Proto-Zero said. “High likelihood of teleportation involving one or more individuals. Raising warning level.”


      Solas tilted their head quizzically. “Mm? Teleportation?”


      “What? To us?” Velthasis asked. “Hopefully they’re reinforcements...”


      “Whoever it is, I hope they’re good with system management,” Lucifer said. “Someone like Odin, or Omoikane...”


      “Regardless of further support, ensuring Observer’s full revival remains top priority,” Proto-Zero said. “Suggestion: Have Erasers defeat suitable offerings.”


      “Yeah. I guess we should,” Solas agreed. “We’ll get them to take out some big monsters, then. And luckily for us, there’s one near them now with plenty of energy, isn’t there?”


      “Let’s contact them right away, then,” Lucifer said. “Still... Really, I wonder who’s coming as our reinforcements?”


      Lucifer was very grateful to have some more support on the way.


      It wasn’t only this plane that was short-staffed, though. It was all of them.


      Finally, space warped just near the gods, and five figures emerged from the rift.


      “Hyah-hah-hah-hah! The wicked god Loki arrives upon the scene!”


      “Ares. Point me to the enemy.”


      “Grah, hah, hah! Thor, god of thunder, is here! Now let me wreak some havoc!”


      “Hah. The name’s Susanoo. I have time to kill, so I’m gracing you with my presence. Be thankful.”


      “I’m Poseidon. So? What’s the first thing we smash to bits? Oh, by the way—you got any grog?”


      Solas, Lucifer, and Velthasis shouted together: “Get out of here!”


      Of all the gods that could’ve come, they’d been sent a bunch of problem children and meatheads.


      If these were their “reinforcements,” the four here would be better off without them.


      Ares—the god of war—wasn’t that bad, but the other four were more trouble than they were worth. Their one-track minds caused problems wherever they went, and they hardly seemed like they’d be skilled with complex administrative systems.


      Loki, in particular, was out of the question. He’d only make the situation worse.


      This group’s shared approach to problem-solving was to outright destroy the source of the problem. They were categorically the wrong picks for the job.


      Eventually, after a bit of bickering, the custodians sent their new “helpers” back home.


      And with that threat out of the way, at least, they sat down together and had a meal of bubuzuke.


      * * *


      Zelos and Ado continued to rampage through the mind-boggling dungeon.


      They weren’t even stopping to loot their fallen enemies or the treasure chests scattered about; they simply blasted their way back to the entrance, leaving a trail of destruction, like they were trying to escape a nightmare.


      The dungeon’s denizens had been powerless against them.


      The pair was strong enough to kill demigods; any monster or boss in their way didn’t amount to much against them. In fact, you had to feel bad for their foes, given how quickly they all wound up as corpses.


      It was great for the dungeon itself, since it turned those corpses into mana that it used as fuel. It was less than ideal for the monsters, though—and for Zelos and Ado. Physically, they were uninjured—but mentally, they were battered. Mostly by guilt.


      The pair was inexhaustible, and they’d encountered no trouble at all clearing the dungeon. But by the time the pair of divinely backed executioners made it out of the dungeon, their minds were just about at the end of their ropes.


      The dungeon’s monsters had come to see Zelos and Ado as devils, and the two of them couldn’t help but feel they had a point.


      “Uh, Zelos... Did we just commit an atrocity in there?”


      “Mmm... Yeah. Yeah, we did. We massacred those monsters. For nothing. It feels like this power we have could turn us into gods or into devils, depending on how we use it...”


      “What are we, Mazinger pilots?!”


      Zelos ignored Ado’s quip and lit a cigarette.


      But his hands were trembling as he did.


      Killing to survive was part of nature, but they hadn’t slaughtered these monsters to survive—they’d done it to escape reality. There was no justifying that, and they knew it. They were racked by guilt.


      Back in Swords & Sorceries, they’d massacred monsters like this to farm XP all the time. But doing it for real felt so much more wrong.


      They were undoubtedly the bad guys here, and they were keenly aware of it.


      Regretting what they’d done was better than delighting in their power, at least. But they were terrified of the way they were getting used to that power.


      This wasn’t the same as killing bandits. These monsters hadn’t been threatening anyone.


      “We just...let our emotions get the better of us, huh?” Ado mumbled. “It’s scary to think about...”


      “Maybe... Maybe we’re losing our sense of right and wrong,” Zelos said.


      “Yeah. That was just a one-sided slaughter. Looking back on it now, we really pulled something horrifying in there...”


      “The moment we saw those creepy plant-creatures, it was like a switch flipped in our heads. I suppose they really did break our minds. This... This may be bad.”


      Desperate to forget the nightmare they’d witnessed, they’d gotten drunk on power. They’d forgotten why they were here in the first place—though there was no justifying an atrocity of this scale with a simple oops, we forgot.


      What scared them most was less that they’d caused a calamity, and more that they were walking calamities themselves.


      “I’ve criticized others for it, but I guess I haven’t escaped the mindset of seeing this world as a game either,” Zelos said. “I’ve got to do something about that.”


      “If we did that to people, we’d become public enemy number one overnight, huh?” Ado said.


      “Mmm. And taken out before we could even defeat the Four Gods, perhaps. Well... At least all this should help revive the Dark God, so I guess we’ve achieved what we came here to do. It’s just—I’m not sure how long we can keep it all together at this rate...”


      They’d already known the danger their powers posed. Now, though, they were realizing that the slightest trigger could make them lose control.


      Humans were emotional creatures by nature. And to control their powers, the pair would have to keep their emotions in check. It was a heavy responsibility—one they had to ensure they didn’t forget.


      They’d just seen what could happen when they did forget, even for a brief moment. That was exactly why they hated themselves right now.


      “I wish we had some better way of restraining our power... Oh?”


      PING! ♪ Hey! You’ve got mail! And it looks important!


      Zelos and Ado were taken aback. “Uh... What? Since when has this feature existed?”




      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *


      Urgent Mission:


      The new Observer is rejuvenating at a rapid pace.


      To ensure their revival proceeds smoothly, it is recommended to defeat additional anomalous life-forms. This will aid in the urgent task of lifting the defenses preventing the acquisition of system permissions.


      Your cooperation is requested. Please defeat the anomalous life-form located approximately ten kilometers to your northeast.


      * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *




      There was a moment of silence.


      Apparently, the Dark God’s revival was going well so far.


      Zelos and Ado didn’t completely get what was going on, but it seemed like Solas had just sent them a mission that would help revive the Dark God into a more ideal form.


      Frankly, though, more fighting was the last thing they wanted right now.


      “Urgh... Do we have to?” Ado groaned.


      “I take it we do, yes,” Zelos sighed. “This ‘request’ is coming from honest-to-god gods. Plus, it should help us get closer to our goals too.”


      “I’m gonna be honest with you: I’m really not in the mood for this.”


      “Mm-hmm. The thing is, though, these gods are cut from the same cloth as the one who left the Four Gods in charge of this world. Who knows what they might do to us down the line if we ignore this request?”


      “Okay, yeah, that’s a scary thought. We may be on the same side, but they aren’t human. Wouldn’t surprise me if their morals are different from ours somehow.”


      “If we annoy them enough, who knows—they might even reincarnate us as some weird little insects the next time we die. In some world we’ve never heard of before, to boot.”


      “Don’t creep me out like this, man...”


      Zelos and Ado didn’t really have a choice.


      If this message had come from the Four Gods, then sure, they would’ve just ignored it. But this had come from real, proper gods, and they were scared of what could happen if they refused.


      Not to mention, the world was caught in a cross-dimensional mess right about now—one that Zelos and Ado were victims of, and one in which they were stakeholders. How could they not answer the call?


      Mind you, this message really was just a request. It wasn’t an order. They didn’t have to help—not that they were aware of that.


      “Well...” Zelos sighed. “I suppose we get going?”


      “Yeah. All right. Ugh... Feels like I’ve been roped into working at a sweatshop that doesn’t even pay me.”


      “That’d just be slavery, wouldn’t it? Though I suppose being a corporate slave feels similar enough at times...”


      The duo headed northeast, toward their new mission.


      * * *


      A mighty breath of frigid air swept across the snowfield.


      There was no telling how much mana was packed into it, but it shot through the mountain valley in a straight line. And then, a few moments later, came the overpowering shock wave.


      “Gwuoh?!”


      “Mmmgh... So they’ve already found us, eh? Should’ve expected no less from a dragon ruler.”


      The shock wave swept the snow on the ground up into the air, temporarily concealing Zelos and Ado.


      Their pursuer, having lost its targets, spread its wings and launched itself into the cloudy sky to get a better view. It made for an imposing sight.


      As Zelos and Ado peered up at it from their hiding spot below, they sorely regretted agreeing to this mission.


      The creature’s legs and tail were more than mighty enough to support its huge frame, and sharp, pointy teeth bristled in its crocodilian maw. It was the incarnation of nature’s ferocity. What was more, it was beautiful.


      Yes, the Sages were up against a dragon.


      Not just any dragon either. This one had evolved into a blizzard kaiser dragon, part of a category known as dragon rulers.


      “Okay, so Zelos—I know we came out here to gather stuff and slay monsters, but this has gotta be taking it too far, right? This isn’t the kind of monster you fight on some random side quest!”


      “Not sure what you expect me to do about it. It’s the gods who want you to do this, not me.”


      “Seriously, though, this thing’s bad news...”


      “Maybe there are, er...more monsters stronger than the Four Gods than we’ve given this world credit for?”


      They hid within a rocky crevasse, observing what seemed to be the most formidable foe they’d met since arriving in this world.


      Dragons weren’t easy to take down in the best of circumstances. They were some of the strongest creatures in this world. Even at Level 1, they could be incredibly threatening. They were the sort of enemies you wouldn’t stand a chance against, even if you were Level 500, the highest level a regular human could achieve.


      For starters, the gap between humans and dragons when it came to pure, physical strength was night and day. Once you added levels into the equation—the average human was not Level 500, and the average dragon was higher than Level 1—you could see why these things were considered living calamities.


      It was all too easy to see how a single dragon could wipe an entire nation off the map. They were apex predators.


      “Say, Ado... What do you think our chances are against that thing? Because it looks tougher than I’d thought it’d be.”


      “Honestly? Not great. Especially seeing as it got in the first attack. We’re already in its territory now. Even escaping might be hard at this point...”


      Dragons were highly territorial.


      They would only hunt to sustain themselves, and their territories were vast, so it wasn’t like they upended the ecosystems around them. Plus, they spent most of the day sleeping. But when they were hungry, they became vicious, terrifying predators.


      On top of that, they were more intelligent than normal animals, were resistant to magic, and possessed an insane amount of pure physical strength. They weren’t creatures you could defeat with ease, and that was doubly true of dragon rulers.


      It was often said that if you ran into a dragon, there was no point running—it was already too late. After all, they were the ultimate hunters. They were enormous, aggressive carnivores, and they refused to give up on any prey they’d set their sights on.


      “When this is all over,” Ado said, “I’m gonna go back and give my wife and my baby the biggest hug... I can’t die in a place like this.”


      “Erm... Ado?” Zelos interjected. “Maybe don’t set yourself such a cliché death flag. Besides, your baby hasn’t even been born yet.”


      “Look, after we beat this thing,” Ado continued, “I’ll treat you to this bottle of bourbon I’ve been saving for a special occasion...”


      “Okay, you’re just making it worse now. Can you stop jinxing yourself already? If you die, I know I’ll get the blame for it, a— Shit! Incoming!”


      Another breath attack was coming right for the rock where Zelos and Ado were hiding.


      FSCHWOOOOOO!


      The dragon’s breath attacks leveraged a combination of pressurized air and subzero cold.


      On top of smashing the rocky outcrop to smithereens, it froze the moisture in the air, forming a massive block of ice.


      “Hmm. That was stronger than the one before—I wonder if it was holding back earlier?” Zelos mused. “By the way, I’m amazed something so heavy can fly for so long. Must take a lot of mana to keep all that weight in the air.”


      According to all known laws of aviation, there was no way that a dragon should be able to fly. Even its mighty wings weren’t enough to get its colossal body off the ground.


      The dragon, of course, flew anyway, because it had so much mana that it didn’t care what humans thought was impossible.


      “DAMMIT! Get down here, you scaly bastard!” Ado shouted.


      Flight was a huge advantage in nature.


      That was especially true for large predators, who could dive at their prey and ram it with enough mass and momentum to kill it on impact. They could make some surprisingly sharp turns too.


      By the inverse property, of course, Zelos and Ado were at a disadvantage. There were only so many ways they’d be able to attack the dragon if things continued like this. For now, they decided to gather information.


      “Should we start flying too?” Ado asked.


      “No. Not right now. Flight magic burns through tons of mana. Faster than we regenerate it, at least. We may have a lot of mana, but not as much as a dragon.”


      “Is there any way to bring it down to the ground, then?”


      “Probably, if we went for its eyes. But I’d rather not do that. If we overuse that trick against this thing, it’ll learn. We’ll have to damage it bit by bit.”


      “So we’re in for a long fight, huh... Are we even gonna get to go home?”


      Zelos didn’t reply.


      To fight a dragon, you first had to get it down to the ground.


      But some dragons, at least, were very cautious; if they started running out of mana in midair, they wouldn’t hesitate to flee to find somewhere to recover. If this dragon ruler did that, Zelos and Ado had to be ready for a drawn-out fight.


      Dragons were long-lived creatures, after all. And the older they grew, the more knowledge and experience they accumulated by surviving in the harsh world of nature. In other words, the older a dragon was, the more cautious and cunning it was likely to be.


      As the fight wore on, Zelos and Ado still hadn’t managed to land a single attack. They were achieving nothing. Until...


      “Oh? Well, well—finally up for a change of scenery, are we?” Zelos said, watching the dragon.


      “It’s been at it for two hours,” Ado said. “I guess it’s finally started running out of mana?”


      “Probably. It was firing off all those breath attacks like crazy. We should go after it—deal some major damage while it’s exhausted. Let’s go.”


      “Jeez. This feels less like an MMO and more like a hardcore monster-hunting game... Wouldn’t we be able to farm more ‘life energy’ by just taking out every other mob here at once?”


      “If we did that, the dragon might run out of prey and start attacking humans. It’s always us humans who disrupt ecosystems like that, you know? You can’t blame the animals. They don’t distinguish between right and wrong.”


      “Yeah... Fine. Guess we don’t have much of a choice.”


      The pair’s herculean hunt had only just begun.
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