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  Chapter 1: Those Who Lurk in the Dark


  

  In the pitch-dark gloom, Yutis the Omnipresent walked on, deep in thought.


  “The replenishment of the forces we lost is steadily progressing, but securing combatants on the level of the Apostles isn’t so simple. I’ve planted seeds in a few promising individuals, but still.”


  “Hm? Isn’t that Yutis?”


  “Who are you?”


  Caught off guard by the voice, Yutis lifted his head. Before him stood a man cloaked in jet-black robes, his form nearly dissolving into the darkness. To anyone else, he would have looked suspicious at a glance, but Yutis knew exactly who he was.


  “Lord Doppelmaker.”


  “Please, spare me. We’re fellow Apostles, are we not? Drop the formality.”


  “I see. Then, Genpel-san, it’s been a while. Or rather, you’ve returned?”


  “Indeed. I heard the cult’s strength has declined significantly.”


  “Yes. That is correct.” A bitter expression crossed Yutis’s face upon hearing Genpel’s words. “It started with Destora the Suredeath, and more recently, Vitor the Resonant has also disappeared.”


  “What? Setting Vitor aside, isn’t Destora simply off wandering somewhere as usual?”


  “No. The very fluctuation of his power has vanished completely. Normally, no matter where they are, I can move directly to their side, but…”


  “So that ability failed to activate.”


  “Yes.”


  Yutis’s face twisted in humiliation.


  Genpel, watching him, tilted his head.


  “If that’s the case, then why did they disappear? Surely even they wouldn’t commit the foolish act of defying the Wicked One. Well, Destora might be another matter, but at the very least, Vitor is a loyal servant of the Wicked One. And it’s hard to imagine Destora eliminating Vitor either. Their abilities are a poor match.”


  “Indeed. Though if it were Destora, he could kill Vitor after nullifying his power. Still, there’d be no reason for him to suddenly betray us. The most plausible explanation is that someone else defeated them.”


  “That’s absurd.” At Yutis’s conjecture, Genpel gave a derisive snort. “That’s even less plausible. Who else besides us Apostles could possibly end their lives? Only the Wicked One might have the power to do so. Destora himself could potentially confront the other gods and turn the tables on them. However, now those gods have all retreated into the Void, doing nothing more than keeping the world running.”


  “And yet, that impossibility is exactly what’s happening.”


  Yutis met Genpel’s gaze head-on.


  The seriousness in his expression made it clear this was no jest, and Genpel’s face hardened.


  “Who could have done it?”


  “That is what I cannot determine.”


  “You can’t?”


  “No. Beyond the Apostles, numerous Envoys have also been defeated. Among them, the Envoys led by Demioros, who was captured at Barbodel Magic Academy, lost the Wicked One’s power.”


  “What?! Is that true?!”


  “Yes. I immediately activated my ability to uncover the cause, but I was unable to trace their memories. I could follow them up to the point before they lost the Wicked One’s power. Beyond that, all I could see were memories in which that power was already gone. I even considered moving directly to that moment using my ability, but that too proved impossible.”


  “If even your power can’t trace it, then this is troublesome.” The more Genpel heard, the clearer it became that the situation was extremely dangerous. “Have you reported this to the Wicked One?”


  “I have. However, unlike us, the Wicked One is absolute. What we fear does not amount to anything worth concern to that being.”


  “Hmm… It may not be worth noting for the Wicked One, but we cannot afford to ignore it.”


  “Indeed. I could act personally, but I’ve been assigned another mission by the Wicked One, and I must also continue replenishing our forces.”


  “I see. Then shall I go?”


  “Genpel-san, you?” Yutis’s eyes widened in surprise. “Are you sure? I would certainly appreciate it, but weren’t you off amusing yourself in another world?”


  “Ah, I grew bored of that place, so I destroyed it. The end was quite funny. With just a slight nudge from my power, it collapsed with ease. Besides, it’s better to eliminate any sources of unease here. Unlike the Wicked One, we are not omniscient or omnipotent. I have no objection to taking action myself.”


  “I see. I apologize, but may I ask this of you?”


  “Of course. Leave it to me. In return, I’ll be borrowing you.”


  “Yes, do as you please.”


  With that, Genpel melted into the darkness and vanished.


  Watching him go, Yutis’s expression turned serious.


  “I must act more as well. If nothing else, I need to replenish forces on the level of the Apostles. If it’s a being that rules over a universe, that should suffice in terms of status.”


  Yutis turned his thoughts toward the king of a universe that no longer existed. He would only learn the truth of that much later.


  “Whoever you are, I will cast you down into the depths of terror eventually.”


  Murmuring that last bit, Yutis too dissolved into the darkness and disappeared.


  ※※※


  


  “Ahchoo!”


  As I was being shown around the castle by the guardian deity, my nose suddenly started to tickle, and I let out a loud sneeze. What was that? Was someone talking about me?


  Saria peered at my face.


  “Seiichi, are you okay? Is it a cold?”


  “Huh? No, I don’t think so.”


  “There’s no way Seiichi would catch a cold. He’s got an omniscient, omnipotent being as his servant.”


  “Oh, right.”


  “Don’t just accept that!” I shot back.


  I do get sick! I can catch a cold too, you know! Probably… Wait, huh? Now that I think about it, ever since I came to this world, I don’t think I’ve gotten sick even once…


  That unexpected realization left me momentarily stunned. Meanwhile, Origa and the others were already looking around the castle, their voices tinged with awe.


  “Amazing. I’ve never seen a castle like this before.”


  “Y-Yes! It has a different atmosphere from the Kingdom of Windberg, but it’s quite majestic in its own way!”


  “Mm. It really matches the guardian deities’ vibe. It feels like a castle from a foreign land.”


  Just as they said, the castle we’d been invited to looked like a fusion between a Japanese castle from Earth and a five-story pagoda.


  Even back on Earth, though, it wasn’t like I had many chances to visit Japanese castles outside of school trips. It felt fresh to me, too.


  But there was one very unfortunate part…


  “These strange panels here and there… They’re weird.”


  “I-I agree.”


  Despite being a Japanese-style castle, parts of the interior had a distinctly sci-fi feel, with oddly mechanical features scattered throughout.


  “Some kind of blue lines are glowing,” Saria observed.


  “No matter how you look at it, that’s because of those Gyogyon guys,” I said.


  “I see. It’s really tacky!” Saria said brightly.


  Saria-san, how can you say something so brutally honest so innocently? But she’s right, it clashes way too much with the Japanese aesthetic, so it does look tacky!


  At that, the guardian deity leading us spoke, his voice tinged with sorrow.


  “As Lady Saria has said, this place was not originally like this. Those invaders forcibly altered it.”


  “It’s truly a nuisance. For the previous guardian deities and me, it’s not a problem as long as we can live here, but having Lady Muu reside in a place like this… We must do all we can to restore it as soon as possible.”


  As we made our way through the castle’s mismatched interior, we were eventually guided into a single room.


  “Now then, Seiichi-dono, please make yourselves comfortable here. We will prepare a meal shortly, but if you would prefer to bathe first, that is perfectly fine as well.”


  “Really? Thank you very much.”


  “Then we shall also make our preparations.”


  With that, the guardian deity left the room.


  “Now, what should we do? Should we take a bath before the meal, just in case?” I said.


  “Yeah! It’s better to be nice and clean, right?”


  It wasn’t like we were particularly dirty or tired, but since we’d been invited here, it would be more polite to tidy ourselves up before heading for the meal.


  With that in mind, we promptly made our way to the castle’s baths.


   

  Chapter 2: The Secret of the Guardian Deity Yaiba


  

  “Crap, I’m lost.”


  While the girls needed a bit of time to get ready, I didn’t have anything in particular to prepare, so I headed to the baths first, but I’d completely forgotten to ask where they were, and now I was thoroughly lost.


  Saria and the others probably didn’t know the way either, and while I figured I should ask someone in the castle, I hadn’t run into anyone.


  “Seriously, where am I?”


  As I struggled with the unexpectedly complex layout, the surroundings gradually took on a more historical feel.


  “Huh? Those Gyogyon guys didn’t mess with this area?”


  This part really did look like the interior of a traditional Japanese castle, and it was easy to imagine that the rest of the place had originally shared this same atmosphere.


  For now, I headed further in, and then I heard it.


  Splash.


  That unmistakable bathhouse sound.


  Following it, I eventually arrived at what looked like a changing area.


  “Looks like this is it.”


  The atmosphere felt like an old-fashioned inn, not flashy, but really nice.


  This space embodied the traditional Japanese ambiance I’d imagined, which made me quite excited for the bath itself. Though if the bath had ended up in that gaudy, overly modified area, it would’ve likely felt just as tacky.


  Wait, what exactly is a tacky bath? Is it like hot water coming out of a fish statue’s butt or something? Oh man, now I’m actually curious!


  Even after finally finding the long-awaited bath, my thoughts wandered in an odd direction, so I decided to focus on what was in front of me and set that aside.


  That was why I didn’t notice that someone else’s clothes were there, and more importantly, that there was no curtain separating the men’s and women’s sides.


  Standing before me was Yaiba, the guardian deity, staring in stunned silence. He looked as if he had just gotten out of the bath, still and dripping, frozen as he met my eyes.


  Startled, my eyes widened, and before I realized it, my gaze drifted downward.


  There, before me—


  “N-No… No way!”


  “S-S-S-Seiichi-dono?”


  Yaiba hurriedly crouched down in a panic.


  W-Wait. Hold on a second! T-The Guardian Deity is a…


  Snapping out of my daze, I quickly turned my back to Yaiba.


  “S-S-S-Sorryyy!”


  Then, taking full advantage of my absurd physical abilities at a moment like this, I changed at the speed of light and bolted straight out of the changing area.


  Even so, having seen everything as clearly as possible, I clutched my head.


  “Ahh, this is bad. I seriously messed up. What am I supposed to do now?”


  In these kinds of bathhouse “lucky perv” situations, the important parts were usually hidden by hair or steam, right?


  But in my case, there had been nothing to obscure the view. I’d seen it all perfectly clearly!


  
    >Naturally, that’s because the steam made special considerations for you, Seiichi-sama!

  


  “What kind of consideration is that?! And seriously, doesn’t this voice show up way too casually these days?!”


  Just as a voice suddenly rang inside my head, it delivered the most unhelpful “consideration.” Wasn’t that completely the wrong direction to be considerate?!


  As my barrage of complaints continued, the voice responded with apparent satisfaction.


  
    >Rest assured. We’ve also made sure that, from the other party’s perspective, your figure was perfectly visible as well.

  


  “Nooo!”


  Where is the reassuring part in that?! Not only did I barge in on a woman bathing, but now I’ve got exhibitionism added on top of it. There’s no saving this!


  No matter how you look at it, that puts me at the very top of the Guild Headquarters’ pervert rankings!


  
    >For the record, aside from you, additional observers were properly prevented from seeing anything, as the steam did its job with them.

  


  “Other observers?! There was someone else there besides the guardian deity and me?!”


  This is bad. There were other people at the scene who could socially kill me?! There’s no way I can talk my way out of this, is there?!


  
    >Indeed. Even now, many eyes are watching you, Seiichi-sama.

  


  “Where did my privacy go?!”


  There are that many eyes on me?! Isn’t that even worse than the Gyogyon?!


  
    >It’s fine. It simply means your exploits are being viewed across dimensions.

  


  “Please explain it in a way I can actually understand!”


  Lately, there’d been way too much talk about dimensions, omniscience, and omnipotence, stuff completely beyond what I could wrap my head around.


  “U-Um…”


  “Huh?”


  As I kept reacting to every word from the voice, the Guardian Deity emerged from the changing area, now dressed in a familiar kimono, cheeks flushed red.


  The moment I saw Yaiba like that, I sank into full prostration.


  “I’m so, so, so sorryyy!”


  “S-Seiichi-dono?! I’ve already said I don’t mind, so please raise your head!” the guardian deity said softly, gently helping me up.


  Even though this was completely my fault for barging in without checking, Yaiba responded like this.


  I might collapse from the guilt!


  Still, no matter how apologetic I felt, kneeling here would only make things more uncomfortable. Unsteadily getting to my feet, I bowed my head again and again.


  “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.”


  “N-No, I was also at fault for not explaining things properly. It’s just, um… this isn’t the guest bath. It’s for the staff.”


  “Oh…”


  Make sure to check before going in! Otherwise, it’ll turn into something you can’t undo!


  Feeling torn between guilt and embarrassment toward the guardian deity, I was at a loss for words until a murmur broke the silence.


  “You’re not saying anything about it, Seiichi-dono.”


  “Huh? Not saying anything?”


  About her real gender? What does she mean by that? I-Is she asking for my impression of what I saw? If I answer that, I’m officially joining the ranks of perverts! I mean, it’s probably already too late, but still! It’s a matter of principle!


  While I was spiraling into completely idiotic thoughts from sheer confusion, Yaiba continued quietly.


  “Um… I am… a woman, you know?”


  “W-Well, yeah.”


  “And yet, for someone like me to wield a sword… That’s strange, isn’t it?”


  “Huh?”


  “Huh?”


  I genuinely had no idea what she was getting at and tilted my head, only for the Guardian Deity to look at me in surprise.


  “I-Isn’t it strange?”


  “Um, I’m sorry. I don’t really understand. Why would it be strange for you, as a woman, to wield a sword?”


  “T-That’s because I’m a woman.”


  What is this weird disconnect between us?


  Putting it together, she probably meant that, culturally speaking, in the Eastern Kingdom, it was considered strange for women to wield swords.


  I wasn’t sure if that was accurate for historical Japan, but in modern Japan with its rich subcultures, the image of women with swords was more popular than anything else.


  Even setting aside that and this country’s culture, though, I still couldn’t quite grasp it.


  “Hm… well, I mean, swords are dangerous no matter who’s using them. Setting aside physical differences, I don’t really see any reason why a woman shouldn’t wield one, or rather, it doesn’t really matter who does.”


  
    >In your case, Seiichi-sama, the outcome wouldn’t change regardless of gender or even the species of your opponent. They’d just destroy themselves on their own.

  


  “Yeah, I seriously don’t get that at all.”


  The idea that an opponent would self-destruct without even fighting was just terrifying. What was that, anyway? Not physical, but some kind of mental attack or something?


  “Anyway, from my perspective, there’s nothing strange about it.”


  “Hehe. You’re right,” she said softly. “Talking to you, Seiichi-dono, makes my worries feel rather small.”


  “R-Right…”


  I’d only given a casual answer, but for her, it must have been something she’d been struggling with for a long time. That just left me feeling a bit apologetic.


  And yet, for the first time, Yaiba looked like she was smiling from the bottom of her heart.


   

  Chapter 3: An Outpouring of the Heart


  

  After what happened with the guardian deity, we were promptly guided to the guest open-air bath, where I was finally able to relax and enjoy it properly.


  The open-air bath at the Shadow Village had been great too, but this one at the castle had its own distinct charm, making it just as enjoyable. More than anything, though, the biggest difference was that no one barged in this time! Seriously, the rate at which people had seen me naked had been way too high lately.


  Setting that aside, when we returned to the room after our bath, a lavish meal had already been prepared.


  Back at the Shadow Village, we hadn’t gotten to eat because of the attack, so I’d been curious about what kind of dishes they had. Sure enough, the spread looked very similar to Japanese cuisine from Earth.


  “Wow! This looks delicious!”


  “Yeah. I’ve had sashimi in Sazarn before, so I recognize that, but the rest are dishes I’ve never seen.”


  “Mm… Smells nice.”


  “It’s incredible. There’s even a dish made using a whole fish.”


  Saria and the others were clearly impressed by the food laid out before them, each taking their seats with anticipation. Even Lulune, though not as ravenous as before, had a rather slack expression on her face.


  I get it, but can you at least not drool?


  As we were taking in the meal, Yaiba and Tsukikage arrived shortly after.


  “Everyone is here, I see. Once again, for resolving our troubles, you have our deepest gratitude.”


  They bowed their heads toward us as soon as they sat down.


  “Please, don’t bow! We’re just glad everything worked out.”


  “Yeah! Yamato-sama is safe, and we managed to take back the castle, so it all ended well!”


  “Well, the inside of the castle is still a complete mess, though.”


  As Al pointed out, the castle itself had been remodeled into that mismatched, futuristic style, but aside from that, things had returned to normal. So all in all, it was a good outcome.


  However, it didn’t seem that way to Yaiba and Tsukikage, as both of them wore somewhat forlorn expressions.


  “With our strength alone, we were unable to protect Lady Muu. And I, who am meant to be a blade held close to the heart of the Yamato family…”


  “That goes for me as well,” Tsukikage said heavily. “Supporting Lady Muu from the shadows is the duty of the Tsukikage family. And yet, with our strength, we could not fulfill that duty. We’re too ashamed to face her…”


  “But you two have been protecting Yamato-sama all this time, haven’t you?!” I protested.


  “No,” Yaiba said. “In the truest sense, we failed to support Lady Muu.”


  “Huh?” I blurted out.


  Not understanding what she meant, I found myself asking back, and the guardian deity continued.


  “As I said before, Lady Muu was betrayed by the people of this country and closed off her heart. That is precisely why we had to continue supporting her without ever betraying her again. And yet, reality proved otherwise. Not only were we powerless against those who invaded this land, but we even allowed traitors to emerge once more.”


  “We despise our own powerlessness,” Tsukikage said bitterly. “If only the people of this country had united and stood against those invaders, then Lady Muu would not have had to suffer any further.”


  Faced with the anguish in their voices, we had no words to offer.


  Then the guardian deity spoke again with a lonely smile.


  “Well, setting that aside, we came today not only to express our gratitude to you, Seiichi-dono, but also to say our farewells.”


  “Wait, farewells?” I asked.


  “It has been determined that we failed to protect Lady Muu, and we have been relieved of our duties as her guards,” Yaiba said quietly. “Furthermore, we will likely be held accountable for ultimately placing her in danger.”


  “What?! What kind of nonsense is that?!” Al burst out.


  “That makes no sense,” Origa said, clearly bewildered.


  At her words, Al cried out in shock, while Origa looked equally confused.


  And of course they would. Both Yaiba and Tsukikage had risked their lives to protect her, while even the leaders of the Eastern Kingdom had turned traitor. And yet…


  “Just who exactly is saying something like that?” I asked.


  “That would be the feudal lords who returned once the invaders were defeated,” Tsukikage said.


  “Huh?” I let out, unable to hide the irritation in my voice.


  I mean, of course, I’d react like that. Those so-called lords had betrayed Yamato and sided with the Gyogyon, hadn’t they?


  Sure, I understood that people might choose to submit to survive when their lives were on the line. But now that Yamato was safe and the Gyogyon had been defeated, they’d come crawling back, even dismissing the two who had fought so desperately?


  “Let’s go complain to them!” I said. “That’s just wrong, isn’t it?! These two did everything they could!”


  “I won’t say I have no thoughts on the matter,” Yaiba replied. “However, the truth is that without borrowing your strength, Seiichi-dono, we could not have fully protected Lady Muu. In that sense, it is only natural for them to judge that we lack the strength required of her guards.”


  “B-But even so, we don’t have to listen to people who defected to the enemy, even if it was temporary, right?! Shouldn’t they be the ones held accountable for something like that?”


  “What you say is true,” Yaiba said quietly. “However, this country needs them. It is because those feudal lords govern their respective lands that this nation has endured until now. That is precisely why, in order to rebuild the country, their strength is necessary. Even in preparing for external invasions like this one, it would be better for long-term plans to be decided by those lords.”


  “We are, in the end, no more than Lady Muu’s spear,” Tsukikage added. “We hold no power in political matters. And if that spear is deemed unusable, then being cast aside is only a natural outcome.”


  “That’s just…”


  What kind of unreasonable conclusion is that? Is this really how it’s supposed to be?


  Maybe, coming from someone like me, it was nothing more than an emotional argument, but even so, I couldn’t accept the way the guardian deity and Tsukikage were being treated.


  They accepted that decision because they believed it would lead this country in a better direction, but…


  A heavy silence fell between us.


  Suddenly, the sliding door to the room opened.


  “Huh?”


  Without thinking, I turned toward the sound, and there stood Yamato alone.


  “L-Lady Muu, why are you here—” Yaiba began in surprise, but before she could finish, Yamato silently began to cry.


  Caught off guard by the sudden turn of events, our eyes widened even further.


  “L-Lady Muu?!” the guardian deity cried.


  “Is something wrong?!” Tsukikage pressed.


  They both desperately called out to her, but Yamato, her heart still sealed, gave no reply. And yet, within that vacant expression, tears continued to fall.


  Then, as Yaiba and Tsukikage tried to soothe her, Yamato reached out and clutched at their sleeves. It looked as though she was pleading not to be separated from them.


  Even seeing her like this, are they still going to go through with dismissing them? Is it really because it’s the decision of the country’s higher-ups? Even though Yamato-sama outranks them, she can’t speak because her heart is closed off. Is this going to be dismissed as nothing more than a coincidence?


  In response to her actions, the two of them gently placed their hands over hers, their expressions a complex mix of emotions. Though they clearly wished to remain by her side, it seemed they were still trying to step back for the sake of the country and for her.


  “Lady Muu. We—” Yaiba began.


  
    >Skill: Synchronization has been activated. Initiating synchronization with the surroundings.

  


  “Huh?” I let out, my voice slipping before I could stop it.


  At that moment, a change came over Yamato.


  “Ah…”


  “What?”


  “No… I don’t want this… I don’t want it… I don’t want it!”


  The expressionless Yamato from moments before suddenly exploded with emotion and began to cry in earnest.


  “I don’t want to! I don’t want to be apart from you two! I want to… I want to stay with you forever!”


  “L-Lady Muu?! Y-Your heart…” Yaiba stammered.


  “How is this happening?!” Tsukikage exclaimed.


  Faced with the sudden release of emotions that should have been sealed away, the two were thrown into complete confusion, while only Saria and the others said nothing. They simply stared at me.


  Uh…


  
    >Synchronization complete. This instance used the surrounding “hearts” as a base, successfully releasing Yamato-sama’s heart.

  


  Yeah, this is definitely my fault.


   

  Chapter 4: What Lies Ahead for Yamato Muu and the Others


  

  Because of my Synchronization skill, Yamato regained her heart and, as if refusing to let go no matter what anyone said, clutched tightly at Yaiba and Tsukikage’s clothes.


  Faced with this, the two, who had only ever known her with her heart sealed, were at a loss.


  “L-Lady Muu?” Yaiba asked hesitantly.


  “No matter what anyone says, I will not leave you two! I want to stay with you!” Yamato declared.


  “E-Even so…” the guardian deity faltered.


  “Why has Lady Muu’s heart suddenly…” Tsukikage murmured, frowning. “Her heart should have been sealed away by her own power. No, more precisely, it should have become ‘nothing.’ And yet, why…”


  “Ah, well, um, that’s kind of my fault… or rather, my body’s fault…” I admitted awkwardly.


  It was an entirely unintended effect of my body. Yamato’s vanished heart had been restored on its own.


  At that, Tsukikage’s eyes widened for a moment, then she nodded as if it all made sense.


  “I see… If Seiichi-dono is involved, then there’s no point thinking about it.”


  “No point?!” I shot back.


  Are you really going to say it like that? Well, maybe she’s right. I don’t understand it either!


  “Honestly, at this point, nothing surprises me when it comes to Seiichi, the guy who’s got omniscience and omnipotence as his servant…” Al muttered.


  “I-I still can’t quite believe that either, b-but when it comes to Seiichi-san, it somehow makes sense! He did fix my eyes, after all.”


  “As expected of my master! By the way, shouldn’t we start eating soon? I’m pretty much at my limit,” Lulune said.


  “Glutton. That was way too abrupt,” I muttered.


  “H-Hey, that’s not true?!” Lulune protested.


  With Yamato’s sudden change, we still hadn’t been able to start eating, and Lulune had finally reached her limit and made the suggestion, but I knew she’d been staring at the food this whole time instead of listening to us.


  Compared to how she used to be, though, the fact that she’d held out this long was impressive.


  Then, Yamato suddenly turned her gaze toward me and stared intently.


  “I see. So it was your power,” she said.


  “Huh?” I blinked.


  “I speak of how my heart was restored. As Eiya said, I’d completely turned my heart into ‘nothing.’ And yet, by your power, that which had become nothing was awakened once more.”


  “Y-Yeah, I guess that’s how it is. Um… was that a problem?” I asked cautiously.


  In the end, Yamato was able to convey her feelings to the two of them, but considering why she had sealed her heart in the first place, I couldn’t tell whether what my body had done was truly a good thing for her.


  She had seen so much of humanity’s ugliness and had been hurt by it, which was why she had sealed her heart away.


  And yet, in a situation where she had once again been betrayed, was it really right to awaken her heart like this?


  “You are kind,” Yamato said softly.


  “Huh?”


  “You may rest easy. I am all right now. More than that, I would have hated it far more to part from the two of them without being able to speak my heart. These two have always protected me and cherished me from the bottom of their hearts. I do not wish to be separated from them. That is why I am truly grateful that you awakened my heart and allowed me to speak my feelings once more. Thank you, truly.”


  With that, Yamato showed a clear, refreshing smile.


  Relieved by her expression for the moment, I let out a quiet breath, then Al spoke up.


  “Sorry to interrupt the mood, but what are we going to do now? I get that Yamato-sama’s heart has been restored, but it sounds like their dismissal has already been decided.”


  “But isn’t Yamato-sama the highest authority?” Origa tilted her head. “If she says something, wouldn’t that settle it?”


  “That would be difficult,” Yaiba replied, shaking her head. “Lady Muu has lived until now with her heart sealed, as a symbol of this nation. Because of that, she has had almost no political power to begin with. And…”


  “There’s also the question of whether they would even believe that Lady Muu’s heart has truly returned,” Tsukikage added quietly.


  That was true. The ones calling for their dismissal only knew Yamato as she was with her heart sealed. They would never have imagined it being restored. Even if they saw her like this, having regained her emotions, they might just accuse her of being an impostor and turn it into something even more troublesome, like a charge of disrespect.


  As I pictured that scenario and felt a wave of dread, Yamato spoke calmly.


  “Then, I ask that you take us beyond this country.”


  “Huh?”


  “Even without me, this country will continue to function. That much is clear from the fact that it has continued even until my heart was restored,” Yamato said calmly. “This time, the invasion came not only from this world but also from the vast universe, but that was simply an exceptional case. That is why I intend to leave this country and live elsewhere. And so, I wish to ask you, who originally came from outside this land, for your help.”


  “I-I see…”


  “Do you know of any suitable place?”


  “It’s not like I’ve traveled that many countries, so I can’t say for certain, but…”


  At the very least, there was no doubt that the Kingdom of Windberg, where we were currently living, was a great country. King Landzelf was a very capable ruler, after all.


  But that place is also home to a nest of perverts! Is it really okay to recommend somewhere like that?! This isn’t like with Zeanos and the others! Yamato-sama is basically a princess, or more like a queen, right? Is it really okay to take her somewhere like that? I’m actually starting to worry!


  While Saria and Lulune looked puzzled, Al, Origa, and Zora all seemed to recall the members of the Guild Headquarters just like I had, clutching their heads in exasperation.


  Exactly!


  “Please! Anywhere is fine. Take us to the outside world!” Yamato pleaded, her expression utterly serious.


  Faced with such a sincere request…


  ※※※


  


  “So, with that said, would it be alright for them to live in your country?” I asked.


  “You’re saying that like it’s nothing, but that’s a pretty outrageous thing you’re asking!” came the incredulous reply.


  After Yamato made her request, I decided to directly ask King Landzelf of the Kingdom of Windberg whether it would be all right to take her and the others there.


  Under normal circumstances, there was no way someone like me could so easily gain an audience with a king, let alone speak with him. But after taking Zeanos and the others over there and helping lift the curse that had afflicted Landzelf, I was being treated with considerable favor.


  That said, before the monster attack, Gustle and Eris had been casually walking around inside the castle too. Is it actually way too easy to get into this place and to meet Landzelf? Is the security really okay?


  Well, with strong people like Louisse and Florio around, maybe it was secure enough, but then again, Origa had managed to slip past all that and attack Landzelf. She must have been an absurdly skilled assassin.


  Setting that aside, after I finished giving a brief explanation of what had happened, Landzelf reacted just as he had earlier, which, honestly, was only natural. I mean, what kind of situation was it, heading to a port town for a vacation and ending up caught in the turmoil of an entire country?


  Though surprised by my story, Landzelf let out a sigh and gave a wry smile.


  “Well, your ridiculous knack for getting involved in things has helped us out more than once,” he said. “Anyway, I get the gist. As long as you go through the proper procedures, there’s no problem with them living here. I can’t arrange everything myself, but if you ask your parents or Duke Zeanos. They’ll probably help you out.”


  “Thank you very much!”


  I was always struck by how accommodating this country was. It really was something to be grateful for. Though that also means the perverts get to run wild here!


  After finishing my request regarding Yamato and the others, something occurred to me.


  “Come to think of it, I didn’t see Louisse and the others on my way in. What happened to them?”


  “Actually, soldiers from the Kaizell Empire have been spotted near our borders,” Landzelf replied. “According to the report, they seemed to be searching for something. Regardless, we can’t have the Kaizell Empire making a move on us. So as a precaution, I sent Louisse and the others out.”


  “I see…”


  “Well, it’s not something you need to worry about,” he added. “That’s for me and the ministers to handle. You just bring that Eastlands princess here and get the paperwork sorted.”


  “Got it!”


  Having received Landzelf’s approval, I returned to the Eastlands using teleportation magic. After eating the prepared meal, I gathered Yamato, Saria, and the others, then headed back to Terbelle once more.


   

  Chapter 5: Affiliation


  

  “Oh! So this is the Kingdom of Windberg, where you all live!”


  After explaining the situation to Landzelf, I returned to the Eastlands. Then, I suddenly remembered I hadn’t properly greeted Yamato yet, so I hurriedly took care of that before coming back to Terbelle with her and the others.


  Yamato’s eyes shone with excitement at seeing the outside world for the first time, but we were in no state to appreciate it.


  “I’m… exhausted…” I groaned.


  “Well, that’s only natural,” Al muttered.


  “Honestly, how pathetic. That much shouldn’t have been anything to you,” Yamato said lightly.


  “N-No, it’s not physical. It’s more mental fatigue,” I replied weakly.


  The reason we were this worn out…


  ※※※


  


  First, once we informed Yamato-sama that the Kingdom of Windberg would accept them, she immediately sprang into action and gathered the ministers.


  And then—


  “I shall be leaving this country!”


  “Huh?!” voices erupted in unison.


  “Yaiba and the others will be coming with me, so do keep that in mind!”


  “L-Lady Muu?!” someone cried out.


  Without any preamble or explanation, she made the announcement outright.


  The sudden summons alone was shocking enough, but what truly stunned the feudal lords was Yamato’s lively demeanor. Having only ever known her as someone without a heart, they fell into complete uproar.


  “W-What is the meaning of this?!”


  “I-I don’t know! We were only told that Lady Muu had summoned us!”


  “Wait! Isn’t it strange enough that Lady Muu summoned us in the first place?! Her heart is supposed to be sealed!”


  The feudal lords descended into confusion, unable to make sense of the situation.


  Yaiba and Tsukikage watched in flustered silence, while we, too, could do nothing but observe quietly as the commotion unfolded.


  Then, facing the uproar, Yamato let out a small sigh.


  “How pathetic,” she said with a sigh. “It’s precisely because of this kind of weakness that this country nearly fell into the hands of invaders. Pull yourselves together. Have some backbone!”


  “Y-Yes, ma’am!” they responded in unison.


  “N-No, no, no, this is wrong! Something is definitely wrong here!” one of the feudal lords shouted. “There’s no way Yamato-sama could be speaking so clearly! Her heart was sealed away by her own hand! It should never return!”


  “T-That’s right! Could it be… Guardian Deity-dono! Was this your doing?!” another accused.


  “H-Huh?! N-No, I—” Yaiba stammered.


  “No, perhaps it’s the work of those foreigners over there!”


  “Exactly! There’s no way Yamato-sama’s emotions could have returned!”


  “Uh, um…” I faltered.


  As the atmosphere grew increasingly tense, Yamato spoke again, sounding exasperated.


  “Of all the nonsense. Is it really so strange that my heart has returned? Well, I suppose ordinarily it wouldn’t…”


  “Silence, impostor!”


  “I-Impostor?!” Yamato repeated, startled.


  Clearly, she hadn’t expected to be called a fake, and for the first time, she showed visible confusion.


  But that reaction only made things worse, as the feudal lords’ anger continued to rise.


  “I don’t know how you managed it, but to fabricate a false Yamato-sama, our most precious sovereign!”


  “We cannot allow this to stand! Seize them! All of them, including the guardian deity!”


  “What?!”


  The feudal lords, no longer willing to listen to anything we had to say, launched their attack without hesitation.


  Forced to flee from their assault, we found ourselves swept up in the chaos. And before we knew it, we had been branded as fugitives.


  ※※※


  


  “I never thought I’d end up a criminal…”


  Well, considering how that country is structured and everything surrounding Yamato-sama, maybe it couldn’t be helped. Still, becoming a wanted man before those guild weirdos? That’s just not fair!


  That said, we managed to escape safely, so for now, I could at least relax. The feudal lords would probably be busy rebuilding the country anyway. It was a shame I wouldn’t be able to go back there easily anymore, but it couldn’t be helped.


  Letting out a sigh, I turned to Yamato, who was gazing around with shining eyes, and asked, “Y-Yamato-sama… um, was that really okay? Not explaining things properly and all…”


  “It’s fine,” she said firmly. “Those who refuse to believe my words are the ones at fault. And to call me an impostor? How outrageous! Besides, I have already decided to leave that country and remain with Yaiba and the others. That matters more.”


  “I-I see…”


  “It is not as though I have abandoned them,” she continued. “No matter what fate awaits that country, it was I who brought it and its people into being. Because of that, there are things I understand. That country no longer needs me. Even without me, it will endure.”


  “I-I understand.”


  “More importantly, Seiichi,” she said, narrowing her eyes slightly. “What is with that manner of speaking?”


  “Huh?” I let out.


  I hadn’t expected her to call that out so suddenly.


  “I asked, what is with that tone of yours? Speak more normally. Is that not the kind of relationship we have?”


  “What kind of relationship is that?!” I shot back.


  What kind of relationship do we even have?! It’s not like we’ve talked that much!


  “What kind, you ask? You can use the same power as me, can you not?”


  “Huh?”


  “No, perhaps that is rude to you,” she added thoughtfully. “You are far beyond me, Seiichi. If anything, I should be the one to adjust my attitude.”


  “No, no, no! I can’t use the same kind of power as you!” I protested.


  “You cannot? You, Seiichi?” she murmured, her expression turning serious.


  “Don’t make that kind of serious face?!” I said quickly. “I can’t create things from nothing or erase them like that!”


  
    >You can, you know?

  


  “I don’t need to be able to!” I shouted.


  Startled by the sudden voice speaking in my head, I couldn’t help but yell.


  “Well, in any case,” Yamato said, brushing it aside, “I have no more ties to that country. So I would like you to treat me normally. Of course, that goes for Yaiba and the others as well.”


  “E-Even us?!” Yaiba exclaimed.


  “Of course. If anything, I want both of you to treat me without any barriers.”


  “Even so…” they faltered.


  “Hmm… this may take some time. Very well. We will be together from now on, so I shall wait patiently,” Yamato said.


  “We will do our best,” they replied hesitantly.


  At her words, Yaiba and the others remained thoroughly flustered.


  Routier, for example, spoke casually, but she was the daughter of the Demon Lord, hardly someone you’d normally interact with so freely. Even Landzelf, whom I’d just gone to see, was the king himself. People like me, ordinary civilians, weren’t supposed to be so casual with figures like that.


  It all works because they allow it, doesn’t it? And because the people around them are so tolerant, too.


  Still, that wasn’t quite the same thing here. Maybe it was, but Yamato felt different from the other important figures somehow.


  How should I put it? When I was transferred to this world, the god who explained everything to me had a presence similar to hers.


  There was a kind of divinity about Yamato that ordinary humans simply couldn’t possess. Being told to treat her normally all of a sudden wasn’t exactly easy.


  “Got it! Nice to meet you, Muu-chan!” Saria said cheerfully.


  “Saria?” I blurted out.


  While I was still struggling with how to address Yamato, Saria cut straight through that hesitation and spoke to her in a completely friendly manner, calling her “Muu-chan,” no less!


  It wasn’t just me who was shocked. Al and the others, along with the guardian deity, all stared wide-eyed. Only Yamato reacted differently; after a brief moment of surprise, she broke into a delighted smile.


  “Indeed, yes! That’s exactly right, Saria! You understand well!” Yamato said with a pleased nod.


  “Hehe. Because it’d be lonely otherwise!” Saria replied with a grin.


  At Saria’s words, Yamato looked even more surprised.


  Lonely… I see. As long as we keep treating her differently, she’ll end up feeling isolated.


  If that’s the case, then we really should just treat her normally.


  As we continued talking, we finally arrived at the main gate of Terbelle.


  The guards were checking each person as they entered, and among them, I spotted Claude.


  “Hm? Oh, isn’t that you guys, Seiichi?” Claude called out.


  “Claude! It feels like it’s been a while,” I said.


  “Now that you mention it, yeah. Ever since you came back to this town, we haven’t really had a chance to talk. Anyway, sorry, let me get the inspection done first,” he said.


  With that, Claude began checking our identification.


  We could just show our guild cards as ID, but Yamato and the others didn’t have anything like that.


  So, just like when Saria and I first came to this town, we used an item called the Jewel of Truth to complete the process and paid the entrance fee for the three of them.


  “Alright, you’re all good,” Claude said. “If those three are planning to stay here long-term, make sure they get some proper identification.”


  “Mm, understood!” Yamato replied cheerfully.


  “Heh, you’ve got some spirit, miss. Well then, welcome to Terbelle!”


  Seeing us off, Claude returned to his post as we stepped into the city once more. Yaiba and the others immediately began looking around with curiosity.


  “Oh! I’ve never seen architecture like this before!” Yamato exclaimed.


  “As expected, it’s quite different from our country,” the guardian deity observed.


  Having once drifted to the Port Town of Sazarn, Yaiba was at least somewhat familiar with foreign surroundings, so she wasn’t as surprised as Tsukikage and the others.


  “Mm, this is a fine country! Everyone looks so full of life! I already like this place!” Yamato declared happily.


  “Right? Everyone here is really nice!” Saria said.


  “Um… well, there’s no doubt it’s a good country, but—” I began.


  Right at that moment…


  “Stop right there!”


  “Hahahaha! What a great day! My lower half feels so free!”


  “That’s because you’re not wearing any clothes?”


  “Damn it! Isn’t that guy getting faster again?”


  “Hey! We’ve got a report that Grand is going wild on the other street!”


  “Gaaah! First, we catch that exhibitionist, then we go after Grand!”


  “T-There’s another one over there staring at a kid in a really bad way!”


  “You damn perverts!”


  In an instant, a naked man sprinted right past us, with soldiers chasing after him.


  Watching the all-too-familiar scene disappear into the distance, I turned back to Yamato and the others.


  “As you can see, this place is full of perverts.”


  “What kind of country is this?!” Yaiba cried.


  That’s what I’d like to know!


  “Seiichi-dono! A country this… this depraved will surely have a bad influence on Lady Muu! Was there truly no better option?!” she pressed.


  “It’s not that there weren’t other options,” I said.


  Sure, if we were talking about good countries, the Varcia Empire or the Demon Lord’s domain would be fine too.


  But in terms of safety, I still thought this country was the best.


  After all, people like Zeanos and Louisse were here.


  And as much as I hate to admit it, those perverts from the guild are here too! As you can see, they’re ridiculously strong!


  “Yamato-sama… No, Yamato-san,” I corrected myself. “There’s always the chance someone might target you from here on out, so in that sense, this country is the safest. Even those perverts are capable fighters.”


  “Seiichi! One more push!” Saria urged. “Go on, call her Muu-chan!”


  “Muu-chan?” I repeated.


  “Mm!” she nodded eagerly.


  She’s definitely older than me, but her reactions are surprisingly childlike.


  “More importantly, as Claude said at the gate, if the three of you are going to stay here long-term, you should get some form of identification. What do you want to do?” I asked.


  “There are quite a few concerns, but if you say it’s safe, Seiichi-dono, then I suppose it truly is,” Yaiba replied uncertainly.


  “Yeah. This town doesn’t have any S-rank adventurers based here, but in terms of actual ability, most of them are A- or even S-rank level. So you can rest easy on that,” Al said.


  “Right, just their ability,” someone added pointedly.


  “There is something very wrong with this world,” Yaiba muttered, shoulders slumping.


  At Al’s words, reinforced by that comment, she looked thoroughly deflated.


  “I understand that this country is suitable for us to live in,” Yamato said. “In that case, I would like to make this identification right away. Where should we go?”


  I suddenly realized I didn’t know anywhere besides the Adventurer’s Guild. I mean, when I first came to this town, I never imagined that guild would be such a den of perverts.


  So I turned to Al, figuring she’d know best, and she picked up on what I meant immediately.


  “Let’s see… Aside from the Adventurer’s Guild, this town also has a Merchant Guild and a Craftsmen’s Guild. Most people usually belong to one of those. The guild card you get when you register acts as your ID. In my opinion, the Merchant Guild is probably your best bet.”


  “Why is that?” Yamato asked. “We have no particular knowledge as merchants. And both Yaiba and Eiya can fight. Wouldn’t the Adventurer’s Guild be more suitable?”


  “Please, Lady Muu, for your sake, anything but the Adventurer’s Guild,” Tsukikage pleaded, practically on the verge of tears.


  Having just witnessed those perverts earlier, Tsukikage had clearly developed a deep distrust of the Adventurer’s Guild.


  Yeah, I get it. I really do.


  “Um, I think the Merchant Guild would be better too—” I began.


  “THAT WON’T BE NECESSARY!”


  T-That voice… No, more importantly, this situation…


  I quickly turned toward the source of the shout, and there he was: a massively built man, his dark skin fully on display, his physique like sculpted muscle.


  “Gustle?!” I exclaimed.


  “Indeed! I am Gustle Clout, master of the Adventurer’s Guild!” he declared proudly.


  [image: 01]

  Gustle flashed a set of gleaming white teeth, striking a pose that emphasized his muscles so much it practically came with its own sound effect.


  T-This is bad. This is exactly the same thing Saria and I went through! At this rate, we’re going to get swept into registering without even realizing it!


  While Al and I panicked, Yaiba and the others were still frozen in shock at Gustle’s sheer presence.


  Meanwhile, Gustle began approaching us, smoothly shifting from one muscle pose to another.


  “Now, now, Seiichi-kun! Isn’t this rather cruel? Why would you not recommend our Adventurer’s Guild?!” he boomed. “We are always seeking comrades. Yes, comrades who will unleash their desires!”


  “That’s exactly why I’m not recommending it!” I shot back.


  “Oh my, Seiichi-sama,” came a voice from behind. “If you were to join us, there would be nothing left to fear. Why would you refuse?”


  “Well, yeah, of course, there’d be nothing to fear… Wait, Eris-san?!” I exclaimed.


  While I was busy retorting, Eris had somehow appeared behind us, cutting off our escape in coordination with Gustle.


  When did she even get there?!


  Ignoring my shock, Gustle continued posing, showing off his physique.


  “From the looks of it, you seek identification, do you not? Then the Adventurer’s Guild is your only option! There is no alternative! Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “W-We would prefer somewhere else—” Yaiba began.


  “You would refuse?! Even when this magnificent physique could be yours?!”


  “Hmm…” Yamato reacted.


  “Muu-sama!” the others cried out.


  No way. She’s actually interested in Gustle’s muscles?!


  As we all stared in disbelief, Gustle broke into a delighted grin.


  “Oh ho! You have a fine eye! What do you think? These muscles… Don’t you want them?”


  “I-I do! I want that body as well!” Yamato admitted eagerly.


  “Hahahahaha! Then there’s no other choice but the Adventurer’s Guild! Come now, all of you, let us obtain this glorious body together! Muscles will never betray you!”


  “That’s not the point. We were going somewhere else—” I tried to interrupt.


  “Mm, we shall register!” Yamato declared.


  “Muu-chan?!” I cried out.


  She actually said it! Look at their faces! Especially Eris. She’s got that full-on sadistic “I won’t let my prey escape” expression!


  “Now then, everyone, this way please! Ohohoho!” Eris laughed haughtily.


  Overwhelmed by Eris’s booming laughter and Gustle’s relentless muscle display, the guardian deity and the others were swept along.


  And just like that, they were dragged off to the Adventurer’s Guild.


   

  Chapter 6: Encroaching Malice


  

  The Forest of War Beasts was a dangerous place where countless monsters dwelled, locked in constant competition for survival.


  Precisely because of its harsh environment, the monsters that endured there were all powerful, so much so that if even a single one wandered into human territory, it could bring about instant devastation.


  Near that forest lay a village where people lived, so the neighboring nation regularly organized subjugation forces to protect its citizens.


  Without such measures, life near the forest would have been impossible.


  Within that very forest, a lone man, S-rank adventurer Euste Horace, had entered on a request.


  “ROOAAR!”


  “Honestly, there’s no end to them,” Euste muttered.


  The creature before him was known as a Crazy Bear, a powerful S-class monster, a threat significant enough that a nation would normally dispatch its military to deal with it.


  As the Crazy Bear swung its massive arms, the surrounding trees were shredded to pieces in an instant.


  And yet, even in the face of such an attack, Euste remained completely unfazed, evading with effortless ease.


  “As expected of a forest this dangerous. Every monster that attacks is S-rank.”


  “ROOAARRR!”


  The Crazy Bear, which had always held absolute confidence in its own strength, could not comprehend the human before it, who continued to evade so calmly.


  Frustration mounting as its attacks failed to land, the beast only accelerated its assault. However, in doing so, it rapidly exhausted its stamina, and before long, signs of fatigue appeared.


  “I’d like to thin them out more than usual this time, so I guess it’s about time!” Euste said.


  “GRAAA—?!”


  In a single instant, his sword flashed.


  The Crazy Bear couldn’t react in time. Its right arm was cleanly severed.


  The creature, which had once stood near the top of the forest’s hierarchy and had never known fear, fell into confusion at what had just occurred.


  And Euste, of course, did not miss that opening.


  “Sorry about this,” he said.


  “RAA—”


  Before it could even finish its roar, its head was severed, and the Crazy Bear dissolved into particles of light as it vanished.


  “Phew. No matter how many I take down, they just keep coming,” Euste muttered, letting out a sigh after defeating it. “Normally this would be the army’s job, but not in times like these.”


  As Euste said, most nations had already fallen under the control of the Kaizell Empire, and his country was no exception. It too had been occupied.


  As a result, the military organization had been restricted, leaving villages near dangerous regions exposed to threats. To compensate, requests were issued by the state and mediated through the Adventurer’s Guild.


  However, the only one in that country’s branch capable of properly completing such requests was Euste, which naturally meant the job fell to him.


  “Either way, I can’t just leave it be. Man, I really hate war,” he said.


  Adventurers of the guild were, in principle, not conscripted into national wars. While requests could be made, they were free to refuse, since the guild occupied a unique position, unaffiliated with any one nation.


  Of course, those with strong patriotism might choose to participate in war, but there was no obligation to do so.


  Instead, they bore responsibility for dealing with threats other than humans: monsters, natural disasters, and the like.


  In particular, when it came to damage caused by monsters, even the poorest of villages could submit requests to the guild. Ordinarily, such villages would struggle to gather the necessary funds to hire help, but the guild itself would make up the difference.


  Because of that, they could request assistance without taking on additional risk. Privileges like these, unique to the guild and its adventurers, allowed them to establish a special standing across many nations.


  That said, the request Euste had taken on this time—thinning out the forest’s monsters before they could cause harm—was usually something handled proactively by the state rather than entrusted to adventurers.


  After collecting the dropped items and taking a short breather, Euste spoke out into empty space.


  “So, how long are you planning to keep watching?”


  “Hahaha, magnificent.”


  Suddenly, darkness seeped into the air as if staining the space itself, and from within it, a man emerged, wearing a deeply pulled hood, his expression unreadable.


  He was one of the Apostles of the Wicked One Cult: Genpel, the Doppelmaker.


  Clapping his hands, Genpel addressed Euste.


  “I suppose I should introduce myself. I am Genpel, an Apostle of the Wicked One Cult. You are Euste Horace, known as Peerless, are you not?”


  Euste remained silent.


  “Hm… You seem quite wary, but rest assured. I have not come to fight you.”


  “What?” Euste replied.


  To Euste, the Wicked One Cult was an undeniable enemy. This very group had once appeared during the first meeting between the Kingdom of Windberg and the Demon Lord’s domain, leading monsters and even targeting Routier, the Demon Lord’s daughter.


  “What do you want with me? I have no business with you,” Euste said coldly.


  “Hahahaha! It seems I am quite disliked. No matter. It’s nothing so complicated. I have merely come to recruit you.”


  Euste’s eyes widened at Genpel’s words.


  “We are always short on capable individuals, you see, especially lately. I hear our numbers have been steadily dwindling due to some unknown presence. Raising new members from scratch is all well and good, but what we truly need are those who can serve immediately. People like you.”


  Euste said nothing.


  “I understand this must be quite sudden, but there’s no need to worry,” Genpel continued smoothly. “You have been chosen… to become part of a new humanity.”


  “New humanity?”


  At the unfamiliar term, Euste tilted his head slightly. Genpel, meanwhile, continued, his tone almost intoxicated.


  “Indeed! The beings that now live across countless worlds were created not only by the Wicked One, but also by the power of those false gods who dared oppose Him. And yet, those remnants of the old era betrayed the Wicked One to those false gods, resulting in His sealing, while those remnants now flourish in the world. However, once we bring about the Wicked One’s descent once more, all of it shall be purified! The remnants of the old era will perish, and a new age under the Wicked One shall begin! And it is as one of that glorious new humanity that I invite you!”


  “So if this Wicked One you worship is revived, everyone living in the present will be wiped out,” Euste said calmly.


  “Precisely. And the Wicked One has already been revived. All that remains is to accumulate power and bring the world under control in perfect order. Now, come! Join us.”


  “I’ll pass,” Euste replied.


  “What?”


  With an easy, unbothered air, Euste stated it plainly.


  “I don’t care what you people believe in, and I’m not interested. But the idea of erasing people who are desperately trying to live their lives… That’s something I can’t agree with.”


  “Why not?” Genpel countered. “Humans do nothing but wage conflict. Not only in this world. Conflict continues even at the far reaches of the universe and beyond dimensions. And why is that? The answer is simple. Humanity is consumed by desire, arrogantly claiming the sacred lands and stars created by the Wicked One as their own. When in truth, everything in existence belongs to Him. But once the Wicked One stands at the pinnacle again, all rights will return to Him. And with the advent of the new humanity, such conflict will cease to exist.”


  “But you’re the ones creating that conflict in the first place,” Euste said. “You’re no different from us. You’re just as much remnants of that old era. Because of you, unnecessary wars are happening.”


  “No, you are mistaken,” Genpel replied coolly. “What we do is not conflict. We merely purge those who are unchosen. It is only because foolish ones refuse to accept it that it becomes conflict. Those who were not chosen need only accept the judgment passed upon them. That is the fate befitting flesh steeped in desire.”


  “Then all the more reason I can’t agree with your way of thinking,” Euste said.


  “What was that?” Genpel’s tone sharpened.


  “For someone who came to recruit me, you don’t seem to understand me. No, not me; adventurers in general,” Euste replied. He fixed Genpel with a steady, unwavering gaze. “We adventurers live by our desires. Though the ones at the Guild Headquarters take it to a whole different level.”


  As memories of the Terbelle guild members surfaced, Euste let out a small, wry smile.


  “Wanting something isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Of course, things that disrupt society should be judged accordingly, but… seriously, how is that guild not punished?” He shook his head slightly. “Anyway, people all have desires, to one extent or another. Mine are pretty ordinary, but I don’t dislike that about myself. The world is full of unfairness, sure, but if you lived in a world without desire, where nothing ever happened, could you really call that living?”


  “The humans of this world once desired precisely that and sought the Wicked One’s protection. And now you say this?” Genpel countered.


  “That’s true. Our ancestors chose the easy path, and as a result, they were abandoned by the gods,” Euste admitted. “But because of that, we were able to learn what it truly means to live.”


  “I cannot understand that,” Genpel said coldly. “Your words amount to nothing more than idealism. Because they were abandoned, they came to suffer needless injustice. And those who suffer such injustice come to resent the world and long for its destruction. All because they have come to feel what you call ‘living.’”


  “Maybe so,” Euste replied. “But at least for me, right now, desire is necessary. So sorry, but I’m going to pass on your offer.”


  He stated it plainly.


  Genpel watched him in silence for a moment before finally letting out a sigh.


  “I see. In the end, you say the same things as they did.”


  “They?” Euste echoed.


  “The other S-rank adventurers,” Genpel replied.


  “They, too, were chosen as members of the new humanity, and yet, they refused. Personally, I would have preferred if they had simply joined us willingly, but honestly, I cannot understand adventurers. In the end, we had no choice but to use force. As a result, most of the S-rank adventurers have now fallen under our command.”


  “What?!” Euste exclaimed.


  He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


  If what he’s saying is true, then most of the S-rank adventurers have already fallen into the hands of the Wicked One Cult.


  Knowing their strength firsthand, Euste found it impossible to accept.


  “Then it looks like I have no choice but to take you down here,” he said.


  “Take me down? What a curious thing to say. Do you truly believe that’s possible?” Genpel asked.


  “Is that so? Then why don’t you find out for yourself?” Euste shot back.


  To uncover the truth about the other S-rank adventurers, he had no choice but to defeat Genpel. And Euste was no ordinary adventurer. He was the strongest among the S-rank, the man known as Peerless.


  Even Euste himself, usually modest, understood that much. And he had no intention of losing.


  But—


  “Hah!” he struck.


  “I wouldn’t expect anything less of the strongest S-rank adventurer,” Genpel remarked calmly.


  “What?!” Euste’s eyes widened.


  Genpel hadn’t even attempted to evade; he had taken the attack head-on.


  Euste’s blade sliced cleanly through him, splitting his body in two.


  “What the—”


  “What’s wrong? Is that all?” Genpel’s voice echoed.


  Startled, Euste turned toward the source of the voice. And there stood Genpel, the very man he had just slain, completely unharmed, as if nothing had happened.


  And yet, the corpse of the Genpel he had just cut down still remained.


  In the midst of this bizarre situation, Euste quickly regained his composure and readied his sword once more.


  “I don’t know what kind of trick you’re using, but if you can revive as many times as you want, I’ll just keep killing you until you can’t anymore,” he said coolly. “From the looks of it, you’re an amateur when it comes to fighting.”


  Just as Euste said, Genpel’s movements lacked the refinement of someone accustomed to combat. No matter how many times he revived, or how many of him appeared, Euste had no intention of losing.


  “Hahahaha! You’re quite right. I’m not particularly skilled in combat,” Genpel admitted. “I wouldn’t dream of facing someone known as Peerless on equal footing.”


  “Then how about surrendering now?” Euste suggested.


  “As if!” Genpel laughed. “If your title truly means there is no equal to you, then all I need to do is prepare one.”


  “What exactly do you—” Euste began.


  At that very moment, Darkness began to gather beside Genpel.


  It slowly took shape, solidifying into something.


  “That’s… impossible…” Euste breathed.


  “Well then, Peerless, this is farewell,” Genpel said.


  ※※※


  


  “As expected, S-rank adventurers do not join us so easily,” Genpel muttered.


  Having accomplished his objective, he had already moved on to another location in pursuit of his next goal.


  “Ideally, they would pledge loyalty to the Wicked One of their own will, but that cannot be helped. This way is easier to manage, in its own way.”


  Just as he had said during his conversation with Euste, Genpel had already made contact with most of the S-rank adventurers and achieved his purpose.


  “Yutis is also replenishing our forces under the Wicked One’s orders, but even so, it won’t be enough manpower. Ideally, I would have Destora the Suredeath and Vitor the Resonant assist as well, but… Hmm.”


  For Genpel, it was difficult to believe that Destora the Suredeath and Vitor the Resonant had been defeated, but if what Yutis had told him was true, then the likelihood was high.


  “A being capable of becoming a threat to us, hm. Even Yutis cannot grasp its true identity…” he muttered. “But when it comes to powerful individuals in this world, there are only a few: the Sword Knight, the Saint of Magic, and the S-rank adventurers. Still, I cannot imagine S-rank adventurers defeating Vitor or Destora. As for the Saint of Magic, Yutis said he had already planted a seed, which leaves the Sword Knight. Could that one truly be so powerful?”


  The more he thought about it, the deeper the mystery became, and Genpel let out a sigh.


  “Well, no matter. By drawing in the S-rank adventurers who could pose a threat, we can eliminate potential dangers while reinforcing our forces. This should ease Yutis’s burden, at least somewhat.”


  After walking for a while, Genpel finally addressed the person waiting before him.


  “And so, that leaves only you, Lightning Empress.”


  The final S-rank adventurer, Lightning Empress Eremina Kisa Windberg, stood facing Genpel, her expression severe.


  “It seems you’ve been quite diligent in snooping around us,” Genpel said.


  “Yes, that’s right,” Eremina replied calmly. “I’ve been investigating you thoroughly.”


  “Then that makes things simple. What do you say? Will you join us?” he asked.


  At his proposal, Eremina’s eyes widened slightly before a faint smile spread across her lips.


  “Heh, so you know I’ve been looking into you, but you don’t know why.”


  “Hm?”


  “I’ve been acting to stop you. Which means this is as far as you go,” she declared.


  “Oh? So you, too, cannot comprehend our noble ideals,” Genpel said with a sigh. “Very well. That unnecessary will of yours is no longer needed. From here on, you will serve as a foundation for us.”


  “You really do just say whatever you want!” Eremina snapped.


  As she spoke, lightning gathered around her right hand before she slammed it into the ground.


  “Lightning Needle Pillar!”


  From the point where Eremina pressed her hand against the ground, sharp pillars of lightning erupted one after another, racing toward Genpel. It was the same magic her son, Roberto, had used during the inter-school tournament at Barbodel Magic Academy. But its scale and power were on an entirely different level.


  And yet, even in the face of such overwhelming magic, Genpel’s composure did not falter.


  “Magnificent! You, like Euste Horace and the other S-rank adventurers, are truly worthy of being used as pieces for the Wicked One!” he exclaimed.


  “Just disappear!” Eremina snapped.


  As if to ensure the outcome, she cast another spell, Thunder Rain, calling down bolts of lightning from above.


  Genpel took the full force of her magic, and in an instant, his body was reduced to cinders.


  “What exactly is that power?” Eremina demanded.


  “Haha. Curious, are you?” came his voice.


  The Genpel who should have been nothing more than ash reappeared completely unharmed, stepping out from behind what seemed to be his own remains.


  “Well, if you choose to join us, you will have plenty of chances to see it for yourself. So surrender quietly.”


  “I don’t know what kind of ability that is, but do you really think that’s enough to beat me?” Eremina said coolly. “I’m just as strong as Euste, you know.”


  “Of course, I’m well aware,” Genpel replied. “That is precisely why I targeted the other S-rank adventurers first: to ensure your capture. You have nowhere to run.”


  “Raijin Armament.”


  Lightning surged over Eremina’s entire body, forming a crackling suit of armor as she fixed Genpel with a sharp glare.


  “There’s a lot I want to ask you,” she said.


  “I, on the other hand, have no such interest,” Genpel replied.


  Channeling her magic, Eremina launched another attack at him. But even as her strike obliterated him, Genpel simply vanished, only to reappear elsewhere moments later.


  And then, black shadows closed in around Eremina from all sides.


  “What is this?!” she gasped.


  “I told you, didn’t I?” Genpel said. “You cannot escape.”


  The shadows surrounding Eremina surged forward all at once, rushing in to swallow her.


   

  Chapter 7: Detainment (Second Time)


  

  Arkciel Castle, located in the royal capital of Terbelle in the Kingdom of Windberg.


  Inside its office, Landzelf carried on with his work as usual.


  “Man, this just never ends. This is exactly why I never wanted to be king in the first place,” he muttered, glancing at the towering stack of documents before him.


  The reason was simple: his father, the former king, had no sons other than Landzelf, and so the throne had passed directly to him.


  That said, Landzelf was highly capable and excelled as a ruler.


  As he wrestled with his paperwork, a knock suddenly came at the door.


  “Hm? Come in,” he called.


  “Excuse me.”


  The one who entered was Florio, Louisse’s older brother.


  Since he hadn’t been expecting a meeting with him, Landzelf looked up from his documents in mild surprise.


  “Oh, Florio. What’s up?”


  “Your Majesty, I’ve come to report on the current state of training,” Florio said.


  “Ah, right. Louisse isn’t around, so I had you handle it instead. So, how is it?”


  “Let’s see… I’ve been overseeing the magic corps for some time now, so there’s nothing new to report there,” Florio replied. “But the regular soldiers are getting stronger by the day, without a doubt.”


  “Oh? You can see that so clearly? It must be a major change, huh?”


  “Yes. Because of the Guild Headquarters.”


  “Is that something I’m supposed to be happy about?”


  Florio’s answer left Landzelf with mixed feelings.


  “Man, with the Kaizell Empire making strange moves lately, we need our soldiers to step up, so getting stronger is a good thing, I guess,” Landzelf said, rubbing his temples. “Though considering the negative impact on the citizens, it’s a headache. Oh, right, I’ve heard the Kaizell Empire has figured out a way to artificially create Transcendants.”


  “Is that true?” Florio asked.


  “It is,” Landzelf replied. “I’ve got George sneaking around over there as a scout, and that’s what he reported. So there’s no doubt about it. Even in our country, the only Transcendant we have is Louisse. Not even the Black Paladin is one yet, and neither are you.”


  “Yes, sir,” Florio answered, his expression darkening slightly at Landzelf’s words.


  “Hey, hey, don’t look so down,” Landzelf said. “We don’t even know if turning someone into a Transcendant artificially can be done without any cost. Besides, Louisse has been on another level lately, especially since she met Seiichi.”


  “My sister truly is remarkable,” Florio said with a gentle smile. “And ever since she met Seiichi-kun, she’s seemed so much more alive. As her brother, that makes me happy.”


  Seeing that expression, Landzelf gave a wry smile in return. With Seiichi’s name brought up, something suddenly came to mind.


  “Speaking of which, I wonder if that princess from the Eastlands Seiichi mentioned made it here safely.”


  “A princess?” Florio repeated.


  “Yeah. Apparently, that guy went and caused another incident,” Landzelf said. “He said he was tired lately and headed to Sazarn for some rest, but while he was there, he ended up picking up some warrior from the Eastlands or something.”


  “That’s already way too much to process,” Florio muttered.


  “And then, one thing led to another. He got dragged into some conflict in the Eastlands and ended up saving an entire country,” Landzelf continued.


  “What do you mean ‘one thing led to another’ leads to saving a country?!” Florio exclaimed.


  “I’d like to know that myself,” Landzelf groaned. Even as he explained it, he couldn’t help but clutch his head. “Seiichi said he didn’t ‘save a country’ or anything, just that he got involved and ended up solving a problem. But no matter how you slice it, that’s basically saving a country.”


  “As outrageous as ever, I see,” Florio said.


  Florio himself hadn’t had many chances to directly witness Seiichi’s full strength, but he had seen glimpses, such as when he helped him learn to hold back and witnessed him lift Landzelf’s curse.


  As for Landzelf, having had his own curse broken, attending the conference with the Demon Lord’s domain, and seeing Seiichi’s connection to Zeros and the others, he had long since been forced to recognize just how extraordinary Seiichi truly was.


  “Well, anyway,” Landzelf concluded, “after everything that happened in the Eastlands, Seiichi ended up forming a connection with their princess, and now that princess is coming to live here in our country.”


  “How does it even end up like that?! And more importantly, how can a princess of an entire nation just casually go live in another country?” Florio exclaimed.


  “I’ve got plenty I could say about it too,” Landzelf replied, “but it sounds like they’ve got their own circumstances. And besides, if anything happens, Seiichi will deal with it. Thinking about it’s a hassle, so I just approved it!”


  “You’ve basically given up, haven’t you?” Florio said.


  “More importantly, ever since getting involved with Seiichi, this country’s been heading in some seriously ridiculous directions,” Landzelf went on. “You’ve got people like Zeros and others moving in one after another. What is this place, some kind of refuge? I mean, I don’t mind, but still!”


  “Well, if it ultimately benefits the country,” Florio said with a wry smile.


  Faced with Landzelf’s half-exasperated outburst, that was all Florio could manage.


  Then, his eyes caught something.


  “Your Majesty, the ring on your hand… It’s glowing,” Florio pointed out.


  “Hm? What?!” Landzelf reacted.


  At Florio’s words, Landzelf looked down at his hand. The stone set in the ring on his ring finger was glowing red.


  The moment he saw it, his expression changed completely.


  “Eremina?!”


  “Has something happened to Lady Eremina?!” Florio asked urgently.


  “This is a Guiding Stone!” Landzelf said. “I had her carry one too, in case something happened, but why now?”


  Caught off guard by the sudden development, Landzelf struggled to process it. To track Eremina’s location and condition, the two of them each carried a Guiding Stone infused with their magic at all times.


  And since Eremina was an S-rank adventurer, she had never been in serious danger before. Until now.


  For the first time, the Guiding Stone, signaling her distress, had activated.


  “What’s going on? What happened to Eremina—”


  “Greetings, Your Majesty.”


  Darkness seeped into one corner of the room, spreading across the space until, from within it, a man emerged.


  Genpel.


  Appearing without the slightest presence, he stood there as if he had always been part of the room.


  In an instant, Florio moved to shield Landzelf, raising his staff.


  Even so, faced with a being who had appeared out of nowhere and reached Landzelf in the blink of an eye, Florio couldn’t hide his shock. Cold sweat trickled down his back.


  Amid it all, Landzelf remained composed, fixing his gaze on the man as he spoke.


  “Who are you?”


  “Oh? It seems you’re not familiar with me. Though surely you’ve heard of the organization I belong to… from your wife, perhaps?”


  “The Wicked One Cult,” Landzelf said.


  “Precisely! Allow me to introduce myself properly,” the man said with a grin. “I am Genpel, the Doppelmaker, an Apostle of the Wicked One Cult. And the reason I have contacted you in this manner is none other than… your wife.”


  “Don’t tell me… It was you!” Landzelf snapped. “Where is Eremina?!”


  Despite Landzelf’s fury, Genpel’s smile never wavered.


  “No need to be so hasty. There’s no need to rush. I’ll explain,” he said calmly. “As you’ve already realized, your wife is currently in our custody.”


  “Eremina…” Landzelf growled.


  With a snap of Genpel’s fingers, an image appeared in the air. It showed Eremina: battered, bound, and unconscious.


  “You bastard…” Landzelf spat.


  “Your anger is understandable,” Genpel replied lightly. “But she resisted, so we had no choice but to be a bit rough. Rest assured, now that she’s subdued, she’s being treated with care.”


  “What do you want?” Landzelf asked, forcing down his rage.


  Genpel’s lips curled into a thin, unpleasant smile.


  “I appreciate how quick you are to understand. My demand is quite simple,” he said. “Offer up the military strength of the Kingdom of Windberg… No, offer up the entire nation.”


  “What are you talking about?!” Florio shouted.


  As Florio shouted, ready to unleash a spell at any moment, Genpel continued, “What I mean is exactly as I said. The Kingdom of Windberg once held talks with the Demon Lord’s domain, did it not? We interfered at that time as well, but for some reason, our Apostles became unusable. Not only that, even the Apostles scattered across various lands have been falling one after another. That is precisely why we must replenish our forces. And among all places, this country has an abundance of high-quality soldiers. It is… convenient.”


  “If it’s manpower you want, why not go to the Kaizell Empire?” Landzelf shot back. “I hear they’re full of Transcendants.”


  “Hah. Beings who cling to the concept of levels, barely surpassing level 500, can hardly be called strong,” Genpel scoffed. “Besides, once under our command, we can create as many Transcendants as we please. That is why it is far more efficient to acquire soldiers with innate talent, such as those in this country.”


  Landzelf fell silent.


  “Furthermore,” Genpel went on, “is it not strange that there is still no nation on this planet that places the Wicked One Cult at its pinnacle? That is why I intend to make the Kingdom of Windberg the first offering to the Wicked One.”


  Landzelf understood the demand, but there was no way he could accept it. If he agreed, the kingdom would fall under the control of the Wicked One Cult. And worse, he would be offering up his own people for the sake of his personal feelings.


  It didn’t matter that Eremina was an S-rank adventurer. It didn’t matter that she was his beloved wife. He could not sacrifice the nation to save her.


  And yet, if he refused, there was no telling what would happen to her.


  As he found himself unable to answer, Genpel let out a quiet laugh.


  “Hehehe… I am a generous man. I won’t demand an answer immediately. I will give you one week,” he said. “There should be a place in this country called the Cave of the Mountain God, correct? Once you have your answer, come there. If you agree to my terms, your wife will be returned safely.”


  He paused, his smile widening.


  “Of course, you are free to come and take her back by force with all your military strength. I have no intention of running or hiding. In fact, it would save me the trouble of searching if you all came at once,” he added lightly. “Though in that case, not only your wife and yourself, but your entire nation will be wiped out. Hahaha!”


  Landzelf stiffened.


  “Niflheim!”


  Unable to hold back any longer, Florio unleashed his magic at the laughing Genpel.


  It was the ultimate ice-element spell, powerful enough to freeze not only Genpel but nearly the entire room in an instant.


  Genpel made no attempt to evade it.


  Still smiling, he was frozen solid, then shattered into pieces.


  And yet—


  “Hahahahaha! I look forward to our next meeting.”


  Despite the shattered remains of Genpel lying before them, his laughter echoed through the room before gradually fading.


  At the same time, the fragments of his body crumbled like sand and vanished completely.


  “Your Majesty, my apologies. I acted on impulse,” Florio said.


  “No, it’s fine,” Landzelf replied. “More importantly, what do we do now?”


  The ability to appear anywhere without even Florio detecting him, the inexplicable power they had just witnessed, and the fact that he had defeated Eremina.


  All of it made one thing clear: Genpel possessed strength beyond that of an S-rank adventurer.


  Even though the soldiers of the Kingdom of Windberg were strong, there was no telling how well they could stand against such an unknown opponent.


  As Landzelf held his head in frustration, Florio spoke with a serious expression. “For now, we should assemble a subjugation force. Fortunately, the Cave of the Mountain God he mentioned is close by, and with a week’s time, Louisse and the others should be able to return in time.”


  “No. If we go in large numbers, we’ll provoke the Mountain,” Landzelf said.


  “Ah,” Florio realized.


  The Cave of the Mountain God that Genpel had designated was located atop the back of a colossal monster known simply as the Mountain.


  True to its name, its size was beyond comprehension. Under normal circumstances, it functioned like an ordinary mountain, and despite being a living creature, it bestowed various natural blessings on those upon it.


  Among those blessings was also a trait of the creature known as the Mountain itself.


  The Mountain remained in a constant slumber, unmoving, but if a large number of people attempted to cross over it, the disturbance would awaken it, and it would attack those who had disrupted its rest.


  So long as it was not provoked, it posed no threat and granted only its blessings. Because of that, the Mountain was even spoken of as a guardian deity of the Kingdom of Windberg.


  But under the current circumstances, that made things extremely inconvenient.


  If they deployed a large force to retrieve Eremina from Genpel, that alone could awaken the Mountain. In the worst case, it could even lead to the destruction of Terbelle itself.


  That meant a small, elite rescue unit was necessary.


  Yet considering that Genpel had withstood Florio’s magic unharmed and had even defeated Eremina, it was hard to believe he was an opponent that a small group could handle.


  “What the hell are we supposed to do?” Landzelf muttered.


  He sank into his seat, clutching his head in frustration.


  ※※※


  


  “Hehe! I’m satisfied!”


  “We ended up registering,” Yaiba muttered.


  After the previous events, they had been forcibly dragged along by Gustle and the others. And just like that, Yamato and the others ended up registering.


  Since Al was with them, the test was quickly cleared, allowing them to complete the registration without issue.


  No, they ended up completing it.


  “This is my guild card!” Yamato exclaimed, holding up the card she had just received, her eyes sparkling.


  The original plan had been for only the Guardian Deity and Tsukikage to register, but Yamato had strongly insisted, and in the end, all three signed up.


  Since Yamato had sealed away her heart until recently, I’d assumed she wouldn’t understand much about society, but she managed to clear every part of the test using her own abilities.


  The only area she seemed to struggle with was physical labor that required raw strength, but the subjugation test, which I’d thought would be the biggest problem, was cleared with ease.


  That was when I first saw her power.


  She could truly create something from nothing and, conversely, erase something that existed into nothingness.


  At first, she instantly erased the slime used in the subjugation test, leaving us stunned, but since that didn’t leave any proof of defeat, they had her redo it using another method.


  This time, she produced fire and lightning, like magic, and used them to destroy the slime.


  But unlike magic, which required some sort of cost or resource, she created and controlled fire and lightning with zero cost.


  That’s completely ridiculous.


  “Oh, right, Seiichi! I want to go give my thanks!” Yamato said.


  “Huh? Thanks? To whom?” I asked.


  “Of course, to the king of this country!”


  “Muu-sama?! That’s a bit…” Tsukikage started.


  “Ah, well, let’s go try,” I said.


  “You can do that?!” Tsukikage’s eyes widened.


  “Isn’t that strange?! Just who exactly are you, Seiichi-dono?! Being able to meet royalty so easily isn’t something a normal person can do!”


  “Huh? Seiichi isn’t normal, though?” Saria said.


  “Saria?!” I cried.


  Why is everyone acting like it’s weird for me to be normal?!


  “Hmm… this is one of those things where the only explanation is that it’s Seiichi,” Al said.


  “Mm… It’s because he’s Seiichi-oniichan,” Origa added.


  “Because he is our master!” Lulune chimed in.


  “That doesn’t explain anything?!” I shot back.


  “Ahaha…”


  While Al and the others responded with a strangely resolved air, Tsukikage could only look on in confusion.


  Well, her reaction was the normal one. There was no way an ordinary person could casually meet royalty.


  It was like heading to the royal castle and having a guard take you straight to Landzelf.


  Now that I actually think about it, that’s completely insane.


  “Well, I don’t know if we can actually meet him, but maybe I’d recognize one of the guards. Let’s try asking them first,” I said.


  “Oh! As expected of Seiichi!” Muu-chan beamed.


  “Ever since meeting Seiichi-dono, my values and common sense have been completely shattered,” Tsukikage muttered.


  “He’s basically a walking bundle of absurdity,” Al added.


  “That’s a pretty harsh way to put it?!” I protested.


  I’m just living normally here. Trouble just keeps showing up on its own and breaking everything!


  And so, we set off toward the castle with Yamato and the others.


  But—


  “Huh? It’s kind of hectic here,” I said.


  We’d reached the castle entrance, but instead of the usual guards standing watch and greeting visitors, even they were rushing around in a frenzy. On top of that, everyone looked unusually serious.


  “Did something happen?” Al asked.


  “I don’t know.” I shook my head.


  As I was unable to answer, I happened to spot Florio nearby.


  “Ah, Florio-san!”


  “Huh? Seiichi-kun?” he said, eyes widening as he hurried over.


  Then, he grabbed my hand.


  “Sorry, I’m borrowing Seiichi-kun!” he announced.


  “Huh?”


  “Huh?” everyone echoed.


  “Come on, this way!”


  “Am I getting dragged off again?!” I yelped.


  Just like the first time I came to this castle, I ended up being hauled away, practically under arrest, as I shouted in protest.


   

  Chapter 8: Landzelf’s Request


  

  “Your Majesty!”


  “Florio?”


  “Ah, Landzelf-san. Hello.”


  “What exactly is going on here?”


  Still being dragged along by Florio, I somehow managed to greet Landzelf.


  No, seriously, if anything, I’m the one who wants to ask what’s going on here.


  Before long, Saria and the others caught up with us.


  “Hey, what’s with all of you showing up together?” Landzelf said.


  “Your Majesty! For this situation, what if we entrusted it to Seiichi-kun?!” Florio said urgently.


  “Huh?”


  Florio spoke with a desperate intensity.


  “To ensure we can rescue her from that man with the unknown power, we need sufficient force. Regrettably, even if I or even Louisse, the Knight of the Sword, were present, I cannot say we’d win. That man is just that much of an enigma. That is precisely why we need a large force to rescue Lady Eremina.”


  He clenched his fist.


  “However, if we mobilize a large army, we won’t just be facing that man. We’d also have to deal with the Mountain. In that case, we may not even be able to reach the Cave of the Mountain God he specified, let alone carry out a rescue. But if it’s Seiichi-kun…”


  As the conversation progressed, with me still not fully grasping the situation, Landzelf shook his head, a serious expression on his face.


  “No. I won’t drag Seiichi into this. He’s helped us more than enough already. We can’t keep relying on him for everything.”


  “But—”


  “Um… what exactly happened?” I asked.


  I only understood fragments, but it clearly sounded serious.


  There was talk of rescue operations and military strength. Definitely not a good sign. Still, if there was something I could do, I wanted to help.


  But Landzelf simply smiled in response.


  “It’s nothing you need to worry about,” he said. “More importantly, those girls there, are they the ones you mentioned?”


  “Yes! I am Yaiba, the Guardian Deity,” Yaiba said.


  “I am Tsukikage Eiya. And this here is our lord, Muu Yamato,” she added.


  “I see. Sorry about the chaos right after you arrived,” Landzelf said. “Still, I hope you can take your time and enjoy the country.”


  As Landzelf spoke with a smile, Yamato stared intently at his face.


  And then—


  “What are you hesitating for? You should just ask Seiichi for help,” she said.


  “Huh?”


  “When you’re in trouble, asking for help sounds simple, but it’s often harder than it seems. And yes, if you were the kind of person who relied entirely on others or took advantage of their goodwill, I wouldn’t say anything. But you’ve tried to resolve this with your own strength, and if you’ve realized that’s not enough, then you should honestly rely on those around you.”


  Landzelf fell silent.


  “More importantly, this situation was caused by someone else’s unreasonable actions, wasn’t it? Then there’s no need for you to hold back. This isn’t your fault.”


  “How do you know all that?” Landzelf asked. “From the look on Florio's face, you haven’t heard the details.”


  Yamato spoke as if she already knew the cause of everything, and Landzelf couldn’t hide his surprise.


  Actually, all of us were surprised. But ignoring our reactions, Yamato puffed out her chest proudly.


  “Hehe! Because I’m Muu-chan! I know everything!”


  “That doesn’t really answer anything, Muu-chan,” I said.


  “Doesn’t it? More importantly, why don’t you understand, Seiichi?” she shot back.


  “Why me?!”


  Even if you ask me, I don’t know because I don’t know!


  “Well, whatever,” she continued. “The most important thing is to rely on those you can rely on. I couldn’t do that, and that’s why I ended up closing off my heart.”


  “Muu-chan…”


  She hadn’t been able to rely on anyone and had suffered as a result.


  That was exactly why her words carried so much weight.


  Even Landzelf, who didn’t know her well, grew serious.


  But despite that, he still hesitated.


  And so, I spoke up.


  “Um, please tell me what happened. I don’t know what I can do, but I want to help,” I said.


  “Seiichi…”


  “I really like this country. Sure, there are a lot of… over-the-top people here, but everyone’s warm,” I continued.


  “Besides, you helped me out at Noard-san’s shop, didn’t you? So please, let me repay that.”


  “You’ve already repaid it more than enough,” Landzelf said. “When I was cursed, when we held talks with the Demon Lord’s side…”


  That might be how he saw it, but to me, I still hadn’t repaid him nearly enough.


  He let us stay in such a great country and even accepted my parents.


  No matter how much I did, it wouldn’t be enough.


  Then, Saria, who had been listening, raised her hand.


  “Me, me! We’ll help too!” she said brightly. “If someone’s in trouble, we’ve gotta help!”


  “Yeah, of course I will too. Though if Seiichi’s helping, I feel like we might not even be needed.” Al added.


  “There’s no need for Master to act! The enemy will simply self-destruct!” Lulune declared.


  “Glutton. That’s a bit…” Origa paused. “Actually, that might happen.”


  “That might happen?!” I exclaimed.


  Origa, that’s not going to happen! And Zora, don’t just accept that!


  “A-Anyway! We want to help! So please, tell us what happened.” I urged.


  “You guys.” Landzelf looked over all of us, then finally steeled himself and began to speak. “Alright. The truth is… my wife, Eremina, has been abducted by an Apostle of the Wicked One Cult.”


  “Wha—?! Eremina-san?!” I blurted out.


  I remembered her.


  She was Landzelf’s wife and an S-rank adventurer who traveled the world gathering information.


  And when we first met, she was the one who told me about the Wicked One Cult.


  “Eremina always liked traveling. While working as an adventurer, she gathered all kinds of information during her journeys and shared it with me… with the country. Among that was information about the Wicked One Cult. But… this time, that doesn’t seem to be the reason,” Landzelf said.


  “Huh? So she wasn’t targeted for investigating the Wicked One Cult?” I asked.


  “That might still be part of it,” he replied, “but it seems their main goal is immediate combat strength. They’re gathering people to turn into Apostles.”


  “To turn them into Apostles? B-But I can’t imagine Eremina-san ever agreeing to something like that.”


  “I don’t know the details, but it sounds like they have some kind of unknown power that can force people to obey,” Landzelf said grimly. “Whether it’s brainwashing or something else, I can’t say.”


  “Brainwashing…” I repeated.


  T-This just got way more dangerous. I mean, I knew they were bad news, but still…


  “And considering Eremina’s capture and the way that man spoke,” Landzelf continued, “there’s a chance other S-rank adventurers have already been taken as well.”


  “Wha—?!”


  “No way! Those perverts?!” Al blurted out.


  Al, isn’t that reaction a bit off? Well, I can’t say I blame her.


  I didn’t know much about other S-rank adventurers besides Eremina, but Gustle and Eris were former S-ranks, too, right?


  The idea of monsters like those two getting captured…


  I really can’t picture it.


  “Then, does that mean they captured Eremina-san to use her as part of their forces?” I asked.


  “No. Their real target is this country itself,” Landzelf said. “They intend to take this entire nation as a resource for their so-called god. Something about offering the concept of a country to it.”


  I fell silent.


  I didn’t know how the Wicked One Cult planned to pull that off, but if they were saying it outright, then they had to be confident they could.


  This is way worse than I thought.


  “We need to stop them as soon as possible. From what you said earlier, you already know where they are, right?” I said.


  “Yeah,” Landzelf replied. “It seems they’re waiting for us to surrender. Which probably means they have something that lets them repel us even if we try to take her back by force.”


  “And the bigger issue is the location he specified,” Florio added. “It’s a place called the Cave of the Mountain God. Because of the Mountain, we can’t march in with a large force.”


  From what I gathered, that place was located on the back of the creature known as the Mountain.


  If too many people set foot on it, the literal mountain that was actually a monster, it would awaken in anger and rampage.


  They really picked an inconvenient place. Though that’s probably part of their strategy too.


  Still—


  “If it’s just us…”


  “It’ll be fine! Even if all of us go, we’re only six!” Saria said.


  “We shall assist as well!” Yaiba offered.


  “No, you’ve been through a lot. You should rest,” I said.


  “That applies to you as well, does it not?” Yaiba replied.


  “Yaiba, this is Seiichi we’re talking about. He’ll be fine,” Yamato said.


  “Indeed,” someone agreed.


  “Why are you convinced?!”


  There’s no reason I’d be fine just because it’s me! Muu-chan’s blind confidence is kind of scary!


  “A-Anyway! If that’s all, we’ll head out right now. Though I don’t actually know where it is.”


  “Don’t worry. I do,” Al said with a firm nod.


  With that, the location problem was solved.


  “Alright then, Landzelf-san, we’re off!”


  “I’m counting on you to save Eremina,” he said. A mixture of emotions crossed his face as he lowered his head.


   

  Chapter 9: The True Nature of the “Mountain”


  

  “So this is the Mountain.”


  After receiving Landzelf’s official request, we left the city immediately. This was my first time visiting the place called the Mountain, but it looked nothing like the back of a monster, just ordinary, natural scenery.


  “It’s incredible. To think this is a monster’s back…” someone murmured.


  “Mm. Astonishing,” Origa said, nodding her head in agreement. “I heard about it when I was in the Kaizell Empire, but I thought it was a lie. Turns out it was real.”


  “Well, it’s not something you’d normally believe,” Al added. “I’ve never seen its full form. I’ve never even seen it moving, but because of this Mountain, and another existence like it called the Sea, the Kingdom of Windberg is hard for enemy nations to invade.”


  The more I heard, the harder it was to believe.


  As I was thinking that, Saria stretched beside me.


  “Mm! This feeling… It’s been a while!”


  “Now that you mention it, we haven’t really been around nature much since leaving the Forest of Endless Heartbreak, huh?” I said.


  “Yeah! That’s why being somewhere with lots of trees like this makes me feel nostalgic!”


  Putting dungeons aside, the last time we’d been somewhere this full of nature in the outside world was the forest near Barbodel Magic Academy.


  The Mountain we were on was lush and vibrant, its trees full of life. It didn’t have the ominous atmosphere of the Forest of Endless Heartbreak, nor did it feel like a jungle. It was refreshing, like the kind of place you could enjoy a peaceful forest walk.


  “With how nice this feels, I might just revert to my wild side.”


  “Don’t suddenly revert!”


  Right beside me, Saria suddenly shifted into her gorilla form, Goria. Still, Goria surrounded by trees just seemed natural. It fit too perfectly.


  “Am I beautiful?” she asked.


  “What kind of question is that?”


  I mean, sure, she is, but what am I even being made to think here?


  Putting that ridiculous exchange aside, we continued onward. Perhaps thanks to Goria, any monsters that spotted us immediately fled. As expected of the king of the forest…


  I hadn’t expected zero monster attacks, but it made our progress smooth. After climbing for a while, Al suddenly stopped.


  “I see it. That’s the Cave of the Mountain God.”


  What lay before us was a massive cliff face of exposed rock, with a large opening gaping in its surface. Despite its grand name, there were no signs of human intervention, and beyond the opening stretched only darkness.


  Then Al explained.


  “As the name suggests, it’s just a cave on the back of the Mountain, so that’s what it’s called. There’s no deeper meaning to it. That said, it’s still a mysterious place. No one knows if there’s even anything to mine inside.”


  “Really?” I asked.


  “As a nation, or even as adventurers, we’d want to explore it, sure,” she continued. “But if we mess with it and end up damaging the Mountain itself, that’d be a disaster. So we leave it alone.”


  “Then… if we fight in here…” I began.


  “Yeah, we’ll have to be careful. Especially you, Seiichi,” Al said. “If you go all out like usual, you might not just take out that Wicked One Cult guy. You could end up destroying the Mountain, too. So watch it.”


  What kind of warning is that? I thought, but I couldn’t deny it, so I made a mental note.


  That meant this was going to be even harder to fight in than I’d expected.


  If blowing away the Mountain itself were an option, that’d be one thing, but since its existence contributed to the nation’s welfare, we couldn’t just destroy it outright.


  I didn’t know what kind of power our opponent had, but this was a problem.


  At that moment, I glanced down at the ground beneath my feet, the Mountain itself, and activated my Advanced Appraisal skill.


  
    >Daidarabotchi Spine: Level ???

  


  Daidarabotchi? Wait, the one from Japanese folklore?!


  More importantly, this is a spine?! As in, that protruding bone-like part?!


  I couldn’t keep up with my own thoughts.


  If this wasn’t its back but its spine…


  Just how big is this thing?!


  So all the mountain ranges stretching across the Kingdom of Windberg make up Daidarabotchi’s back?


  Wait a second, if that’s the case…


  “It’s sleeping face-down?!” I blurted out.


  “What are you talking about?” Goria tilted her head in confusion.


  “I-I mean… I wanted to know what this Mountain really is, so I tried appraising it,” I said.


  “Ah, and it didn’t work, right? Apparently, a bunch of countries have tried, but it’s so huge the skill—”


  “Uh, it worked though.”


  “Why?!” Al shouted.


  That’s what I want to know! Also, if it wasn’t supposed to work, you should’ve said that earlier! My idea of ‘normal’ just keeps getting further away…


  “So, what’s it called?” Al asked.


  “It’s a monster called Daidarabotchi.”


  “Never heard of it,” she said.


  “Mm. Me neither,” Origa added.


  “Neither have I. Even from before I was sealed in the dungeon.”


  “Master, can we eat it?” Lulune asked.


  “You’re thinking of eating it?!”
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  Daidarabotchi is supposed to be humanoid, right? Right?! Or is it different in this world?


  Setting Lulune’s usual reaction aside, even Al and the others didn’t seem to recognize it. If that was the case, then even in the Kingdom of Windberg, its true nature must have only been confirmed long ago.


  Still, since it reacted whenever large numbers of people gathered, its existence itself was in no doubt.


  “In my world, there was a yokai with the same name,” I said. “If it’s the same thing, then it’s probably some kind of gigantic humanoid.”


  “You’ve gotta be kidding. I always thought it was something like a giant turtle or dragon,” Al muttered.


  “Al, this is not its back.”


  “Huh?”


  “It’s apparently its spine.”


  Not just Al. Everyone fell silent at that.


  Well, yeah, figures.


  “Sleeping face-down like that must be uncomfortable.”


  “That’s not the part to be surprised about! It’s the size!” Al snapped.


  “Mm. But Seiichi-oniichan has a point. It must sleep pretty well,” Origa said.


  “I wonder where its head is. Is its face buried in the ground?” Zora added.


  “Origa, Zora, you’ve both gone off the deep end! That’s not what matters! If something that huge starts rampaging, a whole country could be wiped out in no time!” Al shouted.


  She was right. If a Daidarabotchi of this scale actually woke up, it wouldn’t just be this Mountain. It would mean all the mountain ranges of the Kingdom of Windberg rising up at once.


  That’s seriously not something to joke about.


  If I tried to brute-force things like usual, this could turn into a disaster.


  “Mm, I don’t know how much the enemy thought this through, but for Seiichi-oniichan, this is a troublesome location,” Origa said.


  “If it becomes an obstacle to Master, we can simply blow it away, can’t we?” Lulune suggested.


  “Glutton. Idiot.”


  “Why?!”


  “If you blow it away, Daidarabotchi will wake up. The whole point is to avoid harming it in the first place.”


  Pressing a hand to my head at Lulune’s overly muscle-brained remark, I refocused and looked toward the cave.


  “Honestly, I wish I didn’t use Appraisal, but it’s too late now. We need to rescue Eremina as soon as possible, so let’s proceed carefully.”


  Everyone nodded at my words, and we stepped into the cave.


  For what it was worth, since we were entering a cave from the forest, Saria had returned to her human form. Apparently, it was because we were no longer in the forest. I really don’t understand those wild instincts.


  “This isn’t a dungeon, so normally, we wouldn’t have to worry about traps,” Al said. “But since the enemy chose this place, keep that possibility in mind.”


  Taking her warning to heart, we moved deeper inside.


  As expected, there wasn’t a single light source, leaving the cave in complete darkness. However, none of us had any trouble with that.


  Al and Origa could see in the dark thanks to skills they’d likely acquired as adventurers. Saria and Lulune didn’t seem to have any issues either, probably due to their animal-based vision. Though I have no idea whether gorillas or donkeys can actually see in the dark.


  What surprised me was Zora. I’d assumed she, like Saria, could see in the dark, but it turned out she was using a completely different method to perceive her surroundings.


  “U-Um, unlike everyone else, I can see temperature with my eyes. And by spreading the magic power that naturally flows from my body, I can also grasp the surrounding environment.”


  When she mentioned it, I remembered hearing that snakes had organs to detect heat. Since Zora was of a snake-based race, she probably had a similar ability. As for me, thanks to my World Eye, I could see inside the cave as clearly as if it were daylight.


  As we proceeded cautiously, Al tilted her head. “Weird. I figured there’d be at least one or two traps set up, but I’m not sensing anything.”


  “Yeah. I don’t feel any monsters either,” Saria added. “It really just feels like a normal cave.”


  Just as they said, even with how far we’d gone, there wasn’t a single sign of danger. If there was one thing to note, it was that the footing was a little uneven. That was about it.


  “Mm… Doesn’t look like there are any special minerals either,” Al remarked, glancing around.


  “Well, even if there were something valuable here, it’d be a pain to mine it. Maybe it’s better this way,” Saria said with a shrug.


  “Considering it’s part of a spine, yeah,” I agreed.


  Saria shook her head. “I still can’t believe that. It was already strange enough thinking this thing had a forest on its back, but a spine? That makes even less sense.”


  “Maybe it grew during a growth spurt,” Al mused thoughtfully.


  “What kind of possibility is that?” Saria shot Al a skeptical look.


  I wasn’t entirely sure myself, but maybe Al was right. Maybe it really was just a forest on its back long ago, and after some kind of rapid growth, like a human growth spurt, part of its spine ended up becoming the forest.


  No… Yeah. Probably not.


  As we continued onward like that, we eventually reached a wide, open space.


  “What is this?”


  Just as I was looking around, a voice suddenly called out to us.


  “Oh? It seems we have some unexpected guests.”


  Everyone reacted instantly, taking up combat stances, as a man emerged from the depths of the cave.


  He wore a hooded robe that completely concealed his face. This had to be the mysterious man that Florio had mentioned: the Apostle of the Cult of the Demon God.


  But aside from that, something else left me utterly stunned.


  “I was hoping perhaps the Sword Knight or the Black Paladin would come. What a disappointment.”


  “…”


  “Is the Kingdom of Windberg underestimating the situation? No matter how many adventurers you send to test the waters, the result will not change.”


  “…”


  “You’ve been silent this whole time. If you have something to say—”


  “You copied me!”


  “Huh?”


  At my outburst, not only the man but also Saria and the others tilted their heads in confusion, but I didn’t have the luxury to care.


  “Why are you wearing a robe?! That overlaps with me!”


  “Why are you getting mad about that?”


  “I don’t want matching outfits like this!”


  “Just shut up,” Al snapped.


  No, Al. You say that, but this is my identity, or something like that.


  As I struggled to figure out how to explain it, the man—who had been momentarily taken aback by my reaction—clicked his tongue in irritation and spoke. “It seems you fail to grasp the situation. What exactly have you come here to do?”


  “To rescue Eremina, obviously.”


  “Hmph. The Kingdom of Windberg has truly declined, sending such incomprehensible fools. Have they given up on the Lightning Empress?”


  “What?”


  As he spoke, the man snapped his fingers, and from deeper within the cave, several figures began to emerge.


  At first, I tensed, assuming they were Apostles of the Cult of the Demon God, but—


  “Huh?”


  “No way.”


  What appeared instead were people who looked like adventurers, their expressions vacant and hollow.


  Eremina wasn’t among them, but one familiar face stood out.


  “That’s… Gargarand?!”


  Among the group that had come from the depths of the cave was none other than the S-rank adventurer, Gargarand.


  As I stared in shock, Al fixed the man with a fierce glare and said, “It’s not just Gargarand. Every single one of them… They’re all S-rank adventurers.”


  “That can’t be…”


  “You bastard! What did you do to them? To Nem?!”


  It seemed that one of the S-rank adventurers was someone Al knew, because she exploded with a level of rage I had never seen from her before.


  Now that I thought about it, back when Al still had her misfortune curse, she’d said she could live normally in Terbelle thanks to a barrier set up by someone she knew.


  That person must have been Nem, the S-rank adventurer.


  But now, every one of those S-rank adventurers stood there as if they were being controlled, their expressions completely devoid of emotion.


  “What? Did the King of Windberg not tell you? We need military strength. Those here are the pieces that have become that strength.”


  “Pieces?!”


  “Yes. And as proof… Watch.”


  As the man spread his arms, more and more of the same S-rank adventurers appeared from the depths of the cave.


  “H-How is this possible?! There are so many of the same person!”


  “Seiichi! Everyone here… They’re not normal!” Saria called out.


  “Huh?”


  “How do I explain it? Routier-chan’s father, Zephal, had his body taken over while his mind became something else, but these are all fakes! Not only that, I can’t even sense any life force from them.”


  “Now that you mention it…”


  During my training in the underworld with Zeanos and the others, I learned to sense and manipulate life force to deal with evil spirits.


  Even to me, none of the S-rank adventurers before us had any life force.


  And the same applied to the mysterious man.


  “You’re a fake too.”


  “So you noticed. But rest assured, I do keep my promises. If you can overcome this situation, I will return the Lightning Empress to you. If she’s still alive, of course.”


  “You bastard! Get back here!”


  After saying that, the mysterious man dissolved into the darkness and vanished.


  Al immediately tried to chase after him, but the fake S-rank adventurers blocked her path, allowing him to escape.


  “Damn it! Where the hell did he go?! At this rate—”


  “Al, calm down,” I said. “It looks like he’s still somewhere in this cave.”


  “Huh?”


  “Saria mentioned sensing life force, so I tried it too. There are two presences deeper inside the cave. I’m guessing one is that man’s real body and the other is Eremina.”


  “I see. Then we’ve gotta deal with these guys first.”


  Fortunately, these S-rank adventurers appeared to be fakes, so there was no need to hesitate in taking them down.


  But—


  “Take this! And this!”


  Al swung her axe with full force, but the S-rank adventurer, who looked like a male member of the demon race, caught the blow with ease.


  “What?!”


  And not just that—


  “They’re strong,” Origa muttered.


  “I-I can’t even follow their movements with my eyes!” Zora cried.


  Origa and Zora were struggling against attacks from a man with a massive afro and a woman who carried herself like a noble.


  Seriously, what is with that afro? Every time Origa throws a kunai, it just gets absorbed into it.


  Each of the S-rank adventurers, with their distinct traits, demonstrated their abilities to the fullest.


  “These guys are fakes, but their strength is the real deal?”


  “In that case, we can go all out, right? Take this!”


  At Al’s words, Saria smiled and transformed into Goria for the second time that day, then punched an approaching S-rank adventurer.


  The force was overwhelming, blasting away not just one, but several of them at once.


  “What a hassle. Just disappear.”


  Lulune casually kicked an S-rank adventurer, and the aftershock alone erased several of them.


  “If I fight, the cave’s probably going to collapse.”


  I figured even if it did collapse, we’d manage somehow, but we still hadn’t rescued Eremina, and there was no telling how the Daidarabotchi would react.


  Even so, I couldn’t just leave everything to Saria and the others. We had to move fast, so I drew White, the Rapier of Burgeoning Love.


  “Everyone! When I give the signal, duck!”


  “Got it!”


  “Then… now!”


  Once everyone responded, I held back as much as I could and swung my sword in a wide arc, spinning as I struck.


  Even with my power restrained to the absolute limit, the slash that was released was enormous.


  It spread outward from me in all directions, and in an instant, every single S-rank adventurer was erased.


  “I mean… I was hoping to thin them out a bit, but wiping them all out? Seriously?”


  “You’re as ridiculous as ever,” Al said.


  And strangely enough, just as my slash was about to hit the cave walls, the rock surface shifted like clay, writhing out of the way and automatically avoiding it.


  The world really goes out of its way for me.


  “Anyway! Let’s hurry and get to Eremina!” I said it as if to brush things off, and together, we headed deeper into the cave.


   

  Chapter 10: The Strongest Enemy?


  

  As we went deeper into the cave, the fake S-rank adventurers attacked us again, but we pushed forward, knocking them aside as we did.


  According to Al, these fakes were just as strong as the real ones, but honestly, I think S-rank adventurers are strong because of their sheer weirdness, too. Well, aside from Eremina and Gargarand, I don’t really know what the others are like. Still, if they’re anything like Gustle and Eris, there’s no way they’re normal.


  Thinking that, we finally reached the deepest part of the cave.


  There, chained to the wall and bound in place, was Eremina, and beside her, the mysterious man.


  The moment he noticed us, his eyes widened.


  “Impossible?! How did you get past that many S-rank adventurers?!”


  “Sorry, but that wasn’t enough to stop us.”


  Though I did wonder what would’ve happened if they were the real bunch of perverts. Fakes weren’t scary.


  As we finally made it, Eremina, still bound to the wall, noticed us.


  “Seiichi… is that you?”


  “Yes! We came to rescue you at King Landzelf’s request!”


  “Don’t… Run… You can’t win against this man… no matter what…”


  “Huh?”


  Tilting my head at her words, the man smiled.


  “Hahaha. Indeed. I did not expect you to defeat those S-rank adventurers and make it this far, but no matter what happens, the outcome will not change. Your defeat is assured.”


  “What did you say?”


  “Come to think of it, I have yet to introduce myself. I am Genpel the Doppelmaker, an Apostle of the Cult of the Demon God.”


  The mysterious man, Genpel, gave a polite bow as he spoke, then lifted his head and smiled eerily.


  “You’d at least like to know who will turn you into their pawn, wouldn’t you? Remember it well… though you won’t have the chance for long.”


  “I’ve been listening to you run your mouth this whole time. Do you even understand the situation?” Al snapped, glaring at him. “Those fake S-rank adventurers you set up didn’t work on us. And from what I can see, you’re not even that strong yourself, so what exactly are you planning?”


  I tried to appraise Genpel just in case, but, strangely enough, he had no status at all.


  It was as if he wasn’t a being from this world, or rather, as if he existed outside the system of this world. In any case, it felt like he had come from somewhere where the very concept of a “status” didn’t exist. So I couldn’t say anything for certain, but since Saria and the others nodded at Al’s assessment, Genpel himself probably wasn’t that strong.


  Why can’t I tell? Well, thanks to Zeanos and the others, I learned something like presence detection, but that doesn’t mean I can judge whether someone’s strong or not. I’m not a master, after all.


  Thinking about it like that, masters really are incredible. They can gauge the difference in strength at a glance.


  Anyway, if Al was right, then Genpel should’ve been in a hopeless situation.


  And yet, instead of showing any panic, Genpel simply sneered even more.


  “Hah! What are you talking about? Don’t get full of yourselves just because you defeated a portion of my pawns. If those weren’t enough to defeat you, I’ll simply prepare new ones.”


  “New pawns?”


  “Yes. Like this.”


  “Wha—?!”


  At the snap of his fingers, several masses of darkness gathered behind him, gradually taking on human form.


  A strikingly handsome man with blazing red hair and crimson eyes.


  A strikingly handsome man with silver hair and dark skin.


  A strikingly handsome man with long brown hair tied back.


  A very cute boy who looked like a black-haired, black-eyed cat beastman.


  A strikingly handsome man with snake-like hair and glasses.


  Yes, before us stood beings that looked exactly like male versions of Saria and the others, brought into existence just like that.


  “What are these guys?!”


  “They kinda look just like us, don’t they?”


  “Mm, but something’s off. He didn’t capture any of us, and we haven’t been brainwashed either. So why?” Origa murmured.


  “Would I really look like that if I were a man?” Zora asked uncertainly.


  “What is with that man? He’s unpleasant,” Al muttered.


  As each of them reacted to the handsome figures before us, Genpel burst into loud laughter.


  “Hahahahaha! When did I ever say I needed to brainwash someone to make them my pawns? Simply by recognizing a being, I can freely create pawns with exactly the same specifications as them. And I can even alter the gender of the created existence at will. Like this.”


  “Huh?!”


  With another snap of his fingers, a girl appeared, one who looked exactly like my evolved self, but female.


  And just like that, the male versions of Saria and the others moved to block their paths, while in front of me stood my own female counterpart.


  “Well then, what do you think? Simply fighting oneself lacks flair. But change the gender, and the situation shifts entirely. Against a woman, a man of equal level will have the advantage in physical strength. Against a man, a woman, unless she’s depraved, will hesitate to strike. Haha… Truly perfect! Before this power, no one can stand against me!”


  “Everyone… run…!” Eremina forced out desperately.


  The moment she spoke, Genpel’s expression lit up.


  “As if I’d let you escape! Go!”


  “Damn it!”


  Saria and the others were each forced to face their opposite-gender counterparts, fists and weapons clashing.


  “Hah!”


  “Damn it all! Same strength, same habits. They’re attacking like they completely understand our movements!”


  Just as Genpel had said, they had identical levels and skill sets, but with the added difference of gender affecting their physical bodies, everyone was being slightly pushed back. However, since the opponents lacked the flexibility and speed unique to female bodies, they were somehow managing to hold their ground in an even fight.


  I wanted to jump in and help, but with my female counterpart standing directly in front of me, ready to attack at any moment, I couldn’t move carelessly.


  And yet—


  “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you moving? Defeat that man at once!”


  For some reason, my female counterpart didn’t move from where she stood.


  And then—


  “Why do I have to listen to you?” With a look of utter exasperation, my female counterpart turned toward Genpel and spoke it plainly.


  “What?! W-What is the meaning of this?! Why won’t you obey my command?!”


  “I just told you. I have no reason to listen to you. And no obligation to, either.”


  “Huh?!”


  Completely caught off guard, Genpel could only stare in stunned disbelief at her response.


  This wasn’t what I’d expected either. I had assumed she’d be fighting like Saria and the others, so all I could do was stand there, unsure how to react.


  Then, noticing my expression, my female counterpart gave a wry smile.


  “Do you really need to be that surprised? You’re the original, after all. There’s no way you’d be copied normally.”


  “No, how does that make any sense?”


  There’s no connection between me being the original and not being copied properly! Probably…


  “Well, whatever. More importantly, I’ll take care of them.”


  “Huh?”


  The moment my female counterpart casually waved her arm, the male versions of Saria and the others were instantly blown away.


  How she did it was simple: she released slashes from her bare hand equal in number to them and struck each with perfect precision.


  The others probably couldn’t even perceive it properly, but I saw it clearly.
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  Since this is my female version, does that mean I can also release slashes from my bare hands without using a skill? I’ve never tried it before, but it feels like I could.


  Well, it sounds more realistic than controlling land or the sea!


  “W-What just…?”


  “Amazing! Seiichi is still Seiichi even as a girl!”


  At Saria’s innocent remark, my female counterpart gave a gentle smile. Then, before I knew it, her body began to fade away.


  “W-What’s happening?!”


  “What do you mean? I’m disappearing,” she said casually. “I’m only a copy, after all, and I don’t really have any interest in this world. Well, thanks to you, I was born, so if you ever need something, I’ll come again.”


  “Like it’s some kind of convenience store?!”


  And just like that, my female counterpart vanished.


  As I stood there, stunned, Genpel, who also hadn’t been able to process what had just happened, finally came back to his senses.


  “Hah?! T-To think my ability would malfunction. But that was just an accident caused by tampering with gender. If that’s the case, then things will be different if I create them normally!”


  “No way!”


  Genpel pulled something out of his pocket and slammed it onto the ground.


  The moment he did, smoke rapidly filled the area, obscuring our vision.


  “Cough, cough!”


  “W-What is this smoke?!”


  “Mm… It’s interfering with skills.”


  “M-My heat detection and mana sensing aren’t working!”


  It seemed the smoke Genpel used wasn’t ordinary. Al and the others couldn’t use their skills properly.


  That’s strange. I can still see everyone just fine.


  If Genpel’s item interferes with skills, then I should’ve been affected too.


  But it looked like he had moved somewhere the moment he deployed the smoke, and at a glance, I couldn’t spot him.


  Then I’ll just track him with life detection or presence sensing.


  Just as I had the thought, the smoke began to clear, and then—


  “What?!”


  “Seiichi onii-chan… There are two of him?”


  “Huh?”


  Reacting to Origa’s words, I hurriedly turned in that direction, and there stood another me, staring back in equal shock.


  Then Genpel appeared a short distance away from us, a grin spreading across his face.


  “Hehehe… Now then, what will you do? This time, my pawn is different. I’ve perfectly replicated not just personality, but even speech patterns. Now you won’t be able to tell which one is real!”


  “Damn it!”


  He was right. There was no way Saria and the others could tell which one of us was real.


  And unlike the male versions of Saria and the others, this one even seemed to have emotions.


  Well, my female version had already been an irregular case with emotions and all, but still.


  More importantly, from my perspective, that guy was the fake, but even if I tried to defeat him, our abilities were supposedly identical.


  Wait, if that’s true, what happens if we fight? If he really is exactly as strong as me, then there’s no way this fight would ever end.


  Which meant this would turn into a psychological battle: whether Saria and the others would believe me or not.


  The moment our eyes met, the fake and I spoke at the same time.


  “I’m the real one!”


  “I’m the fake!”


  “Huh?”


  I couldn’t help but do a double-take.


  Um… My fake just called himself the fake. Is this… some kind of psychological tactic?!


  I instinctively grew suspicious, but looking at Genpel’s reaction, I realized that wasn’t the case.


  “W-Why?! Why would you declare yourself the fake?!”


  Then my double let out an exasperated sigh and continued, “You made a female version of me, and you still don’t get it? If you recreate me as I am, of course, I’d side with the real one.”


  “What?!”


  “If I had self-awareness, as you said, and if I were the real one while that guy was the fake, then he’d do the exact same thing too, right?”


  D-Don’t just throw that at me all of a sudden…


  Prompted that way, I tried to imagine the situation.


  “Ah, yeah, I guess I would say that.”


  “See? I wouldn’t want to cause trouble.”


  As I nodded along, fully agreeing with my double, Genpel began to panic.


  “W-Why?! If I created you, then even as a fake, you should possess a will that believes itself to be the original! And yet…”


  “Come on. There’s no way you can perfectly copy my original. That’s why, even if I fought the real one, he’d win. Actually, I wouldn’t stand a chance. And copies like us wouldn’t even mistake ourselves for the original. That’s just how it works. No matter how much wordplay you try, the result won’t change.”


  “T-That’s impossible.”


  “Besides, Saria and the others probably knew from the start.”


  At that, Saria nodded energetically.


  “Yep! There’s no way I’d ever mistake Seiichi!”


  “Saria…”


  “Well, that’s that. So, how about we call it here and make our exit?”


  “What?!”


  As my double said that—


  Wait a second.


  “It’s kind of a pain to keep saying ‘my fake’ over and over. What should we do?”


  “True. Then let’s give me a name.”


  “Hmm… I’m Seiichi, so how about Seiji?”


  “Oh, nice. Then for this short while, I’ll be Seiji. Nice to meet you.”


  “Nice to meet you, too.”


  “You guys are way too laid back!”


  As I was talking with my double, now Seiji, Al cut in with that remark.


  Well, our personalities were the same, so our rhythm just matched. If I had a brother or a twin, would it feel like this?


  Seiji seemed to be thinking the same thing, and when our eyes met, we both ended up smiling.


  “This is weird. This was supposed to be a serious moment, and now it’s completely fallen apart.”


  “That’s just Seiichi!”


  “Two of Master… N-No! Of course, I can tell which one is real! Yes!”


  “Lulune, you definitely can’t,” Seiji and I chorused.


  “You both said it?!”


  As we slipped into that relaxed exchange, Genpel, who had been completely ignored, began trembling with rage.


  “Don’t mock me… Don’t ignore me!”


  “Whoa?! That startled me!” We reacted in perfect sync to his shout, and Genpel’s face turned bright red.


  “Enough. Originally, I planned to capture you, turn you into machines that endlessly produce pawns, and then brainwash the original and make use of him again. But I’ve changed my mind. I’ll dispose of you here. Pawns that won’t obey me have no place. Vanish!”


  Spreading his arms as he shouted, Genpel caused countless figures to appear, filling the entire cavern.


  It wasn’t just the S-rank adventurers; there was Destora, whom we’d encountered in that dungeon, the mysterious man who had taken away the cult’s Apostles when Routier was healed by Get Better, and even that one called—what was it again?—Vitor, the one known as Resonance, whom Lulune had defeated. All kinds of people appeared one after another.


  “No matter how strong you are, there’s no way you can win against these numbers, this force! Die!”


  Faced with that overwhelming army rushing at us all at once, Seiji and I naturally looked at each other and smiled.


  “Well, for now—”


  “Let’s clean this up!”


  And with that, we moved to shield Saria and the others as we clashed head-on with the oncoming enemies.


   

  Chapter 11: Seiichi’s Advance


  

  Genpel’s pawns rushed toward Seiji and me.


  As the two of us readied ourselves to intercept them—


  “Huh?”


  Just before the clash, the pawns suddenly stopped moving.


  “H-Hey?! What are you doing?! Hurry up and kill them!”


  This situation was clearly unexpected for Genpel as well, and panic spread across his face.


  And then—


  “W-What is this? Why are you looking at me?! Y-Your enemies are over there! H-Hey, stop! Don’t come any closer!”


  “Uh, this is…” We tilted our heads, confusion on our faces.


  This feels… familiar somehow.


  The scene reminded me exactly of what had happened during the inter-class tournament at Barbodel Magic Academy, when the opponent’s spell had turned right back on them.


  Which meant…


  “N-No, t-that can’t be… Impossible. Impossible! My power wouldn’t—”


  The pawns Genpel had created all turned on him at once.


  “D-Don’t come any closer. Ahh!”


  Flailing his arms desperately, trying to erase his own creations and escape, Genpel was completely unable to fight back. Just as Al had said, he had no combat ability. He was beaten down mercilessly, without even the slightest chance to resist.


  Not just Seiji and I, but Saria and the others too stood there in stunned silence at the sight.


  Then, one by one, the pawns turned toward us and gave a thumbs up.


  “S-Stobgyagugeryuheboroaebaijeka!”


  A scream that no longer sounded human echoed through the cavern.


  The scene felt like watching insects swarm over their prey.


  Actually… What are we supposed to do now? We finally had that “let’s fight together” moment going, and we didn’t even get to fight.


  With no need to battle anymore, Seiji and I both relaxed our stances. Before long, the pawns began to fade away one by one, and in the end, only Genpel remained, collapsed like a tattered rag on the ground.


  “Ah… Agh… H-How… W-Why…”


  “Alright, let’s free Eremina and head back!”


  “Yeah, let’s do that!”


  Seiji and I nodded to each other, then ignored Genpel and headed toward Eremina.


  ※※※


  


  “N-No way… You actually defeated him…” Eremina murmured in disbelief.


  She had been badly injured while restrained, so we healed her at the same time we released her.


  At that, Al let out a sigh and answered, “If you’re going to be surprised by something like this every time, you won’t last long, especially if you’re with Seiichi.”


  “Huh?”


  “The fact that a fake version of yourself, something that should never betray his master, gained self-awareness and then stabbed him in the back makes no sense… Actually, now that I say it out loud, I still can’t believe it.”


  “Al, it’s fine. I don’t understand it either.”


  “That’s the part that makes the least sense.”


  As Seiji and I exchanged wry smiles, Al finished restraining Genpel.


  “Well, whatever. We’ve rescued Lady Eremina and secured the one responsible for all this. I think we should return to the capital for now. Does that sound alright?”


  When Al asked, Eremina showed a bitter expression.


  “Unfortunately… in my current state, I’d just slow you down. Even though I finally managed to locate the enemy’s base…”


  “Huh?”


  At Eremina’s words, we all widened our eyes in shock.


  “C-Could it be… Eremina, you figured out where the Cult of the Demon God’s hideout is?!”


  “Yes. I was actually on my way back to the Kingdom of Windberg to report it, but I ran into him along the way and ended up getting captured. So, truly, thank you.”


  “N-No, don’t mention! I’m just glad we were able to free you. So, um, you said you found their hideout. Where is it?”


  As I questioned Eremina, Al’s eyes widened as if she’d realized something. “Seiichi, don’t tell me…”


  “Yeah. It’s probably exactly what you’re thinking, Al. Since we’ve come this far… I was thinking we might as well go to the Cult’s hideout.”


  “You’re saying that so casually?! That’s the enemy’s base!”


  “I know that. But the real S-rank adventurers are still being held there, and more than anything, we can’t just leave this as it is. I want to settle this here.”


  “I-It makes sense, but… the enemy is a god, you know? Can you even win?”


  When you put it like that, I don’t have any confidence at all. But this is something we have to face eventually.


  If that’s the case, it’s better to fight before they fully revive. Besides, others might have been captured apart from the S-rank adventurers.


  As I thought that, Eremina’s expression grew grim.


  “You’re indeed far beyond normal, Seiichi. Even so, this opponent is too much.”


  “I understand. So if we can defeat them, we will. But our main objective is rescuing the captured S-rank adventurers. That’s why…”


  “Fine.” She sighed. “I’ll tell you the location, but reaching it is impossible.”


  “Impossible?”


  Letting out a deep sigh, Eremina quickly composed herself and answered with a serious expression.


  “The Cult of the Demon God’s base is located inside a certain dungeon.”


  I remembered that. I’d heard about it before from the sheep when we cleared the dungeon where Zora had been. At the time, Sheep had said that the dungeon was separated from this world into a different space, making it impossible to determine the location. And due to its own restrictions, it couldn’t tell me either.


  But…


  “However, unlike normal dungeons, the one where the Demon God is sealed doesn’t exist in this world. It seems to be isolated in another space, and you need to use a magic circle located somewhere to reach it.”


  “Somewhere?”


  “The Underworld.”


  At that unexpected answer, we all widened our eyes.


  Seeing our reaction, Eremina let out a sigh.


  “That’s only natural. The Underworld. In other words, you can’t go there unless you die. A place like that—”


  “Um…”


  “Hey, Seiichi?”


  “As expected of Master! To think you had already anticipated this situation!”


  Not knowing how to respond to Eremina’s explanation, I hesitated, while Al shot me a suspicious look.


  Noticing something was off about our reactions, Eremina tilted her head.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Um… about the Underworld… I think we can probably go there.”


  “Why?!”


  W-Why indeed? I’d like to know that myself.


  “Y-You can go there? It’s the Underworld! Don’t tell me… You’re planning to die or something?!”


  “N-No, not that. I mean… we can just go there normally.”


  “What do you mean ‘normally’?!”


  My ‘normal’ isn’t normal. Something’s wrong. This isn’t the normal I was aiming for.


  Putting that aside, one thing still bothered me. The Underworld had said it tightened entry restrictions when we left.


  I’d been told that the living wouldn’t be able to enter the Underworld through teleportation magic or the gate at the western edge anymore.


  That’s strange. If I actually try it, it feels like I could still get there, either by teleportation magic or through the gate at the western edge. Well, for now, that’s convenient.


  “Anyway, leave the Underworld to me! I’ve been there once!”


  “You’ve died once?! W-Wait, are you okay?!”


  “I’m fine, though?”


  “Amazing… Seiichi, you come back to life even after dying?”


  No, um, it’s not that I died. It’s more like I was forcibly transported there.


  “I’d really like to ask more, but for now, let’s proceed under the assumption that we can reach the Underworld. I wasn’t able to investigate what’s inside it, but it seems there’s a magic circle somewhere within that leads to the dungeon where the Demon God is sealed. If we use that, we should be able to infiltrate their base.”


  “I see…”


  “So, what will you do? Are you really going?”


  “Yeah. But if it’s that dangerous, then I’ll go alone—”


  “Of course I’m going too!”


  “Huh?”


  I turned in surprise to Saria, who had raised her hand energetically beside me.


  Then, not just Saria. Al and the others raised their hands as well.


  “Obviously, I’m coming too.”


  “Mm… We’re all going together.”


  “I-I don’t know how much help I’ll be, but I still want to be of use to you, Seiichi!”


  “Master, I am your knight. I will follow you anywhere.”


  “Glutton… A knight?”


  “What are you trying to say, Origa?!”


  No, Origa’s reaction is the reasonable one. She should really reflect on her usual behavior.


  More importantly, every single one of them was saying they’d come with me.


  “But we’re heading to the Underworld, and on top of that, it’s the enemy’s stronghold. A place that dangerous…”


  “Seiichi. I’ve been with you since the Forest of Endless Heartbreak, and I’ll stay with you from here on, too. We’ve overcome dangerous situations together before, and no matter what happens, if you’re there, everything will be okay!”


  “If I’m there, it’ll be okay?”


  Lately, with how much the world seemed to bend in my favor, it was hard to say for sure, but just being there didn’t guarantee everything would turn out fine.


  Even so, since they trusted me like that, I intended to answer that trust with everything I had.


  When I looked around at Al and the others, they all nodded with serious expressions.


  “Alright. Eremina, we’ll all go together.”


  “How pathetic of me. As an S-rank adventurer, I should be the one lending my strength, but it seems I can’t do anything right now. Even so, I’ll do whatever I can.”


  Taking my words in, Eremina steeled herself as well.


  “Alright! Before we storm the Cult of the Demon God’s base, we need to get Eremina back to safety—”


  “Ah, in that case, how about I take that role?”


  “Huh?”


  Seiji, who had been quietly watching things unfold until now, raised his hand.


  “I was planning to take down that guy Genpel together with you, Seiichi, but since that’s off the table, I’ve got nothing to do.”


  “You’ve got nothing to do?! I mean, you were created as a copy. Won’t you disappear or something?”


  “Well, seems like I’m fine.”


  “What’s going on?”


  “That’s what I’d like to know. But I don’t feel like I’ll disappear before I escort her back, and it seems like I can even disappear on my own if I want.”


  It was strange that Seiji, created by the enemy’s ability, could move so freely.


  Well, the other copies had either been defeated or vanished on their own, so Seiji was probably the only abnormal one. No, the female version of me too.


  So in the end, it’s my copies that are the weird ones!


  “W-Well, whatever. If you’re sure, can I leave it to you?”


  “Yeah, leave it to me! I’m not quite on your level, Seiichi, but if it’s just apostles or followers of the Cult of the Demon God, I should be able to handle it even if I get attacked.”


  Since his specs were based on my body, that part should probably be fine.


  For now, having decided to entrust Eremina to Seiji, I turned back to Saria and the others.


  “Alright then, let’s go. To the Cult of the Demon God’s stronghold!”


  And so, at last, we set off toward the Cult of the Demon God’s base.


   

  Chapter 12: What Lies Ahead for Seiji


  

  “You!”


  “Eremina!”


  Around the time Seiichi and the others set off for the Underworld, Seiji returned to Terbelle with Eremina and the bound Genpel.


  Seeing Eremina safely back, Landzelf rushed over and pulled her into a tight embrace.


  “Thank goodness! I’m so glad you’re safe!”


  “I’m sorry for making you worry.”


  “No, it’s fine. As long as you’re safe, that’s all that matters.”


  Seiji watched the two of them reunite with a gentle expression, while Florio, visibly relieved, let out a quiet breath as he looked on.


  They held each other for a while, but eventually Landzelf noticed Seiji’s presence and gave an embarrassed smile.


  “S-Sorry, I just got carried away.”


  “No, it’s fine. I’m just glad I could bring her back safely!”


  Seiji replied with an easy smile, but Landzelf shook his head.


  “No. You truly helped us this time. I feel like you are always saving me. If there were even one way I could repay you… But nothing comes to mind.”


  “That’s not necessary. I wasn’t helping because I wanted something in return, so please don’t worry about it. I just wanted to help, so I did.”


  Seiji said it as if it were nothing, but Landzelf understood how difficult that truly was.


  As king, there were many things he could offer: titles, land, and more. Yet he knew that granting such rewards would ultimately benefit the Kingdom of Windberg more than Seiichi and would never be what Seiichi actually wanted.


  Landzelf’s expression grew troubled for a moment before he suddenly noticed something.


  “The one lying there is Genpel, right? Did you capture him, too?”


  “Yes. I wasn’t sure what the right course of action was. Oh, and don’t worry about his ability. He can’t really use it properly anymore.”


  “What did you do to him? He looks completely beaten down, and he’s been muttering something this whole time.”


  Just as Landzelf said, Genpel, brought back in that state, was utterly battered, his expression vacant as he continued to mumble to himself.


  “Impossible… My power… M-My pawns… Mere pawns… attacking me… T-This is a dream… It has to be a dream…!”


  “Ahaha… I didn’t even do anything, though.”


  “There’s no way this could’ve happened if you did nothing, right?” Landzelf said in exasperation. But just as Seiji claimed, Seiichi truly hadn’t done anything.


  After all, Genpel had simply been beaten senseless by the very pawns he himself created.


  “I don’t know what happened, but for now, let’s throw him in a cell. Florio.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  Florio restrained the still-muttering Genpel and escorted him toward the castle.


  “Well then, it seems like this matter is settled for now. By the way, what happened to the young ladies? I’d like to thank them directly as well.”


  “Ah, Saria and the others are probably in the Underworld with Seiichi by now.”


  “Hm?”


  It took Landzelf a moment to process Seiji’s words.


  “What did you just say? With Seiichi? The Underworld?”


  “Ah, I guess that needs a proper explanation…”


  At Landzelf’s perfectly reasonable reaction, Eremina gave a wry smile.


  Prompted by that, Seiji also smiled awkwardly as he continued.


  “Sorry, I’m not Seiichi.”


  “What?”


  “I’m Seiji.”


  “He can split himself now, too?”


  “No, I’m not splitting off! Wouldn’t you normally think twins first?!”


  “I’ve never heard anything about him having a twin. It’s easier to believe he split.”


  “What kind of impression do you have of me?!” Seiji couldn’t help but snap back.


  “Isn’t that guy way too much?”


  Landzelf’s reaction was, frankly, completely justified.


  “Well, I get that you’re not Seiichi. Seiji, was it? I mean, I don’t really get it at all, but I’ll just accept it as one of those things. That’s the easiest way to deal with anything related to Seiichi. But what do you mean, the Underworld?”


  “I’ll explain the rest.”


  With that, Eremina began telling Landzelf everything she had learned before confronting Genpel: about the Cult of the Demon God’s stronghold and more.


  She also explained that other S-rank adventurers were being held there.


  “What?! You found their base?! And the S-rank adventurers were captured?”


  “Yes. I managed to gather information by tailing their apostles and the like. Though it wasn’t easy, those apostles apparently don’t have permission to enter the main base, so getting details was difficult. Ideally, I would’ve followed one of the apostles themselves, but like Genpel just now, their strength is overwhelming, so that wasn’t exactly feasible.”


  “I see. But if we know their base, we need to send in forces immediately. Given the situation, the adventurers will cooperate too. S-rank adventurers have been captured, after all. There’s no way Gustle and the others would let that slide.”


  Just as Landzelf said, if the Guild Headquarters learned that the Cult of the Demon God had taken fellow S-rank adventurers, it was easy to imagine them mobilizing everything they had to mount a rescue.


  That much was clear from how desperately they had searched when Seiichi and the others disappeared after being transferred to the Black Dragon God’s dungeon with Al.


  “So where exactly is this base of theirs?”


  “The location isn’t normal.”


  “Not normal?”


  “Right. Their hideout is apparently a dungeon, but it doesn’t exist in this world.”


  “What? Then how are we supposed to get there?”


  “There’s only one way to reach the Cult of the Demon God’s base, and that’s through the Underworld I mentioned earlier.”


  “Seriously?! T-The Underworld? That’s where you end up after you die, right?! T-Then to get there, you’d have to die?!”


  The sheer absurdity of it left Landzelf speechless.


  “The apostles each possess unique abilities, and they likely receive some kind of blessing from the Demon God as well. That’s probably how they can move between worlds without issue. But for anyone who isn’t an apostle, just like you said, the only way would be to die. And that applies not just to us. Most likely, the same is true for their followers, too. In practice, only the apostles can go there freely.”


  “What are we supposed to do? Wait, didn’t you just say Seiichi and the others already went to the Underworld?!”


  “I did.”


  “Yep.”


  “Why are you both so calm about this?! Doesn’t that mean Seiichi and the others literally went to their deaths?!”


  Faced with a situation that made no sense at all, Landzelf could only be bewildered.


  “Well, it doesn’t seem like it’s Seiichi’s first time going to the Underworld.”


  “He died once already?! You’ve got to be kidding me!”


  “Ah, to be precise, he didn’t die. He was directly transported to the Underworld.”


  “That’s even worse! What do you mean, transported there without dying?!”


  The idea of being sent to the Underworld while still alive was even more unbelievable than dying once.


  Landzelf was already overwhelmed with shock, but Seiji continued.


  “Oh, and the ones who came back with him from the Underworld back then were Zeanos and Lucius.”


  “That’s way too much to process! I thought titles like ‘First Demon King’ or ‘former Hero’ were a bit strange, but still!”


  “Honestly, the fact that you just thought ‘that’s a bit strange’ and left it at that says a lot about you too, Landzelf.”


  Normally, hearing something like that would be impossible to believe, but because they were Seiichi’s companions, Landzelf had accepted it without much resistance.


  That, too, was a result of being thoroughly influenced by Seiichi.


  “Anyway, that’s why getting to the Underworld isn’t actually that difficult.”


  “You realize, if this weren’t about Seiichi, that would sound like something a completely unhinged person would say, right?”


  “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”


  Seiji honestly didn’t know how to respond.


  “Well, I get that their base is in the Underworld, and that Seiichi and the others went in directly. But are Saria and the others going to be okay? They haven’t exactly stopped being human like Seiichi has, right?”


  “Ah, Saria wasn’t human to begin with; she’s originally a monster, so…”


  “What is even going on with your group?”


  “Anyway! As for the Underworld, since Seiichi is there, I think Saria and the others will be fine. Though I don’t know how the Underworld itself will react.”


  “How the Underworld will react? What, are you saying it has a will of its own or something?”


  “It does.”


  “I can’t deal with this.”


  Landzelf covered his face. This had been an overwhelmingly dire situation, yet the moment Seiichi got involved, all sense of tension had vanished.


  After somehow swallowing the flood of thoughts running through his mind, Landzelf asked something that had just occurred to him.


  “By the way, are you going to meet Seiichi’s parents?”


  “Huh?”


  “You’re not Seiichi. Calling you a fake sounds harsh, but you’re not him. Still, you can talk like this, and you’ve got your own sense of self, so I was wondering what you’d do.”


  “Yeah…” At Landzelf’s question, Seiji showed a faintly lonely expression. “As you said, I’m ultimately just a copy of Seiichi. I have his knowledge and memories, so I recognize his parents, but that doesn’t make them my parents. If anything, the closest thing to a parent would be Seiichi himself… and Genpel. Actually, thinking about it like that kind of sucks.”


  Seiji grimaced at his own words.


  Neither Landzelf nor Eremina could find anything to say to him.


  “Your Majesty.”


  “Hm? What is it?”


  Florio had returned after restraining Genpel and escorting him to the dungeon. However, his expression was slightly troubled.


  “There’s something I’d like to report.”


  “What is it? Did something happen with Genpel?”


  “N-No, he’s still muttering to himself and hasn’t made any unusual moves, but Seiichi’s parents are here. Normally, I’d assume they came to see Seiichi, but apparently that’s not the case.”


  “What?”


  The unexpected report left both Landzelf and Seiji momentarily stunned.


  For now, Landzelf instructed Florio to bring them in, and shortly after, Makoto and Kazumi arrived.


  “Oh, if it isn’t Lord Landzelf. It’s been a while.”


  “Oh my, you must be Lady Eremina, right? You’re just as beautiful as rumored. I’m jealous.”


  Their distinctive, easygoing manner drew wry smiles from both Landzelf and Eremina the moment they entered.


  “Yeah, it’s been a while. I’m glad to see you both doing well, but what brings you here? I heard you’re not here to see Seiichi.”


  “Yes. Well, you see… Ah, you must be him.”


  “Huh?!”


  Unsure how to react to their sudden attention, Seiji could only fumble awkwardly as Makoto and Kazumi looked at him with gentle eyes.


  “Somehow, I sensed the presence of a new family member here.”


  “What kind of presence is that?!” Seiji couldn’t help but snap at Makoto’s incomprehensible remark.


  Makoto, however, simply laughed cheerfully without a care.


  “Well, now, you could call it a parent’s intuition.”


  “That sounds like something Saria would say.”


  “Well, it’s not too different. You’ll understand once you become a parent. The feeling of a new family member, that is.”


  “That’s right! So we came together to check. But who would’ve thought Seiichi would end up with a little brother?”


  “Indeed, indeed. I’ve no idea how, but for someone this identical to Seiichi to appear… Life really is full of surprises.”


  Somehow, Makoto and Kazumi had sensed Seiji’s presence and had come to confirm it for themselves.


  And after just one look, they immediately recognized that Seiji was not Seiichi, then laughed in their usual easygoing manner.


  “By the way, you were with Seiichi until just a moment ago, right? Was he doing well?”


  “Ah, y-yes. He was his usual self, doing fine, ma’am.”


  Seiji stiffened as he answered, but Kazumi frowned slightly.


  “You’re family, aren’t you? Talking so formally is strange.”


  “Huh?!”


  “Right, right. By the way, what’s your name?”


  “Now, Makoto, if he’s Seiichi’s younger brother, wouldn’t that make him Seiji?”


  “That makes sense. Hahaha.”


  Hearing them casually guess his name correctly, not only Seiji but even Landzelf and Eremina widened their eyes in shock.


  Only Florio, unable to fully grasp what was happening, stood silently behind Landzelf, watching in confusion.


  Then, as if recalling something, Makoto clapped his hands.


  “Ah, right. Seiji, you don’t have anything in particular you need to do at the moment, do you?”


  “Y-Yes, sir. Ah, I mean… Yeah.”


  “Then come stay with us.”


  “Huh?”


  “Exactly! It’s been lonely since Seiichi left, you know? But now that we’ve got a new family member, it’d be nice if we could all sit down and have a meal together again.”


  “Yeah, that sounds good. We should invite Saria and the others too…”


  “Oh! Come to think of it, I sensed another new family member besides Seiji as well, so it’d be even better if that one came too.”


  Incredibly, Makoto and Kazumi had not only sensed Seiji but also the female version of Seiichi.


  “So, what do you say? Want to come live with us?”


  “Are you really sure? I’m not the real one.”


  Seiji lowered his gaze as he said it, and the two exchanged glances.


  “Of course you’re real.”


  “Huh?”


  “No matter what anyone else says, to us, you’re one of our precious family members, right?”


  “Yeah.” Makoto nodded as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.


  “Besides, whether you’re ‘real’ or not doesn’t matter. We’re saying this because we want to be with you.”


  Hearing their warm words, tears naturally began to fall from Seiji’s eyes. Even after being given the name Seiji, he had always been aware that he was nothing more than a copy of Seiichi, and that was precisely why their words reached him so deeply.


  “Can I really live with you? Dad, Mom…”


  At those words, the two smiled and nodded.
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  ※※※


  


  “How should I put it… Seiichi’s parents are something else…” Thinking back on the two who had left together with Seiji, Landzelf couldn’t help but mutter.


  “They really are…”


  “Having your family suddenly grow like that is already hard enough to wrap your head around, but then that new family member looks exactly like your son… If it were me, I’d just be confused. I wouldn’t be able to accept it.”


  “I wouldn’t be able to welcome it so openly either…”


  Unconsciously imagining themselves in that situation, Landzelf reflected on Makoto and Kazumi.


  “Well, I let my guard down for a moment, but this isn’t over yet. What do you think will happen to Seiichi and the others?”


  “I think they’ll manage somehow,” Eremina answered with a complicated expression, and Landzelf silently urged her to continue. “To be honest, I underestimated the Cult’s power. That much became painfully clear when I was captured. After all, even the other S-rank adventurers have been taken.”


  “Yeah. I still can’t believe even Euste Horace got caught.”


  “But they had the power to make that possible. No, the Apostles did.”


  “I don’t really get it. Are these Apostles different from the others?”


  “Yes. The Cult’s regular members are called followers, and they’re granted power by the Demon God they worship, so they’re quite strong. However, they should still be manageable for S-rank adventurers like us, or for top-tier forces like Louisse in this kingdom. But Apostles are different. Genpel, the one who captured me, had virtually no combat ability himself, but his special power was extremely troublesome.”


  “The ability to create endless copies identical to someone. Hearing it again, that’s seriously insane.”


  Recalling Genpel’s ability, Landzelf grimaced.


  “Just that guy’s power alone could, if things went wrong, control this country—no, even the world. Yet there are others on the same level as him?”


  “I couldn’t determine the exact number, but just as you said, there are several who stand equal to Genpel. And each of them possesses different abilities.”


  “Come to think of it, before, Seiichi and the others said they’d captured some members of the Cult and brought them here. Those guys were strange. One had healing powers, and another had stats no different from a random pebble. Seiichi said they were something like executives, but if they were Apostles…”


  “T-That can’t be right, can it? What kind of people are those supposed to be?”


  Eremina let out a wry smile at Landzelf’s words, but the cult members Seiichi and the others had brought—Destora and Vitor—were, without a doubt, Apostles, the highest-ranking forces of the Cult of the Demon God.


  However, having become involved with Seiichi, they had lost their powers. They were now completely harmless, making it impossible for anyone to see them as high-ranking members of such a dangerous organization.


  “Well, whatever. In the end, those people we received couldn’t speak properly or were mentally broken, so we couldn’t get any useful information out of them. I don’t have high hopes this time either, but if we can get anything valuable…”


  Just as Landzelf was about to finish speaking, one of the soldiers suddenly rushed in, clearly flustered.


  “Your Majesty! There’s something urgent I must report!”


  “What is it? What happened?”


  “It’s about Genpel, the one we captured.”


  “What?! Did something happen?!”


  If Genpel had escaped, they would be thrown back into a dangerous situation. With that fear in mind, both of them tensed as they waited for the soldier to continue, but the soldier spoke with a confused expression.


  “Um, he’s… on the verge of dying.”


  “What?”


  ※※※


  


  Around the time Seiji and Landzelf were speaking, Genpel had been dragged to a cell and bound in chains.


  While the other cells were ordinary ones with iron bars, the one prepared for Genpel was different. It was a massive, fortified metal box completely enclosed on all sides. There were only minimal openings for breathing. Otherwise, it was sealed so thoroughly that nothing could be seen from the outside.


  That enormous metal box was also placed within an underground stone chamber, effectively forming a double-layered prison.


  The guards periodically entered the chamber to check inside the box, but otherwise remained stationed outside, leaving the interior completely unseen.


  On top of that, the materials used for both the box and the chains drained and dispersed magic power, making escape by magic impossible.


  Left alone in such a heavily secured confinement, Genpel suddenly came back to his senses.


  “Ha?! T-That’s right! That monster isn’t here now. Back then, my power didn’t activate properly, but this place is different. That was because of that monster. It’s not that my power failed to work, it was just interfered with!”


  Genpel convinced himself that it was Seiichi’s fault his power hadn’t worked, that he himself was not weak.


  While it was true that his ability had failed because of Seiichi, that did not mean Genpel himself was strong.


  Of course, against anyone other than Seiichi, Genpel’s ability would be overwhelmingly powerful. After all, as long as he could perceive his opponent face-to-face, he could generate unlimited copies with no conditions and no cost.


  He was even confident that he could perfectly copy the Demon God he worshipped. And that belief was, in fact, correct.


  However, until the Demon God’s revival, Genpel had only been able to perceive it indirectly, and even now, he had not perceived it directly. For that reason, copying the Demon God remained impossible.


  The Apostles of the Cult of the Demon God each held absolute confidence in their own abilities, and among them were those who, despite belonging to the cult, believed they could even defeat the Demon God.


  Destora was the clearest example of this mindset, and although Genpel did not show it as openly, he, too, believed in his heart that he could defeat the Demon God.


  Naturally, both of them were aware that such thoughts were known to the Demon God.


  Even so, they believed that if it ever came down to it, defeating Him would be easy.


  And yet they remained within the cult for one reason alone: their interest in the Demon God as an existence, the highest form of divinity.


  “Damn it. To think I would be reduced to this. Up until now, I obediently followed the cult’s orders, but if it was going to come to this, I should have cut ties sooner! It’s a shame I won’t be able to obtain the Demon God as a new pawn, but this isn’t the time to dwell on that. The fact that I gained access to the other Apostles is reason enough to have joined the cult.”


  Having reached that cold conclusion, Genpel turned his gaze to the chains binding him.


  “Hmph. To think they believe something like this can restrain me is deeply insulting. With my power, I can create beings capable of freeing me from chains like these as many times as I wish. In that case, I should escape at once. No, before that, I must slaughter the people of this country who dared put me in this situation. Otherwise, my anger won’t be satisfied!”


  Though he had initially focused on escaping, Genpel’s thoughts gradually shifted to the Kingdom of Windberg, the cause of his current predicament, and he trembled with rage.


  “If they had simply handed over their people, I never would have had to face that monster, and I would have gained the Demon God as my pawn! Unforgivable. I will not forgive this!”


  Genpel’s words were nothing more than misplaced rage, but that distinction meant nothing to him.


  Just then, soldiers arrived to check whether he had regained his senses. Peering through the inspection opening in the metal box, they found Genpel glaring, face twisted in fury.


  “Looks like he’s come back to his senses.”


  “So it was you. The ones who confined me in a place like this.”


  “That’s right. This place is made of a special metal. Trying to escape with magic is pointless. We have a few questions for you. You’d better prepare yourself.”


  “Prepare myself? That’s something you should be doing.”


  “What?”


  As Genpel smiled with unwavering confidence, the soldiers looked at him with suspicion.


  Until now, every member of the cult brought in by Seiichi and the others had already been reduced to a harmless, broken state, so they had assumed this one would be no different.


  But Genpel’s abilities had not been sealed by Seiichi.


  “Don’t think something like this can restrain me, you lesser beings!”


  “W-What?!”


  The moment Genpel shouted, black haze gathered around him one after another, gradually forming into human shapes.


  They took the forms of powerful individuals: S-rank adventurers and even Vitor.


  However, the absence of the strongest possible pawn, a copy of Seiichi, was because Genpel feared that creating another would only lead to rebellion again.


  Unaware of that, the soldiers of the Kingdom of Windberg panicked the moment they recognized several familiar S-rank adventurers among them.


  “H-He can use his power even in this space?! And those are… S-rank adventurers. Even if they’re fakes, if they possess the same strength, this is bad!”


  Desperate to stop Genpel’s ability, the soldiers hurriedly unlocked the metal box and rushed inside, but Genpel only continued to smile.


  “Too bad for you! My power is neither magic nor a skill! That means it cannot be sealed! Now then, once I escape, I’ll show this country the hell it deserves for putting me through this!”


  Spreading his arms wide, Genpel reveled in himself.


  Faced with the fully formed copies, the soldiers found themselves unable to act.


  The presence emanating from the copies was identical to that of the real ones, and that alone was enough to leave the soldiers completely unable to move.


  Standing before them, Genpel’s lips curled into a sadistic smile as he declared loudly, “Now then, my pawns! As the beginning of hell, slaughter every one of them before you!”


  As the S-rank adventurer copies took their battle stances—


  “Hahahahahaha— Huh?!”


  —Genpel was sent flying with a punch.


  Slammed violently into the wall of the metal box, Genpel stared in a daze, touching the spot where he had been struck.


  “Huh? What? W-Why?”


  Unable to comprehend what had just happened, Genpel could only stare in confusion. The soldiers were no different.


  “H-Hey! T-The enemy is over there! N-Not me! I-I’m not—!”


  The follow-up blows came without mercy, and he couldn’t understand what was happening.


  “W-Why?! T-That monster isn’t even here! A-And yet!”


  From that point on, it was nothing but a storm of violence.


  “N-No, s-stop! GYAAAAAAH!”


  As if venting all accumulated frustration, the copies relentlessly beat Genpel into a battered wreck. He tried again and again to erase his pawns, but they showed no sign of disappearing; if anything, their numbers only continued to grow as they pummeled him.


  “Why?! Whyyy?!” Genpel screamed in tears, but the silent copies continued their assault without pause. Whenever he neared death, one of them would heal him, only for the beating to resume. It was, quite literally, the hell Genpel himself had declared.


  There was nothing mysterious about it.


  The copies, having been used by Genpel and thus forced into actions that opposed Seiichi, sought to prevent that outcome at all costs. This was their way of showing those around them and the world that they stood on Seiichi’s side.


  Without ever understanding that, Genpel endured every ounce of violence imaginable. In the end, he was left half-dead, no longer healed, lying motionless on the ground as the copies vanished.


  And so, despite his power remaining intact, Genpel would never again be able to use it properly.


   

  Chapter 13: The Underworld, After a Long Time


  

  “This is the Underworld.”


  After rescuing Eremina and learning that the Cult’s base could be reached from the Underworld, we left Eremina with Seiji and came here.


  It remained an eerie place, the air around it thick with a sense of desolation.


  Saria and the others, visiting the Underworld for the first time, looked around with curiosity, but Al, Olga, and Zora all seemed pale.


  “W-What is this feeling?”


  “Mm. It sends a chill down my spine.”


  “I-It’s an unpleasant presence.”


  “Well, yeah, it is kind of a creepy place.”


  “That’s putting it way too lightly! It’s more like we, as living beings, shouldn’t even be here. That’s what it feels like,” Al said with a troubled expression.


  Now that she mentions it, maybe that’s true. No, not really. Even the first time I came here, I didn’t feel anything like that.


  Still, she wasn’t wrong. This was the Underworld, and for the living to be here was, by nature, unnatural. If anything, their reaction was normal, and the fact that I felt no sense of danger at all was what was strange.


  Though that made me wonder why Saria and Lulune seemed perfectly fine. Maybe it has something to do with whether you’ve eaten the Fruit of Evolution or not?


  As that thought crossed my mind, a loud tremor suddenly shook the ground.


  It was gradually drawing closer, the shaking growing stronger with each moment.


  “Huh?! T-This shaking is intense!”


  “W-What is that?!”


  “I… can’t… stay on… my feet…!”


  Saria and the others dropped to their knees, struggling to endure the tremor.


  I could still stand without issue, but it took me a moment to realize something was wrong before I moved to support them. Before I knew it, they were all clinging to me instead. Huh?


  Still, once they held onto me, they seemed able to withstand the shaking. Their expressions stiff, they searched for the source of the disturbance.


  And then—


  “That is…”


  Two figures were sprinting toward us at full speed.


  It was exactly like the Niō statues that once existed on Earth. Their stone expressions should’ve been unchangeable, yet somehow they looked flustered.


  On top of that, even to an untrained eye, their running form was impeccable as they charged straight toward us.


  This is way too surreal…


  Everyone stood there, stunned by the completely out-of-place sight, until the Niō statue came to a sudden stop right in front of us.


  “It has been a while, Seiichi-sama.”


  “Ah, Underworld-san.”


  The moment the statue stopped before us, the Underworld’s voice spoke directly into our minds. As I reacted, Saria and the others widened their eyes in shock. “Underworld-san?!”


  I understood why they were surprised, but I was starting to get used to it. Or rather, World-san had been very active in the Eastern Kingdom, too. And just like now, it had spoken so everyone could hear it.


  “Um, I did say before that you were welcome to visit again, but I didn’t expect you to actually come back.”


  “Well, I didn’t exactly plan on coming here either.”


  I mean, I’m not dead, after all.


  At that, the Underworld seemed somewhat troubled.


  “No, well, if it’s you, Seiichi-sama, there’s no particular issue. However, the others are the problem.”


  “No, you should consider me a problem too.”


  Why was I the only one who got a pass? I was alive too.


  “Well, it should be fine. They’re related to you, Seiichi-sama.”


  “That’s good enough for you, Underworld-san?!”


  I mean, we came all the way here, but is that really okay?! Even the Niō statue didn’t seem to know how to react.


  “So then, what brings you here today? You didn’t actually come just to visit, did you?”


  “W-We wouldn’t come all the way to the Underworld just to hang out.”


  My cheek twitched at Underworld’s words as I explained, step by step, that the Cult of the Demon God’s base was located here.


  In response, Underworld spoke with a noticeably stern tone.


  “To think something like that exists within me.”


  “Wait, you didn’t know about it?”


  “No. From what you’ve described, the master of that place appears to be a god, our creator. That would explain how it could exist without our awareness. And considering that other living beings have been entering and leaving without my knowledge… This is not something I can overlook.”


  It made sense. Not only was there a base here, but the Apostles had been using this place to come and go, all without the Underworld noticing. That alone was a serious issue.


  As I thought about that, Underworld issued orders to the Niō statues.


  “This is an order. Use the surrounding evil spirits and search for anything suspicious.”


  As if in acknowledgment, the statues struck muscle poses, then vanished from sight in an instant.


  “I apologize for the trouble, but please wait a moment. I will search as well and inform you as soon as I find anything.”


  “Got it. Thanks.”


  With that, Underworld also disappeared to search for the base.


  Sensing that presence fade, I turned back to Saria and the others.


  “Looks like Underworld-san is splitting up the search, so let’s wait here for a bit.”


  “No, no, no! That’s not the issue here?!” Al shouted immediately, being the first to snap out of it. “Getting called by the Underworld itself is already insane, and now it’s helping us?! And what was with those two statues?!”


  “Is it really that strange? We heard the voice of the world in the Eastern Kingdom too, right?”


  “Yeah, we did, damn it!”


  At my words, Al grabbed her head in exasperation.


  “This is weird. Normally this would be completely unbelievable, and yet we’ve already experienced something like it?!”


  “Hmm, well, it’s Seiichi. Maybe it’s better not to think too hard about it?”


  “Saria, that’s impossible for me. Is he really even human?”


  “That’s a pretty harsh thing to say!” I shot that back at Al, then did as Underworld had said and waited for a while.


  ※※※


  


  “Seiichi-sama, we have located the place we were searching for.”


  “Oh, seriously?!”


  Some time after Underworld began searching for the cult’s base, its voice reached us again. This time, though, there was a faint note of disappointment in it.


  “You don’t sound too great. What’s wrong?”


  “No. Ideally, since this concerns me, I wished to handle it myself… However, it seems my power does not reach that of a god, and the thought of troubling you again, Seiichi-sama…”


  “I-It’s really not something you need to worry that much about. Haha…”


  Its deeply apologetic tone left me with nothing but an awkward laugh. I could feel Al staring at me with a flat look beside me.


  “A-Anyway! Just guide us there already.”


  “Understood. We have not detected any hostile presence in the area, but should any appear, please leave them to us.”


  “Now that’s thorough service.”


  “Yes. In the name of the Underworld, we will handle it perfectly.”


  That sounded terrifying.


  What does the Underworld mean by “handle it”? That sounds worse than dying.


  As we continued forward through the barren Underworld, we finally arrived at our destination.


  The Niō statues were already stationed there, seemingly keeping watch to prevent Apostles or Servants from approaching.


  And at the spot they guarded, a magic circle emanating a sinister aura had been drawn.


  The moment they saw it, Saria and Lulune, who had been unfazed until now, finally frowned.
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  “W-What is that mana?”


  “It’s unpleasant, Saria-sama.”


  “W-What’s wrong? Both of you?”


  Saria and Lulune seemed to have noticed something, but Al and the others, on the contrary, didn’t seem to feel anything from the magic circle and tilted their heads in confusion.


  “I-It definitely looks ominous, but it doesn’t give off that spine-chilling feeling as this place does.”


  “How should I put it? This world is where you end up when you die, right? That means it’s a necessary place for living beings, even if it feels uncomfortable to us while we’re still alive. So even if it feels unpleasant, if you think of it as the place we’ll all eventually reach, then it’s like our final home.”


  “Is that how it works?”


  Al and Origa tilted their heads at Saria’s explanation.


  I couldn’t fully grasp what Saria meant, but judging by how Lulune nodded in agreement, maybe it was a kind of instinct sharpened by living in the wild.


  Wait, isn’t Lulune originally a donkey from a monster shop? Since when is that “the wild”?


  I decided to just accept it as some kind of animal instinct.


  “But the mana coming from that magic circle is different. It feels like something that rejects even the final rest of ‘death.’ Like pure ‘nothingness.’”


  “Nothingness…”


  “Master. I cannot explain it well either, but I believe that mana is something that should not exist in our world.”


  “Even Lulune too.”


  Hearing that from her, someone who was usually so composed and only ever thought about food, surprised not just me, but Al and the others as well.


  “I'm surprised. The glutton is saying something sensible.”


  “Are you picking a fight?”


  “Now, now…”


  Zora hurried to calm them down, but I decided to keep quiet about how this was basically the result of her usual behavior. Not like I could talk, anyway.


  Then, the Underworld, who had remained silent until now, spoke, its tone filled with disgust.


  “As Saria-sama and Lulune-sama have pointed out, that mana, that power must not exist. No, to be more precise, it must not exist within this world.”


  “I’m guessing the power in that magic circle belongs to the Cult of the Demon God, but why shouldn’t it exist?”


  “As Saria-sama mentioned, it’s not just this planet. Even across the entire universe, in every space and dimension, as long as you’re alive, death will eventually come. Even those who call themselves immortal will die someday…”


  “Seriously?!”


  The magic circle was concerning, sure, but the idea that even immortals could die was way more shocking!


  Do immortal beings even exist in the first place? And if they do, doesn’t that already make them dead?


  “Of course, under normal circumstances, such beings would not die. However, there will always exist some means to bring death to them, whether in another space-time or another dimension.”


  “I-I see.”


  “In that sense, while death is something living beings instinctively avoid, it is also one of the very few things that comes equally to all existence.”


  When the Underworld put it that way, it did make some sense.


  Back on Earth, I’d heard people say time was equal for everyone, but even if it flowed at the same rate, how long it lasted depended on all sorts of factors, so it was hard to really call it equal.


  Thinking about it like that, death really was something that came whether you wanted it or not. And if you wanted, you could even choose it yourself.


  Well, as long as I could keep moving forward, I’d rather do just that.


  “And as for this magic circle in question, the power contained within it is the power of a god itself. Gods are the only beings who completely transcend concepts such as life and death. After all, it was those very gods who created our world, the universe, life, and even dimensions. The concepts of life and death themselves exist only because the gods created them.”


  Haven’t things been getting way too large in scale lately? I can’t keep up with this…


  “And the gods, who stand at the origin of everything, can make things as though they never existed.”


  “Never existed?”


  “Yes. Not their birth. Not even their existence…”


  Those words from the Underworld left us speechless.


  To have lived and then be made as if it never happened?


  “This is the true nature of the ‘void’ Saria-sama spoke of. That power rejects everything: the history humanity has walked, the bonds they have woven, the memories that have been built… It denies all of it, as though none of it ever happened. One would not even be able to die and arrive here, to me, because it would be as though they never existed at all.”


  “That’s…”


  It was so absurd it almost felt ridiculous, but these were gods. Maybe this was simply what was normal for them. Or perhaps even the concept of “normal” didn’t apply.


  That made sense. If they created life, then of course they could erase it too, without leaving behind even a trace that it had ever existed.


  When I was sent to this world, the god who explained everything to me could probably do the same. And yet, even though there were too many humans on Earth, they didn’t just erase us. They sent us here instead.


  Well, in the end, it turned into being summoned by the Kaizell Empire’s hero summoning, but still. If they could erase existence altogether, they wouldn’t have needed to go through something so roundabout.


  Which meant that god must have cared enough to choose not to do that. At least, I wanted to believe that.


  But right now, that same kind of power stood against us.


  Can I really fight something like that?


  As the Underworld’s words settled in, everyone, including me, fell silent. Then, as if puzzled, the Underworld spoke up.


  “What is the matter?”


  “Well, I knew that if we were dealing with a god, it wouldn’t just be a matter of strength or anything like that, but actually seeing a fragment of that power makes it hard not to hesitate.”


  “Why is that? If it is you, Seiichi-sama, I believe this would be easy.”


  “Easy?!”


  Wait, after all that ominous buildup?!


  “N-No, no, no! There’s no way it’s easy, right?! It’s a god! And they can erase things from existence!”


  “Seiichi-sama can do that as well.”


  “I CAN’T DO THAT!”


  I can’t. No matter what anyone says, I absolutely cannot.


  So, Al, could you not look at me like, “Are you serious?” I’m just a normal human, okay?!


  “No… but you can—”


  “YEAH, I CAN’T HEAR YOU! So I’m heading in!”


  Cutting off the Underworld, I covered my ears and moved toward the magic circle, even though it was speaking directly into my mind, so it didn’t actually do anything.


  As if following me, Al and the others approached the magic circle as well, and in response to our presence, its glow intensified.


  And then—


  “Ah, Master?! You’re using me? Leave it to me! You’re heading to the cult’s base, right?! I’ll deliver a safe and secure transfer! Oh, and I can also take the demon god’s power while I’m at it. Want me to?”


  The magic circle spoke to me.


  Hearing that voice, a thought crossed my mind.


  I might actually be able to do the same things as a god.


  And with that realization, I found myself clutching my head right there on the spot.


   

  Chapter 14: Yutis’s Fate


  

  After the shocking revelations from the Underworld and the fact that even the magic circle, likely set up by the demon god, was absurdly cooperative with me, I ended up taking serious mental damage before we even reached the base.


  Still, I couldn’t just stay crouched there forever. I forced myself to pull it together and, relying on the magic circle, had everyone transported into the base.


  What greeted us was a long stone corridor stretching endlessly ahead.


  “This kinda feels like a dungeon,” Saria said, looking around with curiosity.


  Sheep had mentioned before that the cult’s base was a dungeon, so that description was probably accurate.


  There weren’t any visible light sources, yet the surroundings were dimly illuminated in an indistinct way, while the far end disappeared into darkness.


  When I looked back, there was only the overly assertive magic circle and a plain stone wall, making it clear this was completely the entrance.


  “A single path, and they even made it obvious. Looks like we’ve got no choice but to keep going.”


  “Yeah. I don’t sense any traps or hidden rooms.”


  “No signs of anything tasty either.”


  “Good. The usual glutton.”


  “What do you take me for?!”


  Lulune, anyone who talks about “something tasty” in a dungeon is clearly not normal. Not that I can say much, I’ve got my own issues, so I’ll keep quiet.


  We were starting to relax without realizing it, but Al adjusted her weapon and spoke with a serious expression.


  “It’s fine if you’re not tense, but don’t get careless. As Origa said, even if there aren’t any traps, they’ve got unknown abilities. You never know when or how they’ll strike.”


  “Y-You’re right! I’ll use the snakes in my hair to keep watch!”


  The snakes in Zora’s hair each had their own will, and they seemed to follow her commands well.


  With everyone refocused, we proceeded down the corridor.


  But even after walking for a while, there was no sign of it leading anywhere, and gradually, our concentration began to wear thin.


  “What is this hallway? It’s the same scenery over and over. I feel like I’m going crazy.”


  “You’re not saying this is their trap, are you?”


  “I can’t rule that out.”


  Al and Origa’s words gave me a bad feeling, but judging from how that magic circle behaved, it was hard to believe this place itself was a trap.


  Still feeling drained, we continued forward when Saria suddenly spoke up.


  “Ah! Doesn’t that lead to some kind of room?”


  “Oh!”


  Just as Saria said, there was no door, but ahead of us was what looked like the entrance to a room—the first one we’d seen.


  Feeling a bit relieved, we quickly made our way inside.


  But—


  “Hey, I can see another path on the other side of this room.”


  “Yeah. This room doesn’t seem to have anything either.”


  Just as Origa said, the room was no different from the corridor, bare stone walls and nothing else. Completely empty and lifeless.


  “What the? That was a letdown… Sigh… Well, nothing we can do. Let’s keep going.”


  Still feeling worn out, we started toward the passage beyond the room.


  Then, Saria noticed something.


  “Huh? This room…”


  “Hmm? Something wrong?”


  “Yeah. How do I put it? Up until now, it felt like we were in a dungeon, but this place feels… different. Like it’s not part of the dungeon, or like it’s cut off from where we were before.”


  “Huh?”


  Her unexpected words caught me off guard, and in that moment, I suddenly sensed a new presence inside the room.


  All of us immediately turned toward it and readied our weapons.


  “To think that rats would find their way into this sacred place where our divine Demon God rests.”


  “You’re…”


  The one who appeared out of nowhere was the eerie man who had once retrieved the defeated Apostles during the meeting between the Demon Kingdom and the Winburg Kingdom, when Routier had been attacked.


  Thinking back on it, my body hadn’t reacted at all back then either. That meant the man in front of me could probably teleport freely using some kind of ability different from skills or magic.


  And considering the enemies we’d faced so far, that would make him…


  “I see. So you’re one of the Apostles too.”


  “Mm? From the way you speak, it seems you’ve already encountered other Apostles besides me. Though if that’s the case, it raises the question of why you are all standing here. If you had met them, you shouldn’t be alive.”


  As the man in front of us fell into thought, Al fixed him with a sharp glare.


  “What are you?”


  “Oh dear, how careless of me. Normally, there’s no need to give rats names, but regardless of how you managed it, you did make it this far. So I suppose I’ll introduce myself. I am Yutis, an Apostle bearing the title ‘Omnipresent.’”


  Bowing with an excessively polite yet rude demeanor, the eerie man, Yutis, smiled.


  “Now then, having heard my name… Die.”


  “Seiichi!”


  Yutis vanished without a sound and, in an instant, appeared behind me, thrusting his hand toward my heart.


  But—


  “Huh?”


  A dumbfounded sound slipped out of him. Before he could even touch me, every finger of the hand he used for the strike bent in directions they were never meant to.


  “Gyaaah!”


  Unable to endure the pain, Yutis’s composed demeanor shattered. Sweating profusely, he staggered back to put distance between us.


  “W-What are you?! What did you do to me?!”


  I stood there, stunned by the sudden shift in his behavior, while Al and the others looked on as if to say, “Oh, this again.”


  Wait, is this my fault?!


  No. However you look at it, this is my fault! It’s happened plenty of times before, enemies just self-destructing, so I’m fully aware of it by now!


  But of course, Yutis had no way of knowing that, so to him it must have seemed as if an unknown attack had struck him.


  Grimacing in pain, he clutched his hand and cast what looked like a healing spell.


  “W-What?! I-It’s not healing?!”


  Even though the spell activated, his injuries didn’t mend. Because, just like the voice of the magic circle I’d heard earlier, I could now hear the voice of the spell Yutis had used.


  
    >Master! This guy will never be able to heal again, so feel free to beat him to a pulp! Oh, but I’ll redirect the effects of his spells to you instead!

  


  That’s ruthless!


  Isn’t that way too brutal?! Every time he uses healing magic, he won’t recover at all, and someone else will just keep getting healed instead? And on top of that, the mana cost still gets drained from him?


  As I shuddered at the sheer cruelty of it, Yutis glared at me with a demonic expression.


  “You bastard! Not only have you damaged me, but you’ve also sealed my magic as well?! You filthy, inferior creature!”


  The moment he screamed, countless copies of Yutis appeared and rushed at us all at once. But none of them could even touch me or Saria and the others. One after another, their bodies shattered on the spot and collapsed.


  “Gyaaahhh!”


  “This is awful.”


  At this point, I’d looped all the way back around to being calm. What is this hell?


  The original Yutis stood there in stunned silence, while the summoned copies screamed as they vanished.


  As I watched the whole scene with distant eyes, Saria tapped my shoulder.


  “Hey, Seiichi. Looks like we’re fine, so why don’t we just move on?”


  “Huh? Oh, yeah, you’re right. Wait, but didn’t you say this room feels kind of isolated from everything else?”


  “Well, it’s you, Seiichi. I think it’ll be fine.”


  “What do you mean ‘it’s me’?”


  Apparently, Yutis overheard our exchange, because his demeanor suddenly shifted back to one of smug confidence.


  “Hehehehe, yes, exactly! Just as that woman said, this room has already been isolated into a separate space! Escaping from here is impossible unless it’s the gods, including the Demon God, or me! You will all rot away in here!”


  “Seriously?”


  That would be a problem. I really didn’t want to die in such a bleak, empty room.


  As I thought that, a voice, unlike either magic or the Underworld, echoed, audible not just to me but to everyone present.


  
    >Seiichi-sama seems troubled, so I’ll restore things to normal.

  


  That voice belonged to none other than the world itself, the same one I’d heard back in the Eastern Kingdom when I faced Gyogyon.


  Hearing it, Saria and the others turned to look at me again.


  “See? It was fine!”


  Half out of desperation, I shouted, “Alright, let’s just keep going!”


  Yutis, who had been standing there dumbfounded after hearing the world’s voice, snapped back to his senses.


  “W-Wait, you bastard! What was that? What are you?!”


  “Well, even if you ask me that…”


  I don’t really know what I am anymore. I’m something that’s called human but isn’t really human anymore. If anything, I’d like someone to explain it to me.


  As those thoughts crossed my mind, Yutis clutched his head, muttering to himself.


  “Impossible. For the world I isolated to be restored in an instant! And not only that, but for my power to have no effect… No, wait. Come to think of it, there were many times I traced memories to determine what defeated the ‘Magic Saint’ of Barbodel Magic Academy and Apostles like Demioros, yet I couldn’t teleport to those locations. Could it be that he was the cause?!”


  Partway through, Yutis seemed to realize something, his expression turning to shock.


  But almost immediately, a smile crept across his face as if he’d thought of something.


  “N-No, not yet! Back then, only indirect teleportation failed. In that case, to eliminate the direct cause standing before me, I can simply erase his parents, or even his ancestors!”


  “Hm? Is he still planning something?”


  His eerie grin made us brace ourselves instinctively.


  But Yutis only sneered at us.


  “Hahahahaha! No matter how much you struggle now, the outcome is already decided!”


  We couldn’t make sense of what he meant.


  But—


  “Heh. Die without ever understanding!”


  With that shout, Yutis vanished from the spot.


  “Come on, what’s he planning this time?” Al muttered in exasperation as we all remained on guard.


  We stayed there for a while, watching for any sign of an attack, but nothing came.


  “Huh? That’s it?”


  “What was he even trying to do?”


  “I-I don’t know? But we can move on, right?”


  “Yeah. Let’s just keep going and take down the Demon God already.”


  It ended in an oddly unsatisfying way, but with no sign of Yutis interfering, we continued forward.


  And Yutis never appeared before us again.


  ※※※


  


  After disappearing in front of Seiichi and the others, Yutis transferred to a certain space.


  It was a place known only to him, one where he could observe and move between countless worlds.


  Having arrived there, Yutis once again tried to cast a healing spell on his injured right hand, but this time, it didn’t even activate.


  “Tch! So it won’t activate even here. It seems that humans really were the root of everything until now. But now that I’ve encountered him, I can simply travel to before those inferior beings ever grew strong, or even before they were born, and kill their parents. If I do that, they’ll never have existed!”


  This was one of Yutis’s abilities. He could freely travel to any era across various worlds. By using this power, no matter how powerful an enemy was, he had always overcome them by going back to before their birth and killing their parents, erasing them from existence entirely.


  Even that alone made Yutis overwhelmingly powerful, but his one weakness was his own lack of combat ability. That much was clear when compared to the other Apostles.


  Destora could grant death to anything he designated as a target, regardless of whether it was inorganic, organic, or even conceptual.


  Vitor could reflect any damage he received directly back onto his opponent, and Genpel, like Yutis, lacked personal combat strength but could create overwhelmingly powerful copies.


  Compared to them, Yutis not only had low personal combat ability, but even if he summoned versions of himself from countless dimensions and parallel worlds, launching what could be considered an infinite assault, the copies carrying out those attacks would still be weak.


  Against someone like Destora, who embodied pure, overwhelming individual power, the only way for Yutis to win was to travel into Destora’s past and kill him before he could use his abilities.


  The one who granted power to Yutis was none other than the Demon God.


  Having been bestowed immense power by the Demon God, Yutis had not only enhanced his original abilities but also increased his strength, leaving him with nothing to fear.


  At least, that was how it was supposed to be.


  “Damn it. The more I think about it, the more infuriating it becomes! Not only interfering with the Demon God, but possessing such power… I cannot afford to end here. I haven’t even found the so-called crystal of mysterious power that the Demon God seeks, and now that the Demon God has revived and the pieces are finally beginning to gather again…”


  In truth, Seiichi himself hadn’t done anything. Yutis had simply attacked him and self-destructed as a result. But that didn’t matter to Yutis; what he couldn’t forgive was that he had been obstructed and injured.


  “Judging from that woman’s conversation earlier, his name seems to be Seiichi. From the sound of it, I thought he might be from the Eastern Kingdom, but it seems he isn’t even a resident of this world. But if that’s the case… Ah, the heroes of the Kaizell Empire had similar-sounding names. They were people from another world as well.”


  Recalling the group’s conversation, Yutis gazed across countless worlds within his personal space, searching for any place connected to Seiichi.


  Ordinarily, finding a single individual among an effectively infinite number of worlds and then tracing back into their past would be nearly impossible. But the space Yutis inhabited was separated from time itself. No matter how vast the span—hundreds of billions, trillions of years, or more—as long as he devoted the time, it wasn’t impossible.


  Moreover, Yutis had long experience fighting opponents stronger than himself, including those whose pasts existed in entirely different worlds. Because of that, he was well-versed in narrowing down the world an individual belonged to and didn’t need to search blindly.


  Even so, the sheer scale of the task could still be enormous, requiring immense mental fortitude to endure.


  Very few could withstand that level of effort and strain.


  Yutis’s obsession with ensuring he would kill his target without fail had long since gone beyond anything resembling reason.


  Had he been able to direct that obsession elsewhere, he might not have met such an end.


  And so, it seemed as though his battle against an unfathomable stretch of time was about to begin—


  “Wha—”


  As a first step, Yutis attempted to travel back into the past of the world where Seiichi and Saria had just been.


  There was a strong chance that Seiichi wasn’t a native of that world, but since Saria and the others clearly were, he decided to eliminate them first.


  However, he couldn’t transfer to that world.


  “W-What? What’s happening?”


  Thrown into a situation he had never experienced before, Yutis tried once more. But the result didn’t change.


  No matter how many times he activated his ability, he couldn’t reach that world.


  As if the world itself was rejecting him.


  “T-That’s impossible! Then, this world!”


  Realizing he couldn’t return to that one, Yutis immediately attempted to transfer to another. But the result remained the same.


  “Why, why, why, why?! Why can’t I transfer?!”


  He tried one world after another at random, but every attempt failed. It was as though all of them were rejecting him, leaving him unable to escape the space he was in.


  “No. This can’t be!”


  Unable to accept what was happening, Yutis forgot about Seiichi entirely and began searching for any world he could reach. Again and again, he desperately attempted to transfer across the infinite worlds.


  But his efforts were never rewarded.


  “Ah… Ah…”


  Rejected by every world, Yutis could no longer escape from that space.


  The space he existed in was cut off even from time itself, so he would neither age nor starve. But beyond that, there was nothing.


  Until just moments ago, he had at least been able to observe the worlds he intended to transfer to.


  But in the end, not only was he denied entry into them, he was no longer even allowed to glimpse them.


  As a result, the space he occupied became nothing more than a blank, white void.


  “Ahhh…”


  Rejected by everything, Yutis… screamed.


  “AAAAH! LET ME OUT OF HEREEE!”


  All composure gone, he thrashed wildly, flailing his arms, writhing, struggling in desperation. But no matter what he did, nothing changed.


  By opposing Seiichi, Yutis no longer had a single world that would accept him.


  “This can’t be. Demon God! Please, please, help me!”


  His last hope was the Demon God he worshipped.


  If the Demon God truly was omnipotent, then interfering with Yutis’s space and rescuing him should have been possible.


  But no matter how much he cried out, no answer ever came.


  “D-Demon God?”


  If the Demon God were truly omniscient and omnipotent, then it should have already understood Yutis’s situation.


  And yet, the fact that it did nothing meant either that it had abandoned him, or that this was something even such a being could not perceive, something caused by Seiichi.


  Of course, there was no way for Yutis to understand that, and in the face of silence, it was only natural for him to believe he had been forsaken.


  “No, no, no, no, no!” He desperately refused to accept it, but reality offered him no escape. “Demon God! I’m here! Yutis is right here! Please, don’t abandon me! Demon Goddd!”


  Casting aside all pride, he begged with everything he had.


  “AAAAHHH!”


  And so, Yutis would never again set foot in any world.


   

  Chapter 15: The Curtain Rises on a Comedy


  

  After finishing our “battle” with Yutis, we moved on.


  As we walked down the same unchanging stone corridor, another room-like entrance came into view.


  “Ah, Seiichi! Looks like there’s another room up ahead!”


  “Yeah. But like before, there’s no door or anything.”


  “That’s true. Do you think this one’s the same as the last?”


  Just as Saria said, the room in front of us was probably another empty, lifeless space like the one where we fought Yutis.


  What are these rooms even for? Just to mess with intruders like us?


  It was hard not to think that, given how strange the structure of this Cult of the Demon God’s base was.


  Feeling a bit worn out at the thought of yet another room to pass through, we reached it… and froze.


  “T-This is…”


  In stark contrast to everything before, the space had completely changed from stone walls to a room filled with high-tech machinery.


  It felt similar to the Eastern Kingdom’s castle after Gyogyon and the others had modified it.


  Either way, it was clearly technology that shouldn’t exist in this world.


  “W-What is this?”


  “Yeah. Strange design. I saw something like this in the Eastern Kingdom.”


  “So does that mean it’s technology from space?”


  “That seems likely.”


  As Zora suggested, the technology used here was probably brought from somewhere beyond this world.


  In the end, I still didn’t fully understand what Yutis’s ability was, but at least it was clear that the powers of the Apostles, like Destora and Genpel, weren’t magic or skills from this world, but something entirely different.


  That being the case, just like I came from Earth, it wouldn’t be strange if they had come from another world.


  With abilities that absurd, they’d probably do just fine even out in space.


  Honestly, Destora felt like the kind of guy who could kill concepts or phenomena outright. He’d probably destroy the laws of the universe and move on like it was nothing.


  Looking around the room, I saw rows of large devices filled with what looked like some kind of liquid, like cultivation tanks, and inside them were unknown lifeforms, unlike any monsters I’d seen before, quietly suspended.


  Looking more closely, I noticed that the plant-type monster that attacked us when we went to save Routier’s father, Zephal, was also floating inside one of the devices. Which meant there was a high possibility that the Cult of the Demon God had created those monsters.


  As we stood there, stunned by the unfamiliar lifeforms, Saria suddenly shouted.


  “Seiichi! What about that?!”


  “Huh?!”


  Following where she pointed, I looked—and froze. There were humans, submerged in the same kind of cultivation fluid.


  “Those guys… Aren’t they the S-rank adventurers who were captured?!”


  Just as Al said, the people inside those tanks were the S-rank adventurers, including Absolute Victory Gargarand.


  “Hey! Break these things right now and get them out!”


  “O-Okay!”


  Snapping back to our senses at Al’s shout, we rushed over to the devices but had no idea how to release them.


  “How do we even do this?!”


  “How should I know?! Even if we don’t know, we’ve gotta get them out now!”


  “That’s way too reckless?!”


  I understood what Al was getting at, but if we messed with the machines carelessly and made things worse, it would be a disaster.


  Isn’t there something like a manual around here?!


  I knew there wasn’t, but I couldn’t help thinking it. There was no way people from a low-tech world like Earth, or even this world, could handle technology like this!


  “Yah!”


  “Saria?!”


  While the rest of us stood there panicking in front of the machines, Saria simply stared at one for a moment. Then, without hesitation, she punched it.


  [image: 06]

  The moment she did, liquid gushed out from the device, and a woman, presumably one of the S-rank adventurers, emerged from within.


  “H-Hey, Saria?! If you just touch it without checking—”


  “But it says over there that it’s okay to break it.”


  “Why?!”


  When Saria pointed to part of the wall, there were carvings, both images and text etched into it.


  They were even faintly glowing, as if subtly drawing attention.


  “Huh?! Were those markings there from the start?!”


  “Nope. They just appeared.”


  “Then why?!”


  Is it even possible for a manual to just appear out of nowhere?!


  As I stood there in shock, the same voice of the world we’d heard during the fight with Yutis spoke again, this time so that everyone could hear it.


  “Seiichi-sama seemed to be having trouble, so the facility provided the instructions.”


  “What do you mean, the facility provided them?”


  It’s an object, right? Well… I guess I’m not in a position to say that, considering I’ve manipulated land and seas.


  I appreciated the help since we were stuck, but if that was the case, wouldn’t it have been fine for the device to just release them automatically? No, wait, what am I even saying? Unless that function was built in, there was no way it would just do that on its own.


  This is getting confusing…


  “We did consider releasing them automatically so as not to trouble you, Seiichi-sama, but we thought it would be a good opportunity for you to relieve some stress, so we made them breakable instead.”


  “That’s more stressful?!”


  What do you mean by “for my stress relief”? Is the world actually worrying about my stress level?


  I mean, it said before that it tries to make things easier for me, but still…


  “Wait a second. If you were worried about my stress and everything, couldn’t we have just skipped that long hallway in the first place?”


  “Ah, well. That was to build things up. By making you struggle a bit, it creates the impression that the Demon God is incredibly powerful, so that in the end, they can be reduced to a fool.”


  “Are you a demon?!”


  Even as an enemy, I almost felt sorry for them. Being branded a clown by the world and turned into a toy like that… Seriously?


  Up until we got here today, everything about this organization had screamed danger, and now it was already guaranteed to turn into a comedy? What kind of logic was that?


  Look! Even Saria and the others have those awkward expressions! This is definitely not normal!


  If I kept listening to the world any longer, it felt like my sense of normalcy would completely collapse, so I decided to ignore it for now and focus on rescuing the people trapped in the devices.


  As we went on, I noticed that among them, there was one person who wasn’t an S-rank adventurer.


  And I recognized him.


  “Huh? This guy…”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Ah, I’ve talked to him once before, a while back.”


  “Oh yeah? I’ve never seen him, at least. Who is he? I know all the S-rank adventurers, so I can tell he’s not one of them.”


  “This is Slow. Well, I just happened to sit next to him at a dining hall once.”


  Indeed. The man imprisoned here, despite not being an S-rank adventurer, was Slow, the guy who had ended up sitting next to me when I watched that eating contest at a restaurant during my date with Lulune.


  “Just sat next to him? Then why’s someone like that here?”


  “No idea. Even when I first met him, I thought he was kind of strange.”


  As we were talking, Origa, who had been quietly staring at Slow, suddenly clapped her hands as if she’d remembered something.


  “Ah, right. I know this person.”


  “Huh?”


  “He’s famous in the Underworld. Haven’t you heard the name Hellsmoke?”


  “Hellsmoke?”


  “Wait, Hellsmoke?!”


  It seemed Al knew what Hellsmoke meant, but Saria and I had no clue, so we instinctively looked at each other.


  “Well, it’s no surprise you guys don’t know,” Al answered right away. “Hellsmoke is exactly what Origa said, an infamous assassin in the Underworld. Every time he carries out an assassination, smoke rises somewhere, and that’s how he got that nickname. But why do you know someone like that?!”


  “How should I know?”


  I really had just happened to meet him at a dining hall, so there wasn’t much else I could say.


  It really was just a coincidence, right? This isn’t another one of those things the world set up behind the scenes, is it? I’m starting to lose trust in the world itself…


  “W-Well, whatever. The point is, he was imprisoned here too, so we need to take him back with us.”


  “That’s true, but what do we do? We can’t just leave them here. Should we head back for now with everyone?”


  Just like Al said, now that we’d freed all the people held here, we couldn’t just ignore them and continue on to the Demon God.


  But that meant we’d have to pass through the Underworld.


  Just like the first time I was sent there, it wasn’t possible to teleport directly from the Underworld back to the world we lived in.


  So if we were going to bring them back, we’d have to carry each person, pass through the Underworld, and return to the human world manually.


  It wasn’t like I couldn’t just stack everyone here and carry them all at once, but that would obviously be uncomfortable for the people on the bottom.


  As I wrestled with what to do, the voice of the world spoke again.


  
    >Would you like me to teleport you?

  


  “Why?!”


  You just said it wasn’t possible! Why are you the one suggesting it now?!


  “You… Well, the Underworld said teleportation wasn’t possible, didn’t it?!”


  
    >It is true that the world where humans live and the Underworld are fundamentally different, so teleportation magic that functions within the same world does not work. Therefore, to move between the Underworld and the human world, one must either die or pass through the gate leading to the Underworld.

  


  “Right?! So then why?!”


  
    >However, upon further consideration, wouldn’t it not matter in Seiichi-sama’s case?

  


  “Why would it not matter for me?!”


  Can we stop with the whole “it doesn’t apply to you” thing?! I’m against being singled out!


  As I took mental damage from the world’s words, Saria tilted her head.


  “Hmm. Isn’t it fine now?”


  “Huh?”


  “I don’t really get it, but thanks to Seiichi, we can move directly from here to somewhere else without going back through the Underworld, right?”


  “Well, yeah…”


  “Then it’s fine! As expected of Seiichi!”


  “If Saria says so, then I guess it’s… fine?”


  I seriously don’t get any of this anymore.


  But as Saria said, from our perspective, it was still a huge help.


  I had plenty I wanted to say, but given the situation, there wasn’t much point in dwelling on it.


  “For now, let’s take everyone here back to Terbelle. We can leave them with the Guild Headquarters and report to Landzelf while we’re at it.”


  Even though we hadn’t really fought at all, I felt strangely exhausted. Gathering the freed S-rank adventurers, I returned to Terbelle with them.


  ※※※


  


  Around the time Seiichi and the others returned to Terbelle, deep within the Cult of the Demon God’s base, the revived Demon God stood in silence.


  “I thought some strange presence had intruded, but it’s finally gone. They had come quite deep in.”


  Sensing that Seiichi and the others’ presence had vanished, the Demon God mistakenly assumed they had been dealt with.


  After all, there was no way to instantly move from this base located in the Underworld to the human world.


  However, that only applied to ordinary humans.


  “That strange presence disappearing is one thing, but for the Apostles’ presences to vanish as well? Could it be they ended up taking each other down?”


  Yutis had originally been stationed in this base, so the Demon God naturally knew he had been the one to confront Seiichi and the others.


  And now, even Yutis’s presence had abruptly vanished.


  If the Demon God wished, it could locate the other Apostles without the slightest effort.


  But it had no need to do so.


  Because—


  “It matters not. Now that I have fully regained my power and transcended all things, there exists no one who can stop me.”


  Even while Seiichi and the others had been at the base, the Apostles’ activities scattered across various lands had steadily, if gradually, supplied the Demon God with negative energy.


  As a result, its power had surpassed even what it had been before its sealing, and it now felt no possibility of defeat, even against all the other gods combined.


  Having grown stronger than before, the Demon God embodied omniscience and omnipotence, able to know whatever it wished and bend everything to its will.


  Even before being sealed, it had already been omniscient and omnipotent as a god. Now, even when facing other gods of equal standing, it could exercise that power without restraint.


  And with such overwhelming power restored, there was no way the other gods would fail to notice.


  “To think you would be revived.”


  “So you have come.”


  Before the Demon God, countless lights flickered into existence.


  They took no distinct form, drifting silently in place as they addressed it.


  The voice was the same one that had once come through the classroom speakers when Seiichi and the others were brought to this world. It was the voice of a god.


  “How did you undo the seal we placed on you?”


  “Such a thing is simple. I have surpassed you. How could insignificant beings like you ever hope to contain one who stands far above?”


  “You speak boldly. You and we are gods of equal standing, born from nothing, creators and destroyers of all. There is nothing above us, and we have always been the same.”


  “Hah! You are the ones who chose stagnation. Content with your position, you abandoned growth.”


  “That’s not it. We didn’t abandon growth. We are the beginning and the end of all things. Everything is measured against us. To surpass us—”


  “Can you still say that after seeing this?”


  In the next instant, something overwhelming struck the flickering lights before the Demon God.


  It had no visible form, nor was it pressure or mere force.


  There existed no means in this world to accurately describe the unknown “something” emanating from the Demon God.


  As that “something” washed over them, the flickering lights experienced, for the first time since their creation, something akin to agitation.


  “This… is…”


  “That is the power that lies beyond the standard you so confidently claim. To begin with, nothing in this world is truly complete. Why? Because if such a thing existed, that singular, perfect entity would have no need to create anything at all. There would be no reason for a universe or a world to exist. And yet, the universe exists. The world exists. That is proof that we, the ones who created them, are incomplete. Our very existence is evidence that perfection does not exist. And that is precisely why I sought a power that can never be reached. Is it not only natural that I now overwhelm you?”


  “Then we’ll simply seal you once more.”


  As the god declared this, layers upon layers of magic circles appeared around the Demon God.


  They began to contract, attempting to bind and seal him, but the moment they touched that “something” radiating from him, they shattered instantly.


  “What?!”


  “You still believe beings like you can seal me? Gods who have no capacity for growth are truly dull.”


  The god, overwhelmed by the Demon God’s triumphant declaration, forced out a strained voice.


  “What… is it that you want?”


  “What do I want? Simple. I will destroy everything. That is all.”


  “Wha—”


  “Did I not say? If a truly complete existence were to exist, then that alone would be sufficient. I will become that one and only. And for that, I will destroy everything to give birth to a singular, absolute existence: myself!”


  The Demon God laughed as he spoke, his madness boundless.


  At first, being sealed in this world had driven him to seek revenge against the gods who imprisoned him. But as he gathered negative power in the process of breaking that seal, that power grew darker and more corrupted.


  Now, his goal was no longer to destroy the other gods. It had shifted into something else entirely: erase everything and create a complete world consisting of himself alone. Because of that, even the Apostles and Servants who had labored for his revival no longer held any place in his mind. He pursued only his own existence with single-minded, unhinged obsession.


  “Now then, I could erase you all here and now, but that would be dull. After I destroy everything else, I will erase you last.”


  “Wait—”


  The moment the god tried to speak, that incomprehensible “something” surged forth from the Demon God once more, and the flickering lights vanished without a trace.


  However, though the lights had disappeared, as the Demon God had said, the gods themselves were not completely destroyed. They had merely been cut off, prevented from interfering with the Underworld and the world where Seiichi and the others were.


  “Heh. I’ll begin with this planet. Until then, I won’t allow you to interfere. Sit back and watch as the world collapses from the outside.”


  With that, he spoke to the already-vanished gods and let out a triumphant laugh.


  “Hehe… Ahahahahaha! Now then, let the curtain rise on a world headed for ruin!”


  The catastrophe about to unfold would be, for the Demon God, a grand comedy.


  “Ahahahahahahahahahahahahaha!”


  And yet, the Demon God did not realize that he himself was the true star of that comedy.


   

  Side Story: The F-Class Girls Reunite


  

  While Kannazuki Karen and the others were under Louisse’s protection, three former members of Barbodel Magic Academy’s Class F—Flora Redrant, Rachel Matten, and Irene Prime—had arrived at the Sealed Forest within the Varcia Empire.


  “Are we not there yet?”


  “Even if you ask me, there’s nothing I can do about that.”


  “I know that, but still! Hey, Irene, we’re going the right way, right?!”


  At Flora’s words, Irene answered without the slightest change in expression. “Of course. It is impossible for someone as perfect and beautiful as myself to be mistaken.”


  “Perfection aside, what does beauty have to do with anything?”


  “Are you an idiot?”


  “That’s harsh!”


  Though they were making their way through an unfamiliar forest, the three had trained enough to still have the leeway for this kind of exchange.


  Rachel, who had been smiling wryly at their banter, looked around the forest again.


  “Still, a place like this really exists, huh? I never imagined there’d be somewhere where magic can’t be used.”


  “Yeah. Helen was originally really strong, but I always thought it was strange that she couldn’t use magic. Thinking about this place, it might’ve been largely due to the environment.”


  As Flora followed up and glanced around as well, Irene alone remained completely unfazed.


  “Indeed, magic cannot be used, but that hardly matters to us.”


  “Huh? Why not?”


  “Because we couldn’t use magic before meeting Seiichi-sensei. Losing it again now poses no issue.”


  “Well, yeah, maybe, but, you know, after finally being able to use it, it’s kind of a problem if we can’t anymore, right?”


  “Ordinarily, yes, it would be inconvenient once you know the usefulness of magic. However, under the current circumstances, this environment works in our favor. Our pursuers won’t be able to use magic either.”


  “Oh, I see! We’re used to not having magic, but they’re not!”


  Flora nodded, convinced by Irene’s reasoning.


  Then Rachel glanced back over her shoulder, looking a little uneasy.


  “B-But, do you think we’ll really manage to get away?”


  “That’s hard to say. We’re moving while using skills to scout our surroundings, but the enemy is probably anticipating that much as well…”


  The truth was, a certain group was pursuing Irene and the others.


  Originally, Barbodel Magic Academy had been sealed off by the Kaizell Empire, forcing the three of them to return to their hometowns. However, the Kaizell Empire had already occupied those hometowns, and it was obvious they would be oppressed there.


  If they had been powerless civilians, they might have had other options. But the three of them possessed a certain level of combat ability, and on top of that, they were all attractive. Depending on the situation, there was a high chance they would be taken away by the Kaizell Empire and treated however those soldiers pleased.


  Having anticipated that, Irene had joined up with Flora and the others on the way back to their hometowns and gathered various pieces of information.


  That was when they learned of the Varcia Empire and the Kingdom of Windberg, both still outside the Kaizell Empire’s control. From there, they decided to head to the Varcia Empire, which was closest to their current location and also Helen’s homeland.


  However, while traveling from Barbodel Magic Academy back to their hometowns, they had been under what was nominally a “safe escort” by the Kaizell Empire—in reality, surveillance.


  After managing to slip away from that watch and change course, the Empire’s soldiers realized what had happened and began pursuing them.


  “What happens if they find us?”


  “We’ll be taken in, of course. And this time, they’ll likely ensure we can’t escape, possibly restraining us completely.”


  “Ugh. Yeah, that sounds awful.”


  “You may sound carefree, but this is quite a dangerous situation. Including myself, we’re a group of fairly attractive women. There’s a very high chance we’ll become targets of the men’s baser desires.”


  “Don’t casually say something terrifying while complimenting our looks.”


  At Irene’s words, Flora made an awkward expression.


  “Well, I get our situation now, but what about your families? I’m an orphan, so it doesn’t really matter for me.”


  “My family runs a dojo, so I think they’ll be fine, even if something happens.”


  “Now that you mention it, Rachel, for someone so airheaded, you’re actually pretty combat-oriented.”


  “I have no issues either. They’re my parents, after all. They’ll read my intentions perfectly and act accordingly.”


  “Guess that figures. Being Irene’s parents, they’re just like you.”


  “By the way, even if we make it to the Varcia Empire, will they actually give us shelter?”


  “Ah, now that you mention it… We’re friends with Helen, but that doesn’t mean the country itself will protect us, right?”


  At Rachel and Flora’s remarks, Irene gave a small nod.


  “That’s true. But in the end, we don’t have any other options. If that fails, we’ll have to make our way to the Kingdom of Windberg. Though with the Kaizell Empire monitoring the borders, that would be difficult.”


  “Well, no point overthinking it here. For now, we just have to keep going.”


  Flora let out a sigh as she said it, and in that very moment—


  “Stop!”


  Rachel’s voice cut through the air, sharp and urgent, completely unlike her usual soft demeanor.


  At once, Flora and Irene raised their weapons. Then, from within the forest, several men emerged.


  “Well now, we tried to sneak up on you without being noticed. Didn’t expect you to catch on.”


  “So you got ahead of us.”


  The ones who stepped out from the undergrowth were soldiers of the Kaizell Empire.


  Each of them held a weapon, crude grins spreading across their faces.


  “Too bad, huh? If you’d been just a little faster, maybe you could’ve escaped, but this is as far as you go.”


  As one of the soldiers spoke, it became clear that they had not only blocked the path ahead but had also circled behind them, cutting off any escape.


  Irene and the others kept their weapons raised, searching for an opening. However, as students, the gap in experience between them and the Empire’s soldiers was too great. There was no clear way out.


  “Trying to run’s pointless. Even if it was just an attempt, you still slipped past us once. Now that we’ve caught up, we’re not letting you go.”


  “Nice look you’ve got there. Makes me want to trample you even more.”


  As the soldier’s grin deepened, another one spoke up.


  “Captain. Why don’t we have a little fun first? If we take them back, who knows when it’ll be our turn?”


  “Yeah, exactly! We deserve at least that much, right? You don’t come across girls this good very often.”


  “Heh, fair point. Then let’s grab them quick and enjoy ourselves, shall we?”


  The Kaizell Empire soldiers slowly tightened their encirclement.


  Faced with the situation, Irene and the others tensed, searching desperately for a way out when suddenly—


  “Haaah!”


  “Wha—?! Where did that— Gahhh!”


  From behind the Kaizell soldiers, another group appeared—soldiers clad in armor different from the Empire’s—and launched an attack.


  The sudden assault threw the Kaizell side into confusion, and Irene’s group froze for a split second before snapping back to their senses.


  “Flora, Rachel!”


  “Y-Yeah!”


  “Yesss!”


  The three of them raised their weapons and charged at the nearest soldiers, aiming to break through the encirclement.


  “Damn brats! Don’t get cocky!”


  “Hah!”


  Irene swung her large scythe in swift arcs, deflecting the soldiers’ attacks.


  “I won’t lose either!”


  “Neither will I!”


  Following her lead, Flora and Rachel engaged the approaching Kaizell soldiers, but the enemy pressed in even harder, determined not to let them escape.


  “You’re not getting away!”


  “Irene?!”


  That soldier attacked from Irene’s blind spot while she was engaged with another opponent. Her reaction came a fraction too late. She wouldn’t make it in time to defend.


  Flora and the others immediately tried to block the attack, but with the other Kaizell Empire soldiers in front of them, they had no chance of making it in time.


  Just as the soldier’s blade was about to reach Irene, something sharp flew in from elsewhere, deflecting the strike.


  “What?!”


  “Don’t you dare lay a hand on my friends!”


  The attack had come from none other than Helen, the very person Irene and the others had been on their way to meet.


  Positioning herself protectively in front of them, Helen faced down the surrounding Kaizell Empire soldiers.


  “Helen! Even for you, going up against trained soldiers…”


  Flora had countless questions—why Helen was here, among other things—but what mattered more in that moment was her reckless move.


  All three of them knew how strong Helen was, but even so, they couldn’t believe she could take on professional soldiers.


  But—


  “It’s fine.”


  “Huh?”


  From that point on, it was completely one-sided.


  With daggers in both hands, Helen moved in a blur, cutting down the Kaizell soldiers one after another. The soldiers couldn’t even track her movements. They were utterly helpless, falling before they could so much as respond.


  “Amazing…”


  “How is she that strong?”


  Entranced by their classmate’s overwhelming display, the three of them forgot to even run.


  Before long, Helen had taken down all the nearby Kaizell soldiers, while the other attackers finished off the rest. Only then did the three realize that those attackers were soldiers of the Varcia Empire and that they had truly been saved.


  With the Kaizell Empire soldiers defeated, the three of them were finally able to catch their breath and collapsed to the ground.


  “W-We’re saved!”


  “I-I thought we were done for.”


  As they sat there, Helen, who had been giving orders to the Varcia Empire soldiers to bind the defeated enemies, approached them once more.


  “Hey, what are you three doing here?”


  “Helen. We came to see you.”


  “Me?”


  At Helen’s surprised reaction, Irene calmly began explaining everything that had happened.


  ※※※


  


  “I see. So you came here to escape the Kaizell Empire.” After hearing the full explanation, Helen let out an exasperated sigh. “I get the reason, but this was way too reckless. What were you going to do if I hadn’t shown up?”


  “There wouldn’t have been anything we could do. However, if we got close enough to the Varcia Empire, we expected that once we engaged the Kaizell soldiers, they would detect the disturbance and at least send out scouts. Ideally, we would have reached the territory before being discovered, but at the very least, we aimed to get close enough for that to happen. In the end, it worked.”


  Irene stated it matter-of-factly, her expression unchanged, which only made Helen look even more exasperated.


  “Honestly, you really haven’t changed at all.”


  “Of course not. Besides, if we hadn’t escaped the Kaizell Empire, we would have suffered regardless. After all, I possess this perfect beauty. The kinds of things they would have done to me… Unspeakable.”


  “You really haven’t changed.”


  Faced with Irene’s unwavering self-assurance, Helen’s expression twitched.


  Then Flora, clearly excited, leaned forward. “Oh, right! Was Helen always that strong?! I mean, I know you were strong back at the academy, but that was on a completely different level, wasn’t it?!”


  “That’s true. And the Varcia Empire soldiers are treating you with such respect, Helen.”


  “Ah, you know where I’m from, but not my actual position. It’s not exactly something I go around announcing, but I’m actually a princess of this country.”


  “Huh?”


  “Well, the second princess, though.”


  “I see. That explains why the soldiers were so respectful.”


  Flora and Rachel stared in shock at Helen’s revelation, but Irene simply nodded calmly.


  “No, wait, why are you so calm about this, Irene?! I thought the only royalty in our class was Blut!”


  “Well, like Blut, I also have commoner blood, and I used a different surname, so it’s only natural you didn’t know. As for why I’ve become this strong… Well, that’s thanks to Seichi-sensei.”


  “Seichi-sensei?!”


  At the unexpected name, all three widened their eyes.


  “Yes. This country may be safe from the Kaizell Empire’s threat now, but it was in serious danger not long ago. We were practically at war with them. To deal with that, I decided to follow Seichi-sensei and gain power, and as a result, I joined the ranks of the Transcendants. But before I even had a chance to use that power, Seichi-sensei ended the war himself.”


  “Sensei’s insane!”


  “As expected of Seichi-sensei. He truly is as perfect as I am.”


  “That’s way beyond perfect!”


  “Ending a war all by himself… That’s not something you can normally believe.”


  Faced with Flora’s astonishment, Rachel could only give a wry smile.


  Normally, the story would have been far too unbelievable, but the moment Seichi was at the center of it, everything changed.


  Letting out another sigh, Helen gave a gentle smile.


  “But still, I’m glad that power could be put to use like this, and that I was able to help you.”


  “Helen…”


  Flora’s eyes sparkled, and Helen instinctively looked away, shifting the topic.


  “A-Anyway, you said you came here to escape to this country, but what about your families?”


  “We’re all fine on that front.”


  “I see. Well, the safest place would probably be wherever Seichi-sensei is, but this country has grown stronger too, so you can rest easy. I’ll make sure all three of you are protected.”


  At Helen’s words, Irene and the others exchanged glances and let out a quiet sigh of relief.


  Then, in the next moment, Helen grinned.


  “But I can’t just protect you for free, so be prepared to work for it, alright?”


  “Ugh, okaaay.”


  “Well, that’s only fair…”


  “Leave it to me. I’ll carry out any task perfectly. After all, I am a perfect beauty!”


  And so, Irene and the others were safely taken in by the Varcia Empire.


   

  Side Story: The Protected Heroes


  

  “Huh?! Seiichi-kun/Sei-chan multiplied?!”


  On the road to the royal capital of Terbelle, Karen and Airi—one of the Hero Party—suddenly shouted in unison.


  “What are you talking about?”


  Kannazuki Karen and the others had escaped from the Kaizell Empire’s soldiers.


  Just as they were about to reach the Kingdom of Windberg, they were caught up to by the Empire and pushed into a desperate situation. But a mysterious slash that came flying down from the sky allowed them to narrowly escape.


  On top of that, at the place they fled to, they were rescued by Louisse and her group, who had been dispatched to investigate the true intentions of the Kaizell Empire soldiers gathering near the border.


  Perhaps because of everything that had happened, the others all looked utterly exhausted, but for some reason, Karen and Airi were full of energy.


  “Shouta-kun, don’t you get it?”


  “Exactly! Sei-chan multiplied!”


  “That just makes even less sense.”


  Hearing their words, Takamiya Shouta clutched his head.


  At that point, Blud, one of the students from Barbodel Magic Academy who had joined up with them along the way, spoke with an exasperated tone.


  “Has that woman lost her mind from exhaustion? What happened to the composure and intelligence she showed until now?”


  “You think that’s necessary to understand Seiichi-kun?”


  “Someone cast a healing spell on her head.”


  “No, she’s perfectly fine! This is just how she normally is!”


  “That makes it even worse.”


  Blud’s perfectly accurate retort made Shouta rush to defend her, but it was hardly what could be called a defense.


  Having listened silently up to that point, Louisse—the one who had rescued Karen and the others—tilted her head and spoke.


  “Um, may I ask something? You said earlier that Master increased in number.”


  “Hmm? Master… Oh, you mean Seiichi-kun. Yes, exactly, he multiplied.”


  Airi nodded emphatically in agreement with Karen’s words.


  But no matter how it was said, it wasn’t something anyone could normally believe, and Shouta once again held his head.


  And yet, in the face of that absurd explanation, Louisse simply nodded in understanding.


  “I see. So he multiplied.”
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  “You’re actually going to believe that?!”


  Shouta immediately shot back, but Louisse answered as if it were nothing.


  “Yes. If it’s Master, it’s not particularly strange. I always thought he might multiply someday.”


  “You thought he might?! Seiichi, what the hell have you been doing?!”


  Faced with this bizarre level of trust in Seiichi, Shouta could only stand there in confusion.


  Watching the exchange, Takamiya Miu and Araki Kenji glanced at each other.


  “I wonder what Seiichi-oniichan did this time.”


  “N-No idea. But even back then, Seiichi was always a little off.”


  “He denied it himself, but his dad and mom were pretty unusual too, so Seiichi-oniichan was definitely strange as well.”


  “I thought the same thing when we reunited at Barbodel Magic Academy. He’s still blowing past our expectations in the weirdest ways.”


  Thinking of Seiichi, who wasn’t even there, Kenji let out a wry smile.


  Meanwhile, still unable to believe that Seiichi had somehow multiplied, Shouta turned to Blud and the others who had been nearby at the academy.


  “Hey. Seiichi multiplying. That’s obviously weird, right?”


  Blud and the others all looked away at once, their expressions awkward.


  “What’s with the silence?!”


  “Uh, well, when you really think about what she said…”


  “If it’s my brother, multiplying doesn’t seem that far-fetched.”


  “Yeah. It might be hard to believe, but with Seiichi-sensei, it somehow feels believable.”


  “Honestly, it might be weirder if he didn’t multiply.”


  “What is wrong with all of you?!”


  Normally, Seiichi would be the one making the retorts. Still, here, everyone present had already grown used to his absurd, over-the-top behavior, leaving Shouta to handle all the reactions himself.


  Then Karen gently patted Shouta on the shoulder.


  “Well, it’s fine, isn’t it? Seiichi-kun multiplied. There’s no problem.”


  “Exactly!”


  “There are nothing but problems with that, though?”


  Shouta couldn’t understand how having the same person multiply could possibly be seen as not a problem. But for Karen and Airi, the mere fact that Seiichi had increased in number was something to be happy about. There was nothing problematic about it at all.


  Then Louisse, who like them had already accepted that Seiichi had multiplied, welcomed it for an entirely different reason as well.


  “Still, if Master has truly increased, then that’s a wonderful thing.”


  “Um, what exactly is so good about it?”


  “Because it grants the ultimate sense of security.”


  “The ultimate sense of security?”


  “Simply having Master present guarantees that any problem will be resolved. However, there was only one Master. Now that there are two, the places where that sense of security can be obtained have increased.”


  “Are we really talking about Seiichi?”


  Shouta couldn’t help but ask.


  At the very least, the Seiichi he knew from childhood wasn’t that kind of absurd existence. And yet, judging from Louisse and the reactions of the others from this world, those words were entirely true, which only deepened Shouta’s confusion.


  Still, when he thought about it, there had been moments—like when Seiichi overwhelmingly defeated an S-Class teacher at Barbodel Magic Academy, or when he easily took down Demioros during the academy attack—that proved he wasn’t normal.


  With his mind on the verge of overload, Shouta finally gave up trying to make sense of it and changed the subject.


  “By the way, what’s going to happen to us now?”


  “Let’s see… You’ll likely meet His Majesty first, and then provide a full explanation, including the situation with the Kaizell Empire.”


  “Alright.”


  As Shouta listened to Louisse, he once again felt the reality of having truly been saved.


  “I just hope Seiichi’s okay.”


  “Of course, Seiichi-kun is fine. First, we should go find the extra Seiichi-kun!”


  “Leave it to us!”


  “Were you even listening?!”


  As Karen continued charging ahead at full speed, Shouta grew increasingly exhausted.


   

  Side Story: Gassel-Style Boot Camp


  

  One day, Yamato headed to the Adventurers’ Guild, accompanied by Yaiba, the Guardian Deity, and Tsukikage Eiya.


  “Hehe! I’m looking forward to this!”


  “Haa…”


  “We’re really not enthusiastic about this…”


  Just as Tsukikage said, Yamato alone was in high spirits, while her escorts carried a gloomy air.


  The reason being—


  “Here we go!”


  “More! More! Hit me harder!”


  “We’re leaving!!”


  The moment they arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild and Yamato energetically flung open the door, they were greeted by the sight of a half-naked middle-aged adventurer, suspended in a tortoise-shell bondage position, wearing an ecstatic expression.


  The instant they saw it, Yaiba and Tsukikage slammed the door shut at lightning speed.


  Yamato, who had been abruptly dragged away from the guild entrance, pouted in dissatisfaction.


  “What are you doing?!”


  “This is no good. Yes, absolutely no good!”


  “L-Lady Muu, I believe this establishment may be a bit too early for you.”


  “Do not treat me like a child! I am older than both of you, you know?!”


  “What?!”


  It was easy to forget, given her childish appearance and behavior. Still, Yamato was older than not only Yaiba and the others, but also among the oldest beings in the world, someone furthest from being a child.


  And yet—


  “Even so, it’s still no good! This isn’t a place for humans!”


  “What?! Then what do you call the one inside?!”


  “A pervert!”


  “A pervert?!”


  At such blunt wording, Yamato’s eyes widened.


  While she was older than anyone present, her origins left her with a childlike mind and little understanding of the world.


  And so, after her initial shock, she tilted her head in confusion.


  “A pervert? What is that?”


  “Huh?”


  “Was there really something strange in that room? I only saw a man who looked extremely happy.”


  “That’s exactly the problem!”


  “Why? Why is it bad that he looked happy?”


  “Ugh!”


  It wasn’t wrong to say the man looked happy. It was just that the way he was achieving that happiness was far too unusual, which was why Yaiba and Tsukikage had tried to pull Yamato away from the Adventurers’ Guild.


  However, unusual as it was, he wasn’t actually causing any trouble—arguably—so Yamato’s innocent question left them at a loss for words.


  Looking at them, she placed her hands on her hips with an exasperated expression.


  “Honestly, you two are far too overprotective. At this rate, I don’t even know why I came outside in the first place!”


  “T-That’s…”


  “Well, I understand that your concern comes from the bottom of your hearts. But shouldn’t you trust me a little more as well?”


  When Yamato said that, sounding slightly hurt, Yaiba and Tsukikage hurriedly nodded.


  “Of course!”


  “We trust you completely, Lady Muu!”


  “Good! Then there’s no problem! Now come on, let’s go!”


  The moment she heard their reply, Muu instantly brightened and headed straight back into the guild as if nothing had happened.


  The two of them were briefly stunned by how quickly her mood changed, but they hurried after her.


  And then—


  “Haa… Haa… A l-little girl… in a place like this…”


  “Dieeeeeeeee!”


  “Gahhh!”


  “Walter-san!”


  With heavy breathing, Walter Belat, known as the Guardian of Young Girls, was sent flying after taking a direct hit from Yaiba and Tsukikage’s attack.


  Walter, who had been sent flying while smashing through the guild’s tables and chairs, crashed straight into the wall. Even so, he wore a satisfied smile and gave a thumbs-up.


  “A… female knight protecting a little girl… The greatest… indeed…”


  “Walter-san!”


  The Unconcealed One, Slan Algard, rushed over in a panic and cradled the now lifeless Walter in his arms, wailing.


  Watching this unfold, Grand Rosen, the Bloodstained Destroyer, nodded with an unusually solemn expression.


  “Yes, yes, that was a fine display of destruction.”


  “As I thought, this guild is no good.”


  Faced with adventurers far too eccentric, even battle-hardened warriors like Yaiba and Tsukikage were left completely overwhelmed.


  Unaware of their suffering, Yamato cheerfully marched deeper into the guild. Reaching the reception desk, she raised her hand energetically.


  “Hello there! Is Gustle around?”


  “Oh my, Lady Muu. Please wait just a moment.”


  Noticing Yamato’s arrival, Eris kicked away the middle-aged adventurer she had been whipping, changed clothes in an instant, and returned to the front desk.


  Yamato didn’t seem particularly surprised by this, but Yaiba and the others stood there, stunned by how quickly she switched roles.


  “Thank you for waiting. Do you have business with the guildmaster?”


  “Indeed! Just as Gustle said when he registered, I’ve come to obtain a beautiful physique as well!”


  “Lady Muu?!”


  In truth, Yaiba and Tsukikage hadn’t known what business Yamato had at the Guild.


  That was because they had opposed even approaching the guild in the first place, assuming they would never actually stop by.


  Then, as if responding to Yamato’s declaration, the guild doors burst open.


  “I heard everything!”


  “That voice?!”


  What appeared at the guild’s entrance was Gassel, striking a perfectly posed stance. With a gleam of white teeth, he spread his arms wide as if to embrace everything.


  “WELCOME! To the world of MUSCLES!”


  “Woooooo!”


  As Gassel showed off his physique to the absolute fullest, Yamato reacted with overwhelming excitement.


  Seeing that reaction only put Gassel in an even better mood.


  “Excellent response, Muu! So you understand the appeal of this physical beauty?!”


  “I do, I do! I can feel its greatness as well!”


  “Do you want it?”


  “I want it! I want that physical beauty!”


  As Yamato’s eyes sparkled, Gassel puffed out his chest proudly.


  “Then I shall grant it to you! Yes, through the Gassel-style Boot Camp!”


  ※※※


  


  Since they were about to begin training, Yamato changed out of her usual outfit into something more suitable for exercise.


  Once she finished, Gassel led her straight to the training grounds. Though not widely known due to its low usage, the facility was actually located behind the Guild Headquarters.


  Despite having such a convenient place, no one used it for one simple reason: the adventurers at the guild prioritized their desires over strength.


  However, by pursuing those desires, they had naturally gained great power in the process.


  Unaware of this, Yaiba and the others were surprised by how well-equipped the place was.


  “Such impressive facilities.”


  “But why is no one using it?”


  “Well, the adventurers here don’t need it!”


  “What a complete waste.”


  Hearing those words from Gassel, who should have been encouraging training in the first place, the two of them held their heads in dismay.


  At the same time, Yaiba desperately tried to stop Yamato.


  “Lady Muu. Please reconsider!”


  “No! I shall take this opportunity to obtain a physique like Gassel’s!”


  “Anything but that. Please, anything but that!”


  Imagining Yamato becoming a hulking mass of muscle, standing beside Gassel with gleaming white teeth and striking a side-chest pose, Yaiba and Tsukikage clung to her in desperation.


  But Yamato, already too excited to notice them at all, eagerly called out to Gassel.


  “I am ready! What should I do?!”


  “Excellent spirit! In that case, we’ll begin with efficient muscle training… is what I’d like to say, but first, there is something else I want you to do, Muu.”


  “Something else?”


  “Indeed. That is… to take pride in your own body!”


  “Whoa!”


  As he declared this, Gassel assumed a front lat spread pose.


  Faced with those shining muscles, Yamato’s breathing grew heavy.


  “Well then, Muu! What do you think of my muscles?!”


  “Amazing, truly amazing! They’re so divine!”


  “HAHAHA! Exactly! My muscles are the result of relentless daily training, honed to perfection! But! Simply pushing them to their limits isn’t enough to build great muscles! The muscles that cover your body will only display their true power when you take pride in them as something magnificent!”


  “Take pride…”


  “That’s right! Now then, Muu! You don’t need to worry about poses at first! Just show off your body proudly, however you feel!”


  “Okay!”


  Following Gassel’s instructions, Yamato tried striking a pose of her own.


  “Like this?”


  “Muu! That’s nowhere near enough! Is that all the pride you have in your muscles?!”


  “L-Like this?!”


  “Not even close. Not even close!”


  “Like this?!”


  The two of them grew more and more fired up.


  Yaiba and Tsukikage, who hadn’t been able to keep up from the very beginning, could only stare blankly at the scene.


  By the time the sun set, Yamato, who had spent the entire time confronting her own body despite not doing any actual strength training, was already completely exhausted.


  “I can’t move anymore…”


  “Mm, that’s enough for today. Building muscles is like forging steel. You need to let them rest appropriately. Any more than this wouldn’t be good for them!”


  Despite having displayed his physique at full intensity alongside Yamato the entire time, Gassel showed nothing more than a light sheen of sweat.


  Even Yaiba and Tsukikage, who had initially been worn down by his overwhelming eccentricity, were now astonished by his stamina.


  “He’s not just a pervert.”


  “To still have energy after all that… Are people from outside lands all monsters?”


  Seiichi would have denied that with everything he had, but at least when it came to the Guild Headquarters, the description wasn’t entirely wrong.


  Once Yamato managed to catch her breath, she pushed herself up and looked down at her body.


  “This is my body.”


  “That’s right. That body is yours. No one else’s. It belongs to one person. You.”


  Until now, Yamato had sealed away her own heart, turning her gaze from everything. Because she possessed overwhelming power, she had never needed to rely on her physical body; as a result, her fragile spirit had been suppressed, and only an empty body had continued to age.


  But now, having moved with everything she had for the first time, that very body brought her an unfamiliar feeling.


  Her heart, pounding fiercely. Her muscles, asserting their presence even through exhaustion. All of it told her that she was truly alive.


  Yamato, quietly looking down at herself, murmured, “I am truly fortunate. Blessed with such wonderful companions and with a body this full of life.”


  “That’s right. The one who can value your body the most is you. Strive to become someone worthy of that magnificent body. I’m still growing myself, after all! HAHAHAHAHA!”


  “Hehe. Ahahahahaha!”


  Drawn in by Gassel’s laughter, Yamato laughed loudly as well.


  Having stepped beyond the narrow world of the Eastern Kingdom, Yamato, for the first time, celebrated being alive.


   

  Side Story: The First Demon Lord and the Current Demon Lord


  

  Lucius, the First Demon King, stopped by the Demon Kingdom before heading to the Black Dragon God’s Dungeon.


  The Demon King’s Army had accompanied him on this journey to return as well, and they now guided him through the country.


  “That’s the current state of the Demon Kingdom, in broad terms.”


  “I see…”


  After listening to the explanation from Reiya Farzer, general of the Demon King Army’s Third Division, Lucius gave a small nod.


  “The names don’t seem to have changed, but the buildings and atmosphere are completely different. Back when I was demon king, we were too busy fighting humans to devote much attention to the country itself.”


  “That’s…”


  Just as Lucius said, in the era before he was revived in the present day, the conflict between demons and humans had been far more intense. Though they had established a nation for the persecuted demon race, they had been forced into constant war against humans who opposed them.


  Now, thanks to the meeting between Routier and Landzelf, things were gradually moving toward coexistence with humans. But back then, that wasn’t even a consideration.


  As a result, combat strength had been prioritized over national development.


  That was precisely why demons like the Black Dragon God, who had lived through that time, possessed combat abilities on a completely different level compared to the present.


  “Well, I’m sure there were battles even after my time, and still, the country managed to develop like this. It’s truly impressive. Looking at it now, I guess all I could really do was fight.”


  “That’s not true!”


  Unable to hold back, Reiya raised her voice at Lucius’s remark.


  The other members of the Demon King’s Army looked at him with similar expressions.


  “It’s because you were here, Lord Lucius, that we exist today! Because you built this country!”


  “That’s right! The reason we can live in peace now, there’s no doubt it’s because you laid the foundation for it, Lord Lucius!”


  As if in agreement with Reiya and Zolua, the rest of the Demon King’s army nodded firmly.


  Seeing them like that, Lucius widened his eyes slightly before offering a gentle smile.


  “I see. Hearing you say that makes it feel like all that effort back then was worth it.”


  Lucius looked out over the cityscape once more.


  At that moment, he observed something.


  “Oh?”


  “Lord Lucius? Is something wrong?”


  “Yes, just a little. We were just talking about the king of this country, and it seems he’s returned.”


  “What?!”


  At those casually spoken words, the members of the Demon King’s Army froze.


  After all, that meant the current Demon King, Zephal, Routier’s father, had returned.


  Lucius wore a mischievous smile.


  “Since we have the chance, why don’t we go say hello?”


  Faced with the sudden decision for an encounter between the current Demon King and the first Demon King, the army could do nothing but stand there, stunned.


  ※※※


  


  “So, you’re Zephal, Routier-chan’s father? I’m Lucius Alsare, the First Demon King. Nice to meet you.”


  In response to Lucius’s exceedingly casual introduction, Zephal was left utterly speechless.


  It wasn’t just that a man claiming to be the First Demon King had suddenly appeared, but more than anything, that man’s demeanor was incredibly frivolous.


  Naturally, as the current demon king who had never forgotten his respect for the First Demon King, Lucius’s lightness was something Zephal simply couldn’t believe.


  More than that, the very fact that the First Demon King was alive made no sense at all, leaving Zephal completely confused.


  Seeing his reaction, the members of the Demon King’s Army nodded as if to say it was only natural.


  “Father, what Lord Lucius is saying is true. This person is, without a doubt, the First Demon King, Lord Lucius.”


  “No, no, no. That’s impossible to believe, isn’t it?! He’s the First Demon King?!”


  Even though Routier—who, like the Demon King’s army, knew the circumstances—explained it, Zephal still couldn’t accept it and shook his head vigorously.


  “I, along with the Black Dragon God, survived through experiments and sealing, but the First Demon King truly died! So, how is it possible?”


  “Well, normally it would be strange that I’m alive, but it’s thanks to Seiichi, after all.”


  “Ah, I see.”


  The moment the name Seiichi left Lucius’s mouth, Zephal immediately gave up thinking about it and nodded in understanding.


  Lucius blinked in surprise at the sudden shift.


  “You believed that fast?!”


  “Well, I owe my own release entirely to Seiichi-dono, and more than anything, the method he used completely exceeded anything I could have imagined, so I figured there’s no point in trying to think too hard about anything related to him.”


  “Hahahahahaha!”


  Unable to hold it in, Lucius burst out laughing at that explanation.


  If Seiichi had been present, he would have immediately protested and denied it, but even if he were here, Zephal’s opinion wouldn’t have changed. Nor would anyone else’s.


  “Ahh, thanks to Seiichi, I didn’t even need to go into the details! In any case, I’m glad I got to meet the current demon king.”


  “No! I… No, I am Zephal, currently serving as the demon king. To be able to meet Lord Lucius, the First Demon King, like this…”


  “That this kind of miracle could happen is all thanks to Seiichi, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. Thanks to him, I’m able to spend time with my daughter again.”


  “Father…”


  Lucius nodded with satisfaction as he watched Zephal and Routier.


  “Yes, yes. Seeing a parent and child getting along is a wonderful thing.”


  “Thank you very much. However, if Lord Lucius is truly here, then I would like to relinquish my position as demon king back to you…”


  As Zephal said this, both the Demon King’s Army and Routier widened their eyes.


  At the same time, however, they also understood.


  Lucius was, after all, the First Demon King, the one who founded the nation of the demon race.


  On top of that, he possessed overwhelming strength and charisma, making him perfectly suited to stand at the top of the country.


  Hearing Zephal’s words, Lucius shook his head.


  “No, my role has already ended.”


  “But by appearance, you’re even younger than I am, and there is no one more suited than you, Lord Lucius!”


  “No. My current form is indeed from my prime, so I may look younger than you, Zephal. But the fact remains: I am someone who has already died once. And after my death, this country continued on and progressed just fine. That means I’m no longer needed here.”


  “I see…”


  Zephal’s disappointment was obvious, and Lucius gave a wry smile.


  “Well, since I’ve been brought back to life, I’d like to enjoy doing what I want. Still, I plan to help this country however I can. So let’s settle for that, alright?”


  “No, I should be the one apologizing for making such a selfish request.”


  Lucius had spent his life devoting himself to the Demon Kingdom, never truly having the time to enjoy freedom. Naturally, even Zephal, as the one governing the nation, had far less freedom than an ordinary person. But what Lucius had experienced was on an entirely different level, one where freedom scarcely existed at all.


  Realizing that through Lucius’s words, Zephal felt a bit awkward, before suddenly thinking of something.


  “Ah, you mentioned helping this country. Since you’re here now, does that mean you intend to reside here? If so, I can arrange accommodations immediately.”


  “No, I’m currently living in Terbelle, in the Kingdom of Windberg. I plan to stay there for the time being. I only came here for another matter, though it does relate to helping this country.”


  “And what would that be?”


  At Zephal’s question, Lucius’s smile deepened.


  “I’m thinking of breaking the seal on the Black Dragon God.”


  “The Black Dragon God?!”


  At the mention of releasing one of the Demon King’s army’s greatest assets from its seal, Zephal’s eyes widened.


  Long ago, the Black Dragon God was sealed in a dungeon by heroes of the distant past. To undo that seal, it was necessary to meet the First Demon King once more, but since that was impossible, the seal was believed to be unbreakable for all eternity.


  Until Seiichi appeared.


  “Thanks to Seiichi, I was brought back, and more than anything, I want to see his face again. I’m planning to head to the Black Dragon God’s dungeon now.”


  Lucius’s gaze grew distant, as though reminiscing about the past.


  Meanwhile, Zephal, who had forged a deep bond with the Black Dragon God, imagined the long-awaited reunion he had yearned for, and his eyes filled with tears.


  “I see. So at last, the seal on the Black Dragon God will be broken. We’ll be able to meet it again…”


  “Yeah. When I died, leaving them behind was something I always regretted. So this time, I’ll go see him again.”


  With that declaration, Lucius bade farewell to Zephal and the Demon King’s Army, then set off toward his destination: the Black Dragon God’s Dungeon.
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